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                    258. Insatiable Flames
                

            
        
            
                	
                    259. The Fire To Cleanse The World
                

            
        
            
                	
                    260. Onset of the Present War, and Reverberations of the Past
                

            
        
            
                	
                    261. A Future World? A Past World?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    262. The True Name of a Beloved Angel
                

            
        
            
                	
                    263. Elysia, One of Seven Angels
                

            
        
            
                	
                    264. When Angels Cry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    265. A Heart to Heart With the Archivist
                

            
        
            
                	
                    266. A Core Memory
                

            
        
            
                	
                    267. At the Depths of the World
                

            
        
            
                	
                    268. The Forbidden Garden
                

            
        
            
                	
                    269. Evacuation of the City of Clubs
                

            
        
            
                	
                    270. Figureheads Meet Up!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    271. Inflow Direct’s Inner Circle
                

            
        
            
                	
                    272. The White Wing Remembers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    273. The Dawn of an Atelier War
                

            
        
            
                	
                    274. Along Carpalis’ Hand!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    275. Pushing On
                

            
        
            
                	
                    276. Signs of an Impending Corrupted
                

            
        
            
                	
                    277. Arrival of Spades
                

            
        
            
                	
                    278. The Blood of the Covenant
                

            
        
            
                	
                    279. My Name is Lailah
                

            
        
            
                	
                    280. Revelations of the White Wing
                

            
        
            
                	
                    281. Battling the Spade
                

            
        
            
                	
                    282. Time Manipulation?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    283. Jury’s Memories
                

            
        
            
                	
                    284. Jury’s Assertion
                

            
        
            
                	
                    285. Beholder Jury’s Upgrades
                

            
        
            
                	
                    286. Synergized Attack!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    287. Frost’s Woes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    288. The Egg Is A World
                

            
        
            
                	
                    289. We (I) Discarded Many
                

            
        
            
                	
                    290. Greed Counter
                

            
        
            
                	
                    291. Heart of Ours
                

            
        
            
                	
                    292. Blood of the Covenant
                

            
        
            
                	
                    293. Two Woes Don’t Make a Right
                

            
        
            
                	
                    294. When Woes Collide
                

            
        
            
                	
                    295. The Bird And Another Egg
                

            
        
            
                	
                    296. The Meaning of the Piece of the Fallen Star
                

            
        
            
                	
                    297. The Archetype of Desire
                

            
        
            
                	
                    298. The Most Violent
                

            
        
            
                	
                    299. A Blazing Apocalypse
                

            
        
            
                	
                    300. A World Set Alight
                

            
        
            
                	
                    301. What Beholder Carpalis Stands For
                

            
        
            
                	
                    302. The Beholders Are Here!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    303. Archetypes At War
                

            
        
            
                	
                    304. We (Will) Save Many!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    305. Countering Greed!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    306. This Heart Is Ours!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    307. The Blood of Our Covenant!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    308. The Ultimate Language Vs The Universal Language
                

            
        
            
                	
                    309. Last Goodbye
                

            
        
            
                	
                    310. Our Place In This World
                

            
        
            
                	
                    311. Hello, World! (6th Arc Epilogue)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Character Q and A!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    312. The Trip Towards the Nexus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    313. Within the Nexus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    314. Reminiscence of the Common Hub
                

            
        
            
                	
                    315. Amalgam, Arbiter, Beholder and a Machine
                

            
        
            
                	
                    316. What the Beholders Know
                

            
        
            
                	
                    317. A Passage Within the Lower Sanctums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    318. Beholder Galia is From…!?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    319. A Glimpse of the Common Residential Floor
                

            
        
            
                	
                    320. The Middle Sanctums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    321. So. Much. FLUFF!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    322. Visiting the Eternal Library
                

            
        
            
                	
                    323. Advice for A Machine
                

            
        
            
                	
                    324. The Power of an Awakened Archetype and Floor
                

            
        
            
                	
                    325. Before the Upper Sanctums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    326. The Upper Sanctums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    327. The Floor of Desire
                

            
        
            
                	
                    328. The Awakened Floor of Civilization
                

            
        
            
                	
                    329. The Floor of Judgement
                

            
        
            
                	
                    330. Situation of the Nex Megalopolis
                

            
        
            
                	
                    331. Mimicry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    332. A More Palatable Mimicry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    333. Wait, We Can Rematch Them!?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    334. The Power of the Icon of Judgement
                

            
        
            
                	
                    335. Welcome to the Floor of Amalgamation!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    336. After Frost Thaws Comes A New Spring
                

            
        
            
                	
                    337. Plans for the House
                

            
        
            
                	
                    338. Midnight Feast
                

            
        
            
                	
                    339. Nav at the Break of Dawn
                

            
        
            
                	
                    340. A Moment With Jury
                

            
        
            
                	
                    341. A Trip to the Beach
                

            
        
            
                	
                    342. Beach Episode!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    343. Beach Episode Continued (And With Pictures!)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    344. Ignis, and the Resonance
                

            
        
            
                	
                    345. Nexus… Awakened?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    346. The Prospect of New Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    347. Ignis’ Stats, and Corrupted Skills!?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    348. Snap's One Request
                

            
        
            
                	
                    349. Ber’s Corrupted Skills
                

            
        
            
                	
                    350. Jury’s Updated Stats
                

            
        
            
                	
                    351. Jury’s Corrupted Skills, And a Corrupted Request
                

            
        
            
                	
                    352. Sinder’s Corrupted Items
                

            
        
            
                	
                    353. Frost’s Updated Stats Revealed
                

            
        
            
                	
                    354. Back at the 6th Branch
                

            
        
            
                	
                    355. Assurance of the 6th Apostle
                

            
        
            
                	
                    356. Carpalis and Evergreen
                

            
        
            
                	
                    357. Assurance to Heal Carpalis
                

            
        
            
                	
                    358. An Alternate Frost
                

            
        
            
                	
                    359. I Dreamed to Be Like You
                

            
        
            
                	
                    360. A Deal With Mimicry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    361. Welcome to the Justica Arms Main Branch
                

            
        
            
                	
                    362. A Justica Small Arm?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    363. The White Light Apparatus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    364. A Breath of Fresh Air
                

            
        
            
                	
                    365. Another Intimate Moment
                

            
        
            
                	
                    366. Onset of the Arbiter’s Council
                

            
        
            
                	
                    367. Gathering At The Arbiter’s Council
                

            
        
            
                	
                    368. Time Reverberation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    369. The Amalgam, and Her Eye, Fang and Claw
                

            
        
            
                	
                    370. The Amalgam’s Statement
                

            
        
            
                	
                    371. The Arbiter’s Opening Statement
                

            
        
            
                	
                    372. Archetypes Introduced
                

            
        
            
                	
                    373. Caldera Industries and the Subderma Layer
                

            
        
            
                	
                    374. She Who Cradles the Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    375. Beholder E. and Inflow Direct
                

            
        
            
                	
                    376. Act X, and the Red Herring
                

            
        
            
                	
                    377. The Meaning of Act X - The Tenth Act
                

            
        
            
                	
                    378. Enoch, the Artificer of Rupturing
                

            
        
            
                	
                    379. Enoch's Revelations
                

            
        
            
                	
                    380. Beholder Umbra, and Frost's Stance on Elysia
                

            
        
            
                	
                    381. Justica Arms
                

            
        
            
                	
                    382. Oboros Infinitas
                

            
        
            
                	
                    383. Beholder Jury’s Statement
                

            
        
            
                	
                    384. The Intermission of the Arbiter's Council
                

            
        
            
                	
                    385. The Main Rounds Begin - The Seeds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    386. A Seedy Commitment - Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    387. The Nature of Demons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    388. Burdens Atop Burdens - Biomass Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    389. A Fragment of Technology Gained
                

            
        
            
                	
                    390. Hyperlink Resolution, and Infinite Burdens
                

            
        
            
                	
                    391. The Truth of the Subcut Layer
                

            
        
            
                	
                    392. The Infinite Burdens Proposal
                

            
        
            
                	
                    393. Infinite Burdens – Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    394. Beholder Knalzark and Infecta Rot
                

            
        
            
                	
                    395. Caldera Industries' Commitment
                

            
        
            
                	
                    396. The Collection
                

            
        
            
                	
                    397. Etched Coins, Stolen Magic and A Vital Link - Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    398. Protectors of the Innocent - Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    399. Reputation of The Healers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    400. The Black Wings and the White Doves - Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    401. Corrupted Identification System: The Amalgam's Eye - Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    402. Time Reverberation's Capabilities - The Final Resolution
                

            
        
            
                	
                    403. The Conclusion of the Arbiter's Council
                

            
        
            
                	
                    404. Beholders and Their Advice to The Triplets
                

            
        
            
                	
                    405. Rationalize A Sin
                

            
        
            
                	
                    406. Angry Healers? A Blue Moon?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    407. Bird, Head and Wings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    408. Induction of the Black Wings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    409. Taking in The Scenery
                

            
        
            
                	
                    410. Moons in The Common Hub
                

            
        
            
                	
                    411. A Moment of Self-Reflection
                

            
        
            
                	
                    412. Unexpected Meeting With The Stars
                

            
        
            
                	
                    413. The Messengers of the Nexus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    414. The Moons of the Nexus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    415. Ber VS The One Thousand Eyed Bird
                

            
        
            
                	
                    416. Sparkles In Their Eyes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    417. When Moons Cry
                

            
        
            
                	
                    418. An Amalgam, Machine and Archivist Walk Into A Library
                

            
        
            
                	
                    419. The Arms of Time Reverberation and The Head - Hora, Minu and Seci
                

            
        
            
                	
                    420. A Star Walks
                

            
        
            
                	
                    421. An Eclipse To Shade The Star
                

            
        
            
                	
                    422. Eclipses Under New Management
                

            
        
            
                	
                    423. A Casual Date Around H5
                

            
        
            
                	
                    424. Nav's Dresses Up!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    425. Declaration of the Severers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    426. Alice Reunites With The White Rabbit!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    427. Train Trip Back To The City of Diamonds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    428. City Defenders
                

            
        
            
                	
                    429. Hints of the Fractured Nilhim and the Repenters
                

            
        
            
                	
                    430. Reflection Within The Darkness
                

            
        
            
                	
                    431. What's Wrong With Sana's Cooking?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    432. Catching Up With The Girls
                

            
        
            
                	
                    433. Another Black Haired Healer
                

            
        
            
                	
                    434. Sana, the Fractured Dove
                

            
        
            
                	
                    435. Revy, the First Aspiring Moon
                

            
        
            
                	
                    436. What Are You, Frost?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    437. Red Roses
                

            
        
            
                	
                    438. The Amalgam's Summit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    439. What Are the Aberrations of Elysia?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    440. The Nexus' Code of Conduct
                

            
        
            
                	
                    441. The Vow To Destroy Iscario
                

            
        
            
                	
                    442. Eclipses, Moons and the Moon Candidates
                

            
        
            
                	
                    443. Time Reverberation HQ, and the Dream Weaver
                

            
        
            
                	
                    444. The Apparatus Hums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    445. Nascent Fluids and Nearing the End
                

            
        
            
                	
                    446. Blood Reservoir, The Requiem, and the Replication Anchors
                

            
        
            
                	
                    447. More Aspects and A Bath!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    448. Bathhouse!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    449. Time Reverberation Complete!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    450. Graduation Party
                

            
        
            
                	
                    451. Candidate Moons to Aspiring Moons!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    452. Followup Amalgam’s Summit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    453. Gathering Storm
                

            
        
            
                	
                    454. En Route and Uncolorful Memories
                

            
        
            
                	
                    455. Colorless, Because It’s Always Been That Way
                

            
        
            
                	
                    456. A Paintbrush in Disguise?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    457. Res VS The White Rabbit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    458. A Reliable Fang!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    459. All Bark, No Bite Needed!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    460. Ber's Leadership
                

            
        
            
                	
                    461. Ber, The Claw of the Head
                

            
        
            
                	
                    462. Where Did Alice Go?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    463. How A City of Spade-Raised Musician Fights
                

            
        
            
                	
                    464. Raoul And Ara
                

            
        
            
                	
                    465. Onboard the Behemoth
                

            
        
            
                	
                    466. Declaration of Unity
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Special Character Q&A Chapter 2! (Part 1)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Special Character Q&A Chapter 2! (Part 2)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    467. A Piece of Satania's Mind
                

            
        
            
                	
                    468. Deities Walk Among Us
                

            
        
            
                	
                    469. The Tears of a New Moon
                

            
        
            
                	
                    470. Alice In... ?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    471. Alice In Nightmareland
                

            
        
            
                	
                    472. A God of Cognition
                

            
        
            
                	
                    473. Burning Memories
                

            
        
            
                	
                    474. The Blue Caterpillar
                

            
        
            
                	
                    475. The Cheshire Cat
                

            
        
            
                	
                    476. Have You Heard of The Tale of The White Forest?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    477. Perpetual Tea Time
                

            
        
            
                	
                    478. The Disciple of Nilhim
                

            
        
            
                	
                    479. Cer VS Fractured Raoul
                

            
        
            
                	
                    480. The Indomitable Will of A Proud Wolf
                

            
        
            
                	
                    481. Res' Woes
                

            
        
            
                	
                    482. The Palm of A Tiny Hand
                

            
        
            
                	
                    483. Ber's Memories of Res
                

            
        
            
                	
                    484. Frost and the White Rabbit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    485. The Flower of Bloodshed
                

            
        
            
                	
                    486. The Flowers Are Red
                

            
        
            
                	
                    487. The Dahlias Are Blue, And the World Is Colorless
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Christmas 2023 Special Chapter
                

            
        
            
                	
                    488. Res' [CENSORED] Event
                

            
        
            
                	
                    489. Face The Fear
                

            
        
            
                	
                    490. Fight The Fear
                

            
        
            
                	
                    491. A Dahlia Colored in Fear and Sorrows
                

            
        
            
                	
                    492. The Black Dahlia
                

            
        
            
                	
                    493. The Blue Dahlias
                

            
        
            
                	
                    494. The Flower of Courage
                

            
        
            
                	
                    495. A Colorful Road Ahead
                

            
        
            
                	
                    496. New Corrupted Skills and Frost's Worries
                

            
        
            
                	
                    497. Azure and the Disciple
                

            
        
            
                	
                    498. The Amalgam VS The Disciple of Nilhim
                

            
        
            
                	
                    499. What Lays Within the Amalgam's Mind?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    500. A Captured Aspiring Star
                

            
        
            
                	
                    501. The Lantern's Knowledge
                

            
        
            
                	
                    502. Lull-A-Goodbye
                

            
        
            
                	
                    503. A Very Sleepy Alter Frost
                

            
        
            
                	
                    504. Dip Our Smiles Into Chocolate Fondue
                

            
        
            
                	
                    505. We Are All Mad Here
                

            
        
            
                	
                    506. The Lair of the White Rabbit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    507. The Truth of the Corruption and the Laws of the Source
                

            
        
            
                	
                    508. Aftermath of the White Rabbit Phenomenon
                

            
        
            
                	
                    509. Gathering at the Complex Heart: The Sect of Gears
                

            
        
            
                	
                    510. The Meaning of Fear - The Head's Declaration of War
                

            
        
            
                	
                    511. The Crowned's Corrupted Skills
                

            
        
            
                	
                    512. Welcome Back Res!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    513. The Arbiter’s Confession
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Special 4: The Vagrant Star
                

            
        
            
                	
                    514. The Prison of Captive Stars and Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    515. Broken Blood Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    516. Die Agonsis of the Blood Moons' State of Mind
                

            
        
            
                	
                    517. A Star of Destructive Pride
                

            
        
            
                	
                    518. A Star and the Light Beyond Their Reach
                

            
        
            
                	
                    519. The Wedge Between The Stars and Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    520. The Vermilion Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    521. The Last Resolution of 350 PA
                

            
        
            
                	
                    522. Full Speed Ahead
                

            
        
            
                	
                    523. Welcome to Three - One
                

            
        
            
                	
                    524. Blood Angels and the Beginnings of Inflow Direct
                

            
        
            
                	
                    525. Weapons of War - The Vermilion Super Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    526. Festivities and A Lewd Elf
                

            
        
            
                	
                    527. Twin Elves and the Goddess of Color is...!?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    528. Moth- We Mean, Frost's Turn To Be Pampered!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    529. Festivities and the Gift of Giving!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    530. The Borders of Atlas
                

            
        
            
                	
                    531. A Wolf's Confession Under a Moonless Night
                

            
        
            
                	
                    532. A Flower's Farewell and The Essence of an Awakening
                

            
        
            
                	
                    533. The Silence of Atlas
                

            
        
            
                	
                    534. A Brief Lesson in History
                

            
        
            
                	
                    535. The Great Forge of Caldera Industries
                

            
        
            
                	
                    536. Spatial Distortion IV and the Gigaforge
                

            
        
            
                	
                    537. Heart to Heart With The Vermillion Moons
                

            
        
            
                	
                    538. Paradise Found
                

            
        
            
                	
                    539. The Power of The Forbidden Serums
                

            
        
            
                	
                    540. Vitamin J for Jury
                

            
        
            
                	
                    541. The Floor of Hope Opens
                

            
        
            
                	
                    542. A Magician's Confessions
                

            
        
            
                	
                    543. Hope is What We Believe In
                

            
        
            
                	
                    544. Time Heals All Wounds
                

            
        
            
                	
                    545. A Black Wing In The Emergency Room
                

            
        
            
                	
                    546. Dr. Ignis
                

            
        
            
                	
                    547. The Spiritual Representative of Wrath
                

            
        
            
                	
                    548. The Questionable Humanity of Galia and Enoch
                

            
        
            
                	
                    549. A Leg For An Arm
                

            
        
            
                	
                    550. The 50th of the 10th, 350 PA
                

            
        
            
                	
                    551. Dress Her Up For The New Years!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    552. Frost and Jury
                

            
        
            
                	
                    553. Our Happiest Moment: The Proposal of Infinite Love (Arc 7 Pt.2 Finale)
                

            
        
            
                	
                    554. Beginning The Year With A Bang!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    555. Overwhelming Firepower
                

            
        
            
                	
                    556. The Leader of the Red Grin
                

            
        
            
                	
                    557. Mimicry And The Orange Disruptor
                

            
        
            
                	
                    558. Hope Is the Thing With Wings
                

            
        
            
                	
                    559. The Many Faces of The Amalgam
                

            
        
            
                	
                    560. Special Delivery
                

            
        
            
                	
                    561. The Casket
                

            
        
            
                	
                    562. De Jure - The Black Gun
                

            
        
            
                	
                    563. Galia's Arm - The Astra Inclinant
                

            
        
            
                	
                    564. The Arbiter's Request
                

            
        
            
                	
                    565. The Arbiter's Warning
                

            
        
            
                	
                    566. Farewell To The Nexus!
                

            
        
            
                	
                    567. The Zone of Avoidance
                

            
        
            
                	
                    568. Iscario, The Brightest Star and The Blackened Nexus
                

            
        
            
                	
                    569. Whose Hand Would You Take?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    570. Back Into The Anid Nest
                

            
        
            
                	
                    571. The Deal
                

            
        
            
                	
                    [April Fools 2024] - Master Cook
                

            
        
            
                	
                    572. A Familiar Name
                

            
        
            
                	
                    573. Faster Than A Bullet
                

            
        
            
                	
                    574. Fables of the Electric Fang
                

            
        
            
                	
                    575. A Glimpse of the Third Chapter of the Price of Paradise
                

            
        
            
                	
                    576. Aquagale Solitude
                

            
        
            
                	
                    577. The Map of Grandis
                

            
        
            
                	
                    578. A Familiar Collection Team On the Scene
                

            
        
            
                	
                    579. Another Voice From Beyond the Void?
                

            
        
            
                	
                    580. The Outskirts of Puritas
                

            
        
            
                	
                    581. At The Base of The Palace
                

            
        
            
                	
                    582. Sin Eater
                

            
        
            
                	
                    583. Demi-Humanitarianism
                

            
        
            
                	
                    584. The Seed of Potential
                

            
        
            
                	
                    585. The Mad Slippers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    586. The First Chapter of the Book of Wrath
                

            
        
            
                	
                    587. Flowery Interrogation
                

            
        
            
                	
                    588. A Field of Forever Repenting Flowers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    589. Fragment of Sinder's Memories
                

            
        
            
                	
                    590. The Tear Retrievers
                

            
        
            
                	
                    591. One Sin Cannot Be Cleansed
                

            
        
            
                	
                    592. The Slices of the Forbidden Fruit
                

            
        
            
                	
                    593. Apparitions of Paradise
                

            
        
            
                	
                    594. Theatrum Orbis Terrarum
                

            
        
            
                	
                    595. Iscario and His Price of Paradise
                

            
        
            
                	
                    596. Dark Memoria and The One Who Will Betray
                

            
        
            
                	
                    597. Frost VS Dark Memoria
                

            
        
            
                	
                    598. The Root of All Suffering
                

            
        
            
                	
                    599. The Bird of Paradise
                

            
        
    




    
        Nexus Awakened (An Isekai LitRPG Gender Bender Story)

    
    
    
    
                Frost is a healer and must use her wits, modern knowledge of medicine and challenge her moral compass in order to survive this world of Eldritch entities born from emotions, folklore, fairy tales, concepts and despair.

She was no more than an ordinary man who fell into an unordinary circumstance. Suddenly appearing in a place called the Nexus in a different world from Earth had left him... er...  HER curious about what this newfound world is all about.

A world of swords, kingdoms and dungeons? Yep.
Of races that were thought to be found only in fiction? Oh yeah.
Of technologies that far surpass anything seen on Earth? Huh? isn't that a bit much? At least they're limited.
And of magic that blatantly violates the laws of physics!? Yeah... physics don't apply here.

But her curiosity ended up costing her before she had learned much of the world of Elysia, and she was betrayed by a person she was led to believe she could trust the most.

Come join Frost as she tackles Eldritch entities in a strange world far from home. However, this world may be a lot more closer to home than she realizes.

***

< Judgement in Progress >

The ‘Blessing of the Nexus’, which she had come to call the ‘System’, displayed these words before her wilting eyes.
                                                                                                        
“Judge… ment... I… I came from… Earth… Transported here… turned into… a girl… and now… I’m being… Judged…?

< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >
< Awaiting Verdict >

“… If… my only… wrong… is living… then I’d rather… be wrong… to the very end!”

When the black forest fused with the darkness behind her eyelids –

– A message appeared.

////////< WARNING >////////

< THE AMALGAM’S AWAKENING EVENT HAS BEGUN >

< PARADISE LOST >
< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET CAN NO LONGER BE HEARD >

***

The Discord Server is currently 2 chapters ahead! Come join and get 2 chapters ahead of the main release!
Join the Discord Server here!

Patreon
42 chapters ahead! (or 40 ahead of the Discord).

MANGA for Chapter 1
ImpulseWorks Training Manual (For those that really want a reason to read this story. Spoilers ahead).

Shares the same universe as:

Facility Awakened (A litRPG Monster Facility Building Story)

Monster Awakened (A litRPG Monster Evolution Story)

Corrupted Codex: The Ultimate Monster Encyclopedia (And how to look after them)
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                < The World of Elysia >



 






Introduction

A world unlike the lands of Earth. Magic, monsters, impossible technologies and beings called the Corrupted exist in this world. All known laws of physics means nothing in the face of these forces. The world is vast and teeming with life. From the Dwarves of the north, to the Insectid to the far west; there is hardly a moment's break to be found.

But where there is the brightest light, somewhere there must be the darkest shadow.

The entities known as the Corrupted have existed for as long as history remembers. Unlike monsters, dragons and the strongest of Demons; these beings are incomparable and are the greatest threat.

The Nexus promises to deal with the Corrupted, though there are few that not even they can handle.


Important Information



 





10 days = 1 week

5 weeks = 1 month

10 months = 1 year

500 days = 1 year

PA = Post Advent

Frost arrived in Elysia in 350 PA

It is currently 350 PA

10 Copper Coins = 1 Silver Coin

100 Silver Coins = 1 Gold Coin

10 Gold Coins = 1 Platinum Coin

Soul Rankings/Adventurer Rankings


< Soul Rankings >

Incandescent - Level 140

The pinnacle of power. An Incandescent Soul is reached when a person hits level 140. It is impossible to further progress without being a Blessed, and therefore, this is the strongest any non-Blessed will be.

Moons, Stars, Exalted and Beholders are also technically Incandescent Souls as they all above level 140.

The non-Blessed of this Soul Rank are named after a color, such as the Red Barron.


White - Level 120 - 139

Black - Level 100 - 120

Violet - Level 80 - 100

Red - Level 60 - 80

Blue - Level 40 - 60

Yellow - Level 20 - 40

Green - Level 0 - 20


< Adventurer Ranks >

Unbound

Reserved only for the Incandescent Souls


Radiant

Diamond

Platinum

Gold

Silver

Copper

Tin




Known Regions/Locations/Points of Interests

The Nexus



 





Located in the centre of the world. The rebuilt city of Atlas resides 5 km underneath the floating tower, where the ruins of the old gigacity of Atlas still remain. It serves as a grim reminder of what was lost for the birth of the Nexus.


Atlas

The great city beneath the Nexus. Houses the families of the Blessed and is where people of significance in Elysia are summoned/gathered.


Brandar

A region located directly to the east of the Nexus. It is known for its vast grassy plains and the Nex Megalopolis; currently the most populated city in all Elysia. Dungeons and all sorts of diabolical monsters exist in region and roam beyond the safety of the Nex Megalopolis.


Nex Megalopolis

Currently the most populated area in the world. It houses approximately 5 million people and is seperated into 5 distinct cities, all with at least 10 sectors not including the 3 within the heart of the city itself. The Nex Megalopolis stands as a testament to the powers of the Beholders and their Ateliers, for it not only houses these people, but also acts as a protective barrier for the Nexus. was created by the combined efforts of the Ateliers of the Nexus.

The 5 cities of the Nex Megalopolis are as follows:


City of Diamonds

Atelier: Golden Index

The city of diamonds and its sectors is home to merchants and acts as the hub for foreign trade. Within lays its fabulous casinos. It is responsible for managing all economic systems in the Nex Megalopolis. Many guilds and companies flourish here, and the main apparel worn here.

The city itself is home to 5 predominant buildings, arranged like fingers reaching for the skies. The Golden Thumb, the Golden Index (Carpal Tower), the Golden Middle, the Golden Ring and the Golden Pinky. Each are responsible for individual tasks and are all subsidiaries of the Golden Index.


Carpal Tower

A massive 52 story casino filled with an unbelievable number of poker tables, slot machines managed by Fairies and the esteeemd people of the Golden Index. It serves as Beholder Carpalis' home and the headquarters of the Golden Index. It is also currently where the Archetype of Hope, the Magician, currently resides.


City of Hearts

Atelier: ImpulseWorks

The city and its sectors facilitate many functions, such as brothels, inns is usually where people go to socialize. It is where many Adventuers are pointed to when beginning as it is considered the most 'easiest' place to live compared to the rest of the Megalopolis. Many themes of romance and imagery of hearts can be seen throughout its sectors. It is responsible for managing people throughout the Megalopolis.


City of Spades [Unknown]


City of Clubs [Unknown]


City of Strings

Atelier: Act X

It is the only city located outside of Brander and inside of the diabolical region of Emvita. Not much else is known about it.





Grandis

A region located to the west of the Nexus. Is known for its spectacular valleys and mountains. The Blessed are currently prohibited entry into Grandis as it has been designated as Paradise Lost.


Village of Virt

The 'starting' village that Iscario lured Frost into. The once peaceful village was home to a Relay Site. All inhabitants were murdered and all that remains is a sea of graves underneath the broken Relay Site.


Little Tais

A town that used to be a trading hub for many of the kingdoms in the past where slave trading and mercinary work was common. It now stands destroyed. Not a single speck of life remains thanks to an encounter with the Listening Bird.


Paradise

The megacity of Paradise. In the year 335 PA, one million lives were claimed by a Corrupted known as the dozen-winged bird. By daybreak the city was lost, and all that is left are its ruins and a land ravaged beyond repair.


Infernis

The successor city to Paradise. Not much else is known about it.


The Black Forest

The domain of the One Thousand Eyed Bird. The forests that were once used to execute criminals was burnt down mysteriously one day. The tale of a beast circulated Grandis until one day, the folklore manifested into a Corrupted. The Black Forest still exists, but its tale has been concluded.








The domain of the One Thousand Eyed Bird. The forests that were once used to execute criminals was burnt down mysteriously one day. The tale of a beast circulated Grandis until one day, the folklore manifested into a Corrupted. The Black Forest still exists, but its tale has been concluded.






< The Nexus >



 






Introduction

The Nexus, otherwise known as the Second Advent or the Advent of Amalgamation. The rest of the world calls it the heavens, the celestial tower or the place where the Gods and Deities reside. It is an enigmatic existence that cannot be described as an object or artefact. The floating tower stretches higher than the stars themselves, with its peak nowhere to be seen.

The Nexus is largely responsible for giving out the Blessing of the Nexus; an ability that allows people to gain access to what Frost calls the 'System'; a modernised RPG 'prompt' that allows one to grow exponentially stronger than the ordinary person.

The people who possess these number in only the thousands, and they are called the Blessed.


Roles


Archetypes

Not much is known about the Archetypes. The very first Archetype, the Arbiter of the Floor of Judgement, appeared shortly after the events in Paradise. The Arbiter is largely responsible for the revamp of the Nexus' old ways in detecting threat levels, giving birth to the Arbiter's Trumpet.

Therefore, it is seen that Archetypes can, in some way, interact with the Nexus directly - for they are born from it.


Beholders

The most powerful beings only behind the Archetypes. These individuals are rarely seen outside of specific circumstances. They are myths to the common folk and even the Blessed themselves. Their name is thrown around but none truly understand the weight of a Beholder's power, for they possess and harness the full capabilities of their technologies.

Galia is among the most well known, having founded the Warped Stone technology. She is responsible for creating the Hyperlink and Hyperwarp Networks, the Relay Sites, Repositories and the Central Relay.

The Beholders also command their Atelier; an organization that solely acts on their behalf.

It is unknown how their technologies came to be.


Exalted

Esteemed individuals that either act independently or work alongside a Beholder. They are largely responsible for conducting political work with nations, kingdoms and factions outside of the Nexus. They are the spokesmen of the Nexus and boast immense strength.


Stars

Synonymous with 'guide', 'messengers' and 'information brokers'. Stars are the people's people and offer guidance no matter where they are or who inquires. They are among the most trusted and highly regarded individuals of the Nexus. Stars are often used to communicate between Ateliers and Beholders.


Moons

The defenders of the Nexus. They possess one and only one role - to fight all threats of the Nexus or their affiliated Atelier. They wield highly specialized Atelier items and weapons and live a life of battle. The power of a Moon ranges greatly unlike that of the Stars and the Exalted, however.


Receptionists

Individuals responsible for receiving the Blessed into the Nexus or to an Atelier's location. They are not known for any unique strengths. In fact, most are significantly weaker than normal people. It is unknown what criteria must be met to become a Receptionist.




Upper Sanctums


There is very little known about the Upper Sanctums, other than it is where the Moons, Stars, Exalted and the Beholders reside with their respective Atelier Receptions.


Floors of the Archetypes

Floors belonging to an Archetype. It is unknown how many there are exactly and what their purpose serves.


Floor of Amalgamation

[Unknown]


Floor of Judgement

The home of the Arbiter. Not much else is known other than that the Arbiter awaits for the Amalgam to accept her invitation to enter her floor.


Floor of Civilisation

The home of the Archivist. Nothing else is known except that it may relate to the library, hence their name.


Floor of Hope

A speculated floor given that Hope exists as an Affinity.


Floor of Purpose

The home of the Director. Nothing else is known except that they called it a grand stage.




Reception of the Ateliers

The only known Atelier Reception so far is Act X's. It is unknown where these Receptions reside exactly, for the invited individuals are teleported directly into the Atelier's Reception.




Middle Sanctums

[Unknown]


Lower Sanctums


The Common Hub

A miniature city that houses certain facilities like the Reception, various stores, a bank, food and where special weapons made from the Blessed are purchasable. Around 90% of the Blessed congregate in these parts.

The Reception


A massive dome-like structure found in the heart of the Common Hub. It is where the black-suited Receptionists work to help the Blessed both new and old. They are obliged to answer all questions and are among the most respectful and respected workers of the Nexus.

There are three parts to the reception. The outermost part deals with questions, the middle is responsible for banking and storage; a section called the Repository, and the innermost area facilitates raids, events and mission; including large-scale coordination events.


The Central Relay

A pale room that stretches upwards as far as the eye can see. It is the place that connects the Nexus with the Hyperlink Network; all thanks to the technology created from the Warped Stone. This is where the majority of teleportation occur both back and forward. However, the Moons, Stars, Exalted and Beholders have never been seen using the Central Relay.


Common Residential Floor

A vast floor that resembles a flat plains. Plots of land and houses can be built or purchased with Nex. This is where the majority of the Blessed live.






< The System >


Introduction

Otherwise known as the Blessing of the Nexus or for Frost, the Blessing of the Amalgam. It contains and defines a person's profession, skills, abilities, levels and the currency called Nex all in one convenient package.

Stats


HP

One's health pool. It directly reflects one's life and the state of their body. If it hits 0 then said person dies. ATT and MAG ATT, as well as negative statuses and diseases impact this.


MP

Mana points. It reflects how much mana a person is able to harness for certain skills that require mana, such as magic. Upon reaching 0, all points in MAG ATT and MAG DEF becomes redundant save for bonuses granted by armour and weapons.


ATT

The numerical value of one’s strength and the maximum potential damage they can inflict. ATT directly affects HP and is consequently resisted by ATT DEF.


ATT DEF

It resists ATT on a pure one-to-one basis, unless the DEF matched or was higher than the ATT. For example, a 50 ATT attack against someone with 50 ATT DEF would only do the minimum amount of damage, which was 1. The same was true if they only had 20 ATT.


MAG ATT

The same as ATT but affects MAG DEF.


MAG DEF

Blocks MAG ATT attacks.


AGI

It defines the maximum movements speed of a person in general. This included things like punches, kicks, jump height, skill usage and reaction time.


RESIST

This determined one's physical, mental and magical resistance to certain conditions, such as being set alight or the capabilities to resist poison for longer. With a high enough RESIST stat one, could outright negate certain conditions.




ODSE and Overall Levels


Overall Levels

These are determined by the combination of all profession levels. An overall level is:

The sum of offence + half of defence + a quarter of support + a tenth of exploration

The equation is O+(2/D)+(4/S)+(10/E)


OFFENCE

Represents all offensive-based professions


DEFENSE

Consists of all defence-based professions


SUPPORT

Encapsulates all support-based professions


EXPLORATION

Reflects all exploration-based professions




Milestones


Overall Levels

Every 50 levels is considered a milestone. Various rewards and bonuses are granted, as well as a new title whenever a level milestone is reached.


Profession Mastery

Getting a profession to level 100 is a profession mastery. Every 25 levels is a milestone where bonuses and new skills for the profession are granted. Unique and powerful abilities and skills are rewarded at a profession mastery.

Professions, however, may only be levelled by using their respective Active Skills.


Active Skill Mastery

Is is the highest level of an Active Skill. This is reached at level 50 or [Skillname] V. The skill evolves to its final form and may bear unique properties.







< The Ateliers >


Introduction

The Ateliers are organizations led directly by its founding Beholder. The affiliated Atelier therefor revolves solely around the principles, philosophies and the technology of the Beholder. Ateliers function independently from the Nexus. They can be seen as an extension of the Beholder themselves.


Justica Arms


Justice Must Never Stray Behind Judgement

Founder: Beholder Galia

Technology: Warped Stone

Justica Arms specializes in teleportation technology and is responsible for creating and maintaining all relevant teleportation technologies.

They also manufacture weapons. It is unknown what these are, but they are known to be among the rarest and most sacred items.




Act X


Founder: Beholder Marionette

Receptionist: Stage Narrator

Technology: Unknown, but it produces the ethereal-like string that cannot be damaged, burnt or cut.

They specialize in creating articles made from the strings as well as certain string-like weapons, and even musical items.




Scarlet Logic


Founder: Unknown

The official military of the Nexus and a hired arms for the Ateliers. They are always the first to receive a threat, and the last to leave. Their work consists of only conflict and bloodshed. Not many are expected to live within the Scarlet Logic. Their work and sacrifice allows for the Nexus to gauge the official difficulty classification of certain threats before a proper group can be dispatched to deal with it.

The affiliated Moons and Stars are known respectively as; Blood Moons and Red Giants.

They have a series of people called the Collectors who collect slaves, survivors and others including those 'inoculated' by the Wandering Healers. They are then brought to the Megalopolis to become integrated into an Atelier.




Inflow Direct

Founder: Unknown

Technology: Unknown, but it is what allows for the creation of the mana and HP potions, as well as the Infusions. It also allows for magic to be directly converted into a liquid form.

They are only known the greater part of the world as the 'potion makers'. All healers of the world operate under the wing and protection. Infusion S is its most well known and currently only known Infusion, granting the ability to increase one's speed to inhuman levels at the cost of their most prized organ.

All Wandering Healers operate under Inflow Direct and possess the power of the Serums; essentially liquid-magic.

Only 12 Wandering Healers exist.




CogitO


Founder: Unknown

Technology: Unknown, but it allows for the manipulation of the mind through mysterious means.

What CogitO does is ill understood but their work is highly important. Their technology allows for certain individuals to hide their presence from others (the Cognition Filter) or creating [CENSORED] bars to eliminate potential cogniton/memetic hazards, all for the sake of preventing panic and/or mental breakdowns in people




ImpulseWorks

Founder: Unknown

Technology: Unknown, but it is what created the electrical weapons Cer, Ber and Res possess.

It is unknown what ImpulseWorks does exactly.




Caldera Industries

Founder: Unknown

Technology: Gravity Engine

They specialize in construction of machinery, landscaping or machinery such as their Express Network trains. Their technology allows for the complete manipulation of gravity, and is the reason why the Nexus is able to float.




Golden Index

Founder: Unknown

Technology: Unknown

It is unknown what they do except for the creation of casinos!







< The Arbiter's Trumpet: Risk Classification System >


Introduction

The Arbiter's Trumpet is a warning system that classifies the threat level of all creatures, including animals, monsters, Corrupted, people, events and disasters. It was founded by the Archetype of Judgement after the megacity Paradise fell to the pale, dozen-winged entity.

It is said that the number of times the trumpet sounds determines the difficulty.

But if one should find themselves unable to hear the trumpet at all, then they must abandon all hope.

The following list displays the order from the highest classification to the lowest.


PARADISE LOST


The Arbiter's Trumpet Can No Longer Be Heard

The 7th and final classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet, named directly after the loss of Paradise. No Beholder, Exalted, Star or Moon are capable of fighting creatures of this calibre. In the 150 years that the Nexus had stood to defend the world from the Corrupted, the loss of Paradise was the first time they had ever failed.

The death count was more than a million when Paradise fell, and that was only in a single night.

The motto was therefore born:

"Abandon all hope those who enter.

Forfeit the aspirations of life for those that remain.

And be damned to those that wish to flee."




APOCALYPSE


The Arbiter's Trumpet Hums It's Dirge

The 6th classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. Apocalypse-levelled events are considered catastrophic, but not unrecoverable. They require the almighty Beholders and all available resources from the Nexus. More often than not however, the responsibility falls solely upon the shoulders on the Beholders.




WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR


The Arbiter's Trumpet Wails

The 5th classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. It is expected of the Stars, Exalted and Moons to quell these threats without the aid of a Beholder, but require immense coordination with the Ateliers of the Nexus. Large-scale destruction is expected from entities of this risk classification. Kingdoms will fall, and cities will crumble under their might.




ETERNAL NIGHT


The Arbiter's Trumpet Resonates

The 4th classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. These threats are known to wreck havoc upon the lands they tread, and are the among the most powerful entities that normal people without the Blessing of the Nexus will ever face. There are only a select handful of these people capable of facing entities of this risk classification.

A Moon, Star or Exalted are expected to be able to deal with these threats alone or in small groups.




MONSOON


The Arbiter's Trumpet Inspires

The 3rd classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. This is the last classification that is shared directly with the Guilds/Adventurers Guilds in all of Elysia. It consists of the most difficult quests, monsters and Corrupted. It is also the last difficulty classification that is used by the Nexus for raids, events and missions that are granted to the Blessed. Creatures of this difficulty are easily capable of levelling undefended cities, but the Moons, Stars and Exalted and certain powerful individuals should have no trouble in dealing with these entities alone.

Very few dungeons find themselves in this category. It is assumed to be the peak difficulty of a dungeon.

Entities of this classification are not seen as a threat by the Nexus.




HAILSTORM


The Arbiter's Trumpet Sings

The 2nd classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. This is another classification that is shared directly with the Guilds/Adventurers Guilds in all of Elysia. It consists of high-risk quests and monsters capable of ravaging towns. Most high-ranked dungeons find themselves in this category. An overwhelming number of Corrupted are found in this category.

Overall, they are not seen as a threat by the Nexus.




TRICKLE


The Arbiter's Trumpet Beacons

The 1st classification of the Arbiter's Trumpet. Entities of this category are insignificant and mostly consist of low to mid ranking quests. These make up the overwhelming majority of quests given by the Adventurer's Guilds of Elysia. Insignificant threat overall.







< Terminology >


Introduction

There are many technical terms used by the Blessing of the Nexus and throughout Elysia. Some are interchangeable or have multiple meanings.


Status Effects/Condition

These terms are interchangeable in the context of 'debuffs' and can either be positive or negative.

A positive status/condition is an enhancement, such as one granted from eating food made by someone with the Cook profession.

A negative status/condition is a debilitation, such as being lit on fire, frozen or poisoned.

Examples include:

Darkness - vision considerably darkened

Scrutiny - unable to move whilst under the gaze of the Eyes of Judgement


Stacks

Stacks are the precursor to Statuses and Conditions. These are directly affected by the RESIST stat, which determines how many stacks one needs before they are inflicted with the status/condition. This usually only applies to negative conditions.

And example would be accumulating frost (stacks) over one's body before they became frozen solid (the condition).


Corrupted Conditions

The terms that dictate the rules of a battle with said Corrupted. Not all Corrupted have conditions that must be abide by. Some can be overruled by simply raw strength alone. In others, like the One Thousand Eyed Bird, it can be impossible to escape without adhering to the condition.


Suppression Requirements

Requirements that outline how a Corrupted or, if the orders are given by the Nexus, a monster can be weakened enough before the Subjugation Requirement can be met.


Subjugation Requirements

How a Corrupted or a monster can be defeated. Some monsters are known to have certain weaknesses, but there was no known account of the Corrupted having a Subjugation Requirement or any requirement for that matter until Frost arrived.





< The Will of the Amalgam >


Introduction

It is Frost's inherent ability as the Amalgam to manifest the power of the Corrupted that have been added to their 'collection'. The Will of the Amalgam may also manifest a certain affinity, such as Judgement. When this occurs only Corrupted with the Judgement affinity may be chosen. But their unique skills become open for use during this.

The Will of the Amalgam is invoked in two different ways. The first is by lowering her HP, and the second is by heightening her emotions.

Frost will be inflicted with insatiable hunger until combat concludes or if her heightened emotional state lowers.


Manifestation of (X)

Judgement is the only known manifestation so far.


< States >


First State

Only Corrupted that are Monsoon or lower may have their Active and Passive Skills borrowed.


Second State

Only Corrupted that are Eternal Night may have their Active and Passive Skills borrowed.


[Unknown]




< The Corrupted >


Introduction

Highly enigmatic and nightmarish creatures. From a stuffed teddy bear that strangles children, to a machine that sings until your head pops, and to a black bird with one thousand eyes; these are creatures that exist not to survive, but for something indescribable. The One Thousand Eyed Bird existed solely to enact its prejudice, and the singing machine existed to only sing its mind-crushing tune.

They cannot be reasoned with or understood. Therefore, they are the most dangerous entities in all of Elysia.


Origins


While it is unknown how they come to be, Frost theorised that they may be born from a piece of a person's heart, ideas, and/or immense emotions.


Trauma

Corrupted perhaps born from intense emotions.


Folklore

Highly plausible that they are born from popular stories and folklore.


Disorder

Unknown what this implies.


Object

Born directly from a defeated Corrupted. Carries a piece of that Corrupted and may be a weapon or an article. These objects possess immense powers mostly derived from the defeated Corrupted.


Original

It is unknown what it truly implies. But from Frost's and Nav's understanding, an Original is a person that is technically a Corrupted but they exist as themselves, and are not bounded by the things that created them in the first place. Jury became an Original after being Realized by Frost's Blessing of the Amalgam.


Archetype

While not inherently a Corrupted, there is no doubt that they bear uncanny similarities to them. They are amongst the most powerful beings of all and are born from the blood of the Nexus. An Archetype encapsulates all that their concept implies, such as Judgement and Amalgamation.

Archetypes rule over a floor in the Upper Sanctums of the Nexus. Their powers and capabilities are unknown, by they do stand above the Beholders in every regard.




Awakening

It is unknown what an Awakening means or implies other than that it was how Frost became the Amalgam.


Realization

An event only available to the Corrupted. The process is unknown as the criteria required is hidden even to Frost herself. It allows Frost to grant a targeted Corrupted the Blessing of Amalgam and thus, changing their Origin into an Original.


< Affinities >

Judgement

Relates to judgement in some capacity. So far the themes such as prejudice and false sins have been unravelled.


Hope

Purpose

Civilization


Known Corrupted


Paradise Lost

Dozen Winged Bird (official name unconfirmed).


Eternal Night

The One Thousand Eyed Bird (and all the denizens of its forest)


Monsoon and lower

Listening Bird

Our Happiest Moments


Etc/Unknown

Stuffed Teddy Bear (That strangles children)

The Signing Machine

The Living Loom (The loom that weaves strings from flesh)







< Characters >


Main Characters

Frost


Images
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Introduction

The protagonist of the story. A nameless man who ended up finding himself in the world of Elysia as a woman. Now named as Frost, she must come to terms with not only the sudden gender change, but with what she had also become.

Frost is no longer human, but her humanity remains lit like a steady flame in her heart. She eats her foes to become stronger, devours the Corrupted of their abilities, and manifests their powers when her emotions heighten in battle.


General Information


< Names/Namesakes >

The Amalgam

The Archetype of Amalgamation

< Occupation >

Nil.

< Origin >

Human (Pre-Awakening)

Archetype (Post-Awakening)

< Age >

22 (Pre-Awakening)

0 (Post-Awakening)

< Appearance >

Hair: Black, reaches just above shoulders. They appear like blades, are messy and have many stray cowlicks protruding off from the sides.

Eyes: Sharp eyes that are golden in colour. They emit a faint glow in the dark, like a star.

Tone: Fair.

Build: Healthy, very little muscle

Height: 160 cm




Equipment


Coat of Prejudice:

Its feathers ruffle at the truth

A large, feathered coat made from black and golden feathers from the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Towards the hems and the shoulders larger feathers protrude upwards, creating a soft hem around her head like that of a fur coat. The inner layer of the coat is lined with golden feathers.

Coat provides immense resistance against attacks with the Judgement affinity, and provides immunity to the Scrutiny negative status/condition.

Furthermore, as the flavour text implies, its feathers ruffle whenever the truth is being said. They stop when it detects a lie. How the mechanism works is unknown.


Leather boots, tunic and pants from the Village of Virt:

Nothing of interest. Just regular wear to hide her bare skin.




Stats


Level: 66

HP: 30,000 | Regenerates at 5 HP/Min

MP: 5,350 | Regenerates at 5 MP/Min

ATT: 2,000

ATT DEF: 500

MAG ATT: 350

MAG DEF: 450

AGI: 55

RESIST: 50


OFFENSIVE: 42

Brawler: 42 | Your body is your weapon


DEFENSIVE: 0

Counter Offence: 0 | The greatest defence is a triumphant offence


SUPPORT: 83

Greater Healer: 83 | Restore the hearts of others


EXPLORATION: 35

Appraisaler: 10 | Identify the objects of the world

Cook: 25 | Make some delicious food




Active Skills


(O) Punch III [0/10]

The thrust of your first. Deal damage in accordance to base ATT.


(O) Double Punch I [2/10]

A magical attack that follows each punch. Target must be within 10 cm in the direction of the thrusted fist

Cost: 50 MP


(D) Solemn Counter [0/10]

Counter an opposing attack. Your AGI determines the window of opportunity. Multiply ATT by 2x during a successful counter.


(S) Greater Healing III [8/10]

Restores 250 HP on self or target in contact. Minor and heavy wounds are instantly healed. Major wounds heal over time. Fatal wounds heal faster.

Cost: 75 MP


(S) Cure Disease I [2/10]

Instantly cure all tier 1 diseases and tier 1 negative statuses/condition of self or target in contact.

Cost: 120 MP


(S) Prolonged Stasis III [0/10]

Convert MP to HP every second. Unable to perform any active skills during use. Healing skills are exempted. Stasis will be inflicted on self throughout duration.

Conversion: gain 10 HP per 2 MP spent


(S) Area Heal [0/10]

Replenish 50 HP to self and chosen targets within 5 meters. Minor wounds are healed instantly

Cost: 100 MP


(S) Cleanse [3/10]

Instantly remove 1 chosen stack on self or target in contact.

Cost: 200 MP


(E) Home Cook II [5/10]

All meals grant temporary positive statuses. Complex meals grant additional bonuses.

Cost: Ingredient


(E) Appraise Object I [0/10]

Reveal some insight and basic information of targeted materials.

Cost: X MP for first reveal. MP cost is dependent on material and its characteristics. Nil cost unless additional information is revealed thereafter.




Passive Skills


(O) Tooth and Nail

All body parts are considered an extension of the fist. Damage caused by limbs will do as much damage as a regular [Punch] when skill is activated.


(D) Fine Line

The window of opportunity for skills in the Counter Offence Profession increase proportionally to AGI. Opponent AGI negatively affects the window of opportunity. If your AGI is lower, the damage you receive is multiplied by 2x.


(S) Hyper Saturated Blood

Gain 50% additional base HP


(S) Medical Attention Please!

Efficacy of all healing outside of healing-based skills increased by 100%


(S) Coordinated

AGI increased by 10


(S) Mana Profusion

Gain 50% additional base MP


(E) Dimensional Storage I (17 kg / 20 kg)

Store up to 20kg worth of items in a pocket dimension.




Abilities


Archetype of Amalgamation:

May They All Come Together

Manifest the unique strength of those devoured.

Attain minor stats of those devoured.

Amalgam's Will increases when HP lowers. Consuming replenishes MP.


Blessing of the Amalgam:

To Those Who Seek To Understand Themselves

Able to gift target with the Blessing of the Amalgam after the hidden criteria is met. Overrides the Blessing of the Nexus. Realization criteria is only available for the Corrupted.


Eyes of Judgement:

One Thousand Good Deeds Yet They Cannot Be Seen

See what all cannot, and what judgement could never

Allows Frost to see things that cannot be seen by others, such as the color of the fire in people's hearts. It is also the reason why her eyes are gold, and why she carries the presence of another 999 other invisible eyes.

Allows Frost to see seconds into the future so long as her two, physical eyes observe it.

Allows Frost to inflict the Scrutiny negative status effect/stacks.


Language of Judgement:

One Thousand Good Deeds Tainted by One Sin

Understand what all cannot, and what Judgement could never

Granted Frost superhuman hearing.

Allows Frost to hear the voices of the Corrupted and people (happened once with the cat-girl so far).

Allows Frost to see the complete stats, professions, skills and abilities of those with the Blessing of the Amalgam.

Allows Frost to see designation, titles, soul ranks and all stats of any and every person including the Blessed.

This effect is can be resisted with the RESIST stat.




Corrupted Collection


< Judgement >

Monsoon

Listening Bird


Eternal Night

One Thousand Eyed Bird




Corrupted Skill Collection


The Will of the Amalgam

First State


Active

Dismissed Confession

< The silence was evidence of their guilt. Their mouths moved by they could never speak >

< Deal 2,000 damage to a chosen target. Target will be afflicted with 50 stacks of Confession >

< Cost: 1,500 MP >


Passive

Unlying Tablet

< Our deeds were prewritten in blood by the almighty King >

< Your spilled blood summons the Unlying Tablet to your aid >


Judgement Manifestation

Unique

Sinless Repent


Second State

Active

Prejudice

< All that mattered was that they were right >

< Deal 10,000 damage to those caught by your maw >

< Cost: 4,000 MP >


Biased Verdict

< They judged in order to not be judged themselves >

< Summon the forest to ensnare your target >

< Cost: 2,000 MP >


Passive

Rightful Ignorance

< They turned their heads the other way knowing it was wrong >

< Open all one thousand of your eyes. They have come to your aid >


Fear of Retribution

< One day it would be their turn to be judged >

< Emotions will heighten even faster >


Judgement Manifestation

Unique 

Hysteria

Judgement







Jury
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Introduction


Originally a Corrupted and a denizen of the Black Forest until she received the Blessing of the Amalgam from Frost and underwent a brief realization event. Jury is now an Original and exists as 'herself' rather than the crying child depicted in the folklore surrounding the Black Forest.

Jury has an explosive personality and can read in between the lines almost as well as Frost. She has been described by Frost as a pure soul whose driven by child-like curiosity and a fondness for good-hearted people. She saved Frost from being judged and is now her closest companion/friend, right next to Nav.


General Information


< Names/Namesakes >

Unhung Jury

< Occupation >

Nil.

< Origin >

Folklore (Pre-Realization)

Original (Post-Realization)

< Age >


26

< Appearance >

Hair: Pale, long and relatively straight. It reaches past her arms. It is also somehow less messy than Frost's hair.

Eyes: Sharp and golden. They emit a faint light in the dark.

Tone: Dark-skinned.

Build: Healthy, well above average in certain areas, some muscle tone.

Height: 170 cm

Tail: Long, thick towards the base. Feathered at the tip where a strange, bulbous organ resides.

Ears: Flat, flap-like ears found at the sides of her head.

Feathers: Certain parts of her body has bundles of feathers growing out of them, such as under her ears.

Clawed Left Hand: Her left hand is pitch-black and sports razor-sharp claws.

Teeth: Sharpened and lined like a shark's.




Equipment


Makeshift coat, leather boots, tunic and pants from the Village of Virt:

Nothing of particular interest. Just used to hide her non-human features.




Stats


Level: 77

HP: 8,000

ATT: 137

MAG ATT: 0

AGI: 35

RESIST: 32







Nav


Introduction

Formerly known as the 'System', it is an intelligence that was born moments after Frost Awakened as the Archetype of Amalgam. There is not much known about Nav other than it is essentially a voice in both Frost and Jury's head.

Nav actively aids Frost by feeding her vital information and context about the greater world around them. Nav has a cold stature, and a near unreadable demeanour due to its cold, monotone voice. But there has been some instances where it expressed sass, surprise and warmth.


General Information


< Names/Namesakes >

The System

Navigate

Navigator

GPS

Electronic Guidebook

< Occupation >

Navigator

< Origin >

[Unknown]

< Age >

0

< Appearance >

Nil...







            

    
        1. Arrival at the Nexus

    
    
    
    
                < Judgement in Progress >


The ‘Blessing of the Nexus’, which she had come to call the ‘System’, displayed these words before her wilting eyes.

“Judge… ment.”

She could barely speak with what little air remained in her lungs. A total of 4 pale stakes longer than her entire body skewered her before the one thousand eyed beast. It was a dark ball ten meters in size with black feathers folded over its mass like a smooth coat.

They ruffled when all one thousand of its gaping, golden eyes blinked at once.

“… I… I came from… Earth… Transported here… turned into… a girl… and now… I’m being… Judged…?”

Her words were in the form of a bloodied gurgle.


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >

 

< Awaiting Verdict >

 

For what?

She did not know.

“I helped… those people… in that village… that everyone abandoned…”

Who did she wrong?

Was she a bad person?

She knew in her heart that her answer was a resounding no.

But how could she say otherwise?

Her occupation back on Earth revolved around saving the lives of those in need. She would have known if someone had died under her care. Though these thoughts were only fleeting. The black forest grew darker. The only light which came from the eyes of the ‘bird’ waned with her vision as she felt all go cold.

She was dying. Perhaps she was already dead. She did not know herself, only that the pain had finally began to slip away. But as all sensation steadily disappeared; a resounding flame burst forth from the bottom of her heart.

“… If… my only… wrong… is living… then I’d rather… be wrong… to the very end!”

When the black forest fused with the darkness behind her eyelids –

– A message appeared.


////////< WARNING >////////


< THE AMALGAM’S AWAKENING EVENT HAS BEGUN >


 

< PARADISE LOST >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET CAN NO LONGER BE HEARD >


 

* * *


Something happened one day.

There was no rhyme or reason. No prelude or premonition. It all happened in an instant.

Too instantly in fact. It felt like a flashbang had gone off right next to him as all went white. The murmurs of fluorescent lights were replaced by countless reverberating voices, as if he was within an auditorium rather than the thin walls of the hospital. The squeaking of his leather shoes was silenced by the clambers of metal, the twangs of taught strings, and dozens of shifting feet.

… this isn’t one of those events where everything turns white for a second, is it? Astronaut’s Eye effect, huh. Those are one in a million chance. Though I’d probably sound like a moron if I told the others that. Or am I being pranked by the staff?

He sighed to himself. It was a weird sounding sigh, however. The kind where he’d be embarrassed and laugh alongside others if they had heard that. But that quickly became arbitrary.

Because the light still hadn’t subsided. He planted himself firmly, wondering what on Earth was going on. What he thought was supposed to be only a flash of light ended up lasting for nearly 10 full seconds.

And so – amid the cacophony – he spoke.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” His voice was different. So staggeringly different that as he recoiled in shock – all his vision suddenly returned.

Pearlescent walls surrounded a group of nearly fifty odd people as far as the eye could see. Pillars of pristine stone rose so far above that he could not see the top no matter how far he reared his head back.

There was one opening not too far away from where they gathered. Markings to what he could only describe as a ‘magical circle’ had people appear over them from seemingly nowhere all around him as others disappeared.

Two things immediately came to mind. This was either an elaborate prank and these were all cosplayers; which was highly unlikely. Or, perhaps even more realistically, he himself had somehow downed some sort of outdated medication and was having an episode.

I did have a few nibbles of a biscuit that old lady offered… No. It’s definitely not because of that.

Reality returned all at once when a figure suddenly stepped in front of him.

“Ah, young miss. You don’t have to talk out loud to get the ‘Blessing of the Nexus’ to work. You only have to think to invoke it.”

A man dressed in a white mantle completely lined with feathers spoke kindly to him, like how a teacher would to a student.

What? Wait. Huh? Young miss?

Confused, the man blankly blinked as he looked up at the man who looked down at him with a patient smile.

“Imagine yourself saying ‘Status’. It should work. From there you’ll be able to get a basic understanding of how the Blessing works.”

Status?

Upon merely thinking those words a screen suddenly popped up before his very eyes.






	LEVEL : 20
	 
	
< NIL >



	 
	 



	NAME : ???
	HP : 120
	
MP : 350


	AGI : 10
	RESIST : 0



	AGE : 22
	ATT : 5
	
ATT DEF : 0 (+3)


	O : 5
	D : 0



	ORIGIN : Human
	MAG ATT : 0
	
MAG DEF : 0


	S : 50
	E : 25



	 
	 
	

< PROFESSIONS >


	 
	 



	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	
SUPPORT


	EXPLORATION
	 



	BRAWLER : 5
	 
	GREATER HEALER : 50
	
APPRAISER : 5

COOK : 20


	 



	 
	 
	

< ACTIVE SKILLS >


	 
	 



	(O) Punch [5/10]
	 
	
(S) Greater Healing II [0/10]

(S) Cure Disease I [0/10]

(S) Prolonged Stasis II [0/10]


	
(E) Home Cook II [0/10]

(E) Appraise Object [5/10]


	 



	 
	 
	

< PASSIVE SKILLS >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
(S) Saturated Blood

(S) Medical Attention Please!

(S) Coordinated

(S) Mana Upscale


	(E) Dimensional Storage I (0kg/20kg)
	 



	 
	 
	

< ABILITIES >


	 
	 



	NIL
	NIL
	
NIL


	 
	 



	 
	 
	

< EQUIPS >


	 
	 



	NEX : 500
	 
	 
	 
	 



	 
	 
	
Waterproof Gown

Waterproof Coat (+1 Def)

Waterproof Cargo Pants (+1 Def)

Boxers

Fabric Socks

Immaculate Leather Shoes (+1 Def)


	 
	 








“Woah!?” Again with the weirdly pitched voice.

But he could not care less. Not after witnessing what was laid before him.

He staggered backwards, nearly losing his footing in shock as the near translucent screen followed every movement of his vision. Nothing on Earth that he knew of was so translucent yet equally as opaque as the screen in front of him

He could not only read what was written, but also see the features of the tall man behind the text.

Strangely, the pale man seemed a little too tall for some reason. Like he himself had somehow shrunk.

Again, that was the least of his worries.

For now.

“H-Hey. This isn’t some kind of hologram? A trick? This is almost like something out of an RPG game.” He said out loud, causing the man’s smile to soften. “Not to mention my name. Wait, I don’t even remember my own name?” He added in a small aside to himself, drawing a hand close to his mouth as confusion drowned him.

“Are Pea Gee? The Blessing of the Nexus resembles nothing in all of Elysia.” His warm smile widened. For a moment he himself felt like a mental patient trying to convince a nurse that he was sane.

Funnily enough, he was actually a nurse himself, hence the clothing he wore which seemed a little… looser than normal. Not loose enough that it was a problem, but just enough to be glaringly noticeable.

In short, he was a registered nurse with around a year of experience, and nearly 4 grueling years of hard work to even land himself in the profession.

“Elysia?” He asked.

“Our grand world.” The pale-dressed man spoke as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, yet at the same time, displayed some level of concern for him.

“Look –” Before he could express his disbelief, the feathered man leaned in close and peered into his eyes. Within the reflection of those vibrant-blue eyes was the face of a woman. When he blinked so did the reflection.

The realization was a slow and steady burn; one that left him unable to think as he looked down upon himself to see…

Hills so to speak.

Not terribly large. They were more like small mounds. Looking closely at his body now, there was not a single fragment of facial hair, let alone any hair virtually wherever his eyes fell.

“Hmm. Memory loss is a rare side effect of the Warped Stone. Ill documented even within the Nexus. What do you remember last if you don’t mind?”

He pondered for a moment and spoke whatever was thrown around in his mind.

“Man, where to start? I was walking down a long hallway on my ward after handover. Was offered a biscuit from an old lady after receiving her post op. Not sure how she snuck those into theatre. Had a sandwich before that. But you know what, I don’t even remember what kind of sandwich it was… oh, sorry. My mind’s a bit muddled up. Hey. Uh…” He trailed off, trying to find a way to ask the sudden question that peeked into his mind.

“Iscario. One of the humble Stars of the Nexus.” The man answered having sensed his question.

“Well, this might sound strange, but what do I look like to you?” He ended up asking bluntly.

“A young woman?”

“… hey. Woman?”

“Are you not?”

It was at that point where it finally clicked with him. Or should he say, her. Only now did she realize what the added length of her black hair, which barely hovered above her shoulders meant, as well as the absurd smoothness of her skin. And not to mention her voice… and… er, her missing ‘sword’.

To claim that she was otherwise felt too problematic. In the first place, would she even have a way to even prove that she was a man just mere moments ago? No. Not only that; but that she had also come from another world?

That was only if this world was no longer Earth.

“I-I guess I am.”

I am, right? This isn’t even funny. If I’m not dreaming, then what the hell is even going on?

She sighed defeatedly, not knowing how to exactly feel about admitting that she was… well, a woman now of all things. Not to mention that she was essentially in a different world from Earth.

She pinched herself, making Iscario hum amusedly in light of her.

“This isn’t Earth, is it?” She needed to clarification again.

“Earth? Is that the name of your town of birth? That is usually the first memory that returns.” He genuinely wondered.

“No, it’s my –” Before she could finish, another voice interjected.

“Hey Iscario. Stars don’t have time to dwell too long on each new person. Unless you’ve found what the Arbiter’s been looking for?” A lethargic, rugged voice spoke.

Following the clap of leather shoes, the young woman came face to face with the final nail that made her believe that this was indeed another world.

The existence of another race.

The man who was dressed before her in a rather bland black suit was no human. The black, wolf-like ears perked through his black hair and the fluffy tail that followed were far too realistic to be cosplay articles. At this point she had already perished the thought of this place being one of conventions anyway.

Shock and awe filled her as she watched them point to each stray sound like the heads of a meerkat. The thought of it being some ultra-realistic robotic article came to mind, but as she peered past him, she saw other ‘humanoid’ races wander into the gaping entrance.

Traditional fantasy Elves with slender waists and curvaceous bodies, alongside their pointed ears. Dwarves of short stature but with splendid beards that normal men could only dream of growing.

Men and women with fur rather than skin, others with scales and some even possessing lower halves of a creature, such as Lamias, Centaurs and, though she saw it only once, a half-woman half-spider person.

She was utterly absorbed by it all.

Iscario’s hand eventually fell onto her head, freeing her from her trance.

The hell is he doing?

She instantly drew away. For some reason that hand felt like a block of ice was laid atop her head; a far cry from what she considered normal. Any touch devoid of warmth was a worry, but this did not seem like it was from some medical condition. A piercing pain then shot through her entire body in that instant.

A-ack! What was that!?

It lasted for only a split second. Like the woes before a heart attack, only amplified by thousandfold. Her breathing staggered momentarily; her eyes left agape as she wondered if something was wrong with her.

“Dearness no, Raoul. This one just reminded me of my younger sister.” Iscario stated. “Hmm. Your eyes tell me you don’t believe me.”

“With black hair? Brown eyes? That’s not suspicious at all. Haaah. Oi. Kid. What’s your name?” He adjusted his tie nonchalantly as a long sigh followed.

She instantly looked up at him and answered before she could even think.

“Frost!”

… Did I really just call myself that? Don’t tell me – Status.


 

< NAME : Frost >


It really did… My name isn’t a bunch of question marks anymore. It’s ‘Frost’ of all things.

“You’re eager all of a sudden. Well, that makes things simpler. Alright, Frost. Did you happen to find the ‘Mark of Judgement’ under your ability list?”

“No. Nothing was there at all.” Frost answered in a slightly pained voice.

The reason why she answered Frost was because her mind was still perplexed by the coldness of Iscario’s hand. As unfortunate as it was – she preferred it far more than being called something like, for example, Alice or Maya. Merely imagining herself being called by a feminine name caused goosebumps to rise all over her body.

At least Frost is a cool name.

“If that’s the case then you should start heading into the Hub. Otherwise; welcome to the Nexus. Don’t make any trouble. The Moons have enough on their hands as is.”

Frost nodded once, understanding nothing at all. Raoul slowly left. In his absence, Iscario pointed to the entrance ahead.

“There lays the Common Hub. Everything you need to know resides here within the lower sanctums of the Nexus.”

“Is there anyone else I can ask for help in there if I get lost?” Frost asked after a brief moment of thought.

“The administration desk is designed to answer to your needs. You’ll find them at the Reception. It should be familiar with you, no? Did your hometown of Earth not have a Repository? A Relay Site? You may have called them the Guild, or an Adventurer’s Guild.”

Huh? What am I supposed to say in response to that?

Her silence answered more than anything she could have said.

“Poor thing. You truly have no idea what lays carved before you? You’re just like her.” He spoke fondly in light of his sibling.

“Your sister, right? She sounds like a handful. Hope I’m not one as well.” She joked. “Well, thank you for setting me straight. Look. To be honest with you, I don’t get what’s going on. But I don’t feel like getting drunk over it either.” Frost spoke as she placed both hands on her hips and smiled. “Take care. And to your sister as well.”

“Of course. She was, after all, the price of my paradise.”

Is that a saying for a loved one in this world? Wait, in the first place, do I have concrete proof that this is a different world? Other than those other races? I need to see the world to believe it… but, well, the writings on the wall already.

At this point I might as well go with it. See where that takes me.

Just as Frost took her first step away – The pale man spoke again.

“Oh, and before you leave – As a Star of the Nexus, our namesake’s role is to provide guidance and information to those that carry the Blessing of the Nexus. Grandis. Head to the lowest level Relay Site in Grandis. You’ll certainly benefit there. The village should be called Virt. It’s a peaceful place.”

“So it’s like a beginner’s town.” Frost promptly said, equating it to starting places in fantasy RPG games and novels. “But I’ll have to see. I don’t feel like dying anytime soon.” She joked again.

She finally parted ways with a single nod.

“You have a humorous way of describing things.” Iscario replied. “It almost pains me.”

He must be talking about his sister again… Ah. I didn’t realize it. It’s his late sister.

Frost was sharp when it came to reading the emotions of others. Though sometimes it was a game of roulette, and for others it was clear-shot bullseye. Having worked in a profession that nurtures not just the body, but emotions as well – a part of her heart broke upon hearing those words from him.

She looked up again into the endless ceiling and took a deep breath. After her long exhale, she set her sights onto the entrance she approached with optimism.

A world different from Earth. You usually hear this in stories or games. In folklore it was called being spirited away. I’m not dead so I’m not some reincarnation either.

Once again, she peered down at her own body and her smile turned wry.

So… what the hell is this body then?

I have so many questions to ask. If this Blessing… no, System would be a better name for it. It looks like a display screen of some game more than anything. It has levels, skills, stats, and everything straight from an RPG game. So if this is anything like a game’s menu, then it’s likely I can get some clarification directly from the System itself. If not, then to the Reception I go.

With a heart wrenching in anticipation of exploring this bizarre world – Frost entered the Common Hub in search for answers.

For both the world and…

… her body.

            

    
        2. The Common Hub of the Lower Sanctum

    
    
    
    
                < Entering the Nexus for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the Common Hub of the Lower Sanctum >


 

The System greeted her as she entered the most wonderous place she had ever seen. Thousands of colors overwhelmed her as splendor twinkled in her eyes.

Light shone from the transparent ceiling which was so high above that whisks of clouds could be seen passing as low as the half-way point. She at first thought the ceiling was made of glass. But it was so clear that there may have been nothing there at all.

The Hub unraveled itself as far as she could see. In the center of it all was a massive circular structure that saw hundreds of people enter and exit without end; parting ways or following one of the gaping corridors that lead to different parts of the Hub.

Now that she realized it, the Common Hub closely resembled a multi-floored Airport, furnished in a half-modern, half-fantastical aesthetic; and infused with a medieval twist. The floors were paved with smooth black stone, and the structures were made primarily with polished pale marble.

The signages, which displayed outrageously long distances, like the bathrooms at over a kilometer away, caused her to remember the existence of perhaps the most important thing in any fantasy setting.

Magic.

“It’s hovering there with nothing attached.” She whispered to herself in disbelief.

These floating signs were not the only evidence of magic in this boundless place.

A sparkling cape was spotted following a cat-girl wearing a witch’s hat. Another person could be seen holding a staff with a flaming red gem, probably used for explosive magic. There were floating papers with undecipherable symbols and phrases; ribbons writing out the words of a mute child; and people wielding tomes and wands rather than blades.

And here I am in comparison… I know I hardly stand out, but I still feel completely out of place. At least my uniform isn’t the weirdest thing around. Seeing that… ‘those’ also exist here.

What she meant by ‘those’ was a certain trope depicted in popular fantasy culture back on Earth.

Bikini. Armor.

Low. Body. Coverage. Armor.

Why was that a thing?

She didn’t know.

And to be completely honest, she didn’t care. At least not as much as she was willing to admit. It was only two or three people out of the crowd of hundreds. But considering that they existed in the first place – she ended up pondering on an interesting question.

How closely was HP and one’s body tied? If she was, for example, stabbed then would she bleed or just lose HP?

Let’s see what this System has to say about that. I’ll just cycle through what’s there and see if I get anywhere. Status.


< PROFESSIONS >

< Reflection of your existence >


 

Not very helpful. How about the big 4 professions down there?


 

< OFFENSIVE >

< Combat-based professions >


 

< BRAWLER >

< Your body is your weapon >


< PUNCH >

< The thrust of your fist >


Her face lightly contorted at the sight of that meager explanation. But she should have seen it coming.

Man. So it’s just a normal punch. Why the hell is that an active skill? Where’s ‘Kick’ and ‘Bite’ at then? Unless that’s covered by the Brawler profession? Wouldn’t this kind of profession be available to everyone?

She sighed, following the path towards the massive dome-like structure which was pinned in the center of the entire Common Hub. Hundreds of pillars held the roof of the mega-structure dozens of meters high.

The inside was like that of a grand hall and was split into 3 distinct rings, each accompanied with its own array of pillars.

Lavish furnishings were laid beautifully underneath each pillar of the outermost ring. She counted at least one hundred different sections; many of which were already occupied by adventurers and a receptionist seated on the opposing couches.

They all wore a suit similar to the Raoul’s. Whether they were male, female, or half-snake – their entire bodies were covered in the black clothing, and the white undershirt beneath.

Also, not to forget the black tie.

What else is there to figure out?


< DEFENSIVE >

< Defense-based professions >


 

Hah… You know what, these professions don’t give much information at all. What about the other skills and abilities?


 

< GREATER HEALING II >

< Restores 60 HP to self or target in contact. Minor wounds are healed instantly. Heavy wounds heal over time >

< Cost : 100 MP >


 

Minor wounds implies that you CAN get hurt. So bikini armor is just as absurd as I though. But then again, what the hell do I know?


 

< CURE DISEASE I >

< Instantly cure all tier 1 diseases and tier 1 negative statuses of self or target in contact >

< Cost : 150 MP >


 

< PROLONGED STASIS II >

< Convert MP to HP every second. Unable to perform any active skills during use. Healing skills are exempted. Stasis will be inflicted on self throughout duration >

< Conversion : gain 5 HP per 2 MP spent >


 

< HOME COOK II >

< All meals grant temporary positive statuses. Complex meals grant additional bonuses >

< Cost : Ingredient >


 

< APPRAISE OBJECT >

< Reveal basic information of targetted materials >

< Cost : X MP for first reveal. MP cost is dependent on material and its characteristics. Nil cost unless additional information is revealed thereafter >


That’s better! Alright! Now how about my Passives!


< SATURATED BLOOD >

< Gain 20% additional base HP >


 

< MEDICAL ATTENTION PLEASE! >

< Efficacy of all healing outside of healing-based skills increased by 100% >


 

This is an interesting one. It would mean basic life support and first aid will be a life saver if I happen to run out of mana. I can’t tell how unique it is because I don’t know if our techniques from Earth exist here. I guess if magic can do it better, then there’s no point in doing in any other way.


 

< COORDINATED >

< AGILITY increased by 10 >


 

< MANA UPSCALE >

< Gain 50 additional base MP >


< DIMENSIONAL STORAGE I >

< Store up to 20kg worth of items in a pocket dimension >


 

“Dimensional storage?” She whispered curiously to herself.

“HEY! Speak like you’re trying to invoke it!” A high-pitched voice suddenly commanded.

Frost instantly turned to the source. A short woman dressed in one of the suits abruptly presented herself before her with tightly folded arms. A pair of black wolf ears flapped through her long, luscious black hair. Behind her was a tail almost identical to the Raoul person, save hers was shorter and much fluffier.

Her crimson eyes drilled into hers as Frost finally realized that this woman was talking to her.

“Like [Dimensional Storage]?” Frost placed a heavier emphasis on the skill name, and at once, the System popped up.


< DIMENSIONAL STORAGE I >

< NIL >

< 0 kg | 20 kg >


“Exactly right! If you got something you wanna chuck in then just reach into the storage. You wanna take something out? Reach into the storage. Heh. Even a child would get it.”

“Yeah. They wouldn’t need any tutorials or prompts for something so obvious.” Frost’s words oozed with sarcasm. She was somewhat annoyed that this was somehow considered ‘obvious’. Though to begin with, it might have been for the inhabitants of this world for all she knew.

The woman shoved herself close as she scrubbed the back of her head obnoxiously. She was close enough for her heat to be felt, and for her… dog-like scent to be smelt. It wasn’t putrid or anything. More than anything, it seemed like the woman hadn’t washed in some time.

So… pretty bad still.

“You get it then! Aha! We’ve been getting people complaining about how to use it for the last hundred hours when it’s right there! Glad you’re not one of them!” She joyfully said.

So I’m not lacking common sense then. That is absolutely NOT obvious at all.

Wait.

“Hundred hours? Like what, a shift?” For some reason that was what caught her attention the most.

“Urgh. Don’t call this line of work a damned ‘shift’! Life of a Moon~ Defenders of the Nexus they said! Now look at us! Working as a damned receptionist when we could be out there subjugating monsters and the Corrupted! Not our fault the Arbiter’s blind as a bat! The Beholders aren’t any better either! And don’t get me started on those Exalted!” She suddenly vented and fell into a heavy pant afterwards.

“Are you ok?” Frost bent slightly to meet the woman’s gaze.

“YES I’M OK!” She snapped. “Listen. Between you and me, let’s pretend you have the Mark of Judgement. That way we can climb out of this hellhole! Good deal? Great deal. Hm~!”

“Sorry. No deals. No anything. I just came here for help.” Frosty bluntly said.

At this point I’M not the one that’s going to need help. But I kind of feel bad for her. I’d also go crazy if I had a 100-hour shift as well.

“Oh, why didn’t you say so!? C’mon! You gotta speak up if you wanted help! What are you, a lost child?”

P-patience, me. You’re a professional. A nurse. You’ve dealt with people like this before.

Suddenly, from seemingly out of the blue – two more people rapidly approached.

“Sister~! Don’t go planning an attack without us!” Another identical voice exclaimed as an array of clapping footsteps followed.

“Please sister Cer! Ber! Don’t say something so cunning!” A third identical voice cried aloud, and before Frost could even blink – there were now 3 short, fair-skinned wolf-girls in front of her, all melded together in a messy embrace.

“What are you saying Res!? Cer is right! Let’s take our friend here straight to that Beholder!” The one with the unstyled hair exclaimed.

“Stand up and strike while they’re still distracted!” The one with the ponytail announced.

“Stop! We’ll get into trouble! You two! Please stop saying those things!” The final one with the black twin tails pleaded, glancing over to Frost with an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry about them! Cer! Apologize right now!”

“Grr. Take a joke Res. I obviously wasn’t going to waltz into the Floor of Judgement uninvited. Oh and sorry.” The unstyled woman said sarcastically as if Frost wouldn’t notice.

“Reverse psychology. I like it!”

“Geez you two!”

… no. No, I’ve never dealt with anyone like this before.

I have front row seats to a comedy skit. Except this isn’t a skit at all. Though I wouldn’t say people DIDN’T act like this on Earth. Huh. I guess there’s all sorts of people no matter where you go.

But bikini armor still takes the whole damn cake.

“Sorry to interrupt, but do you know who else I can ask for help?” Frost casually reminded them of her presence. As amusing as the scene was; there were more important things to attend to. “Everyone looks preoccupied as far as I can tell. I don’t even know what the inner booths are for.”

“Wasn’t I going to help you!? I take back my apology –!” The ponytailed one was instantly gagged by the twin tailed woman.

“Please Ignore her. Miss, please follow us over there.” She pointed to a nearby set of red couches. “Allow us to offer you our services to the best of our abilities.”

            

    
        3. Insight to the New World

    
    
    
    
                She followed the trio and sat herself across them. A small, rectangular coffee table separated them. Frost figured that as long as they were willing to help then that was all that mattered.

With a soft hum, she smiled at them and waited for the twin tailed woman in the middle to speak again.

“I’m Res. One of the Moons of the Nexus. I will be your acting receptionist under the watchful eyes of our Beholders. This is Cer.”

The woman with the unstyled hair and the spontaneous personality grinned, baring her teeth like an animal.

“And this is Ber.”

The other woman with the ponytail proudly nodded beside her.

“May we have your name, please?” Res concluded politely.

“Frost.”

Cer snickered underneath her breath.

And Cer is any better than Frost?

Res cleared her throat and continued.

“Frost. What was there you wanted to ask?”

“Well… do you mind if I say everything?” She answered immediately.

“Everything? In what way?” Res inquired kindly.

Frost thought for a moment before she answered.

“Like what is this place for instance. I only know it’s called the Nexus. But what is the Nexus?”

All three of them looked at her with disbelief, like she had just asked them how to breathe.

“Oi. When you said everything, I hope you didn’t mean bad tasting jokes as well.” Ber growled.

Frost’s brows furrowed.

“I’m serious. I have no idea what the Nexus is. What a Beholder is, or what the Moons are. The date. Time. How many days there are in a week if that’s even a thing? The number of hours in a day. The days in a year. I don’t know anything about Elysia at all.” She passionately answered, convincing them that she was not trying to pull their leg or waste their precious time.

It left them speechless. She didn’t know if she was asking too much, or if what she asked was simply common sense in this world. But even so – she absolutely needed to know, even if it meant sounding like the most ignorant person in the world.

Regardless of whether Frost was telling the truth, these people were still obligated to answer her questions. To the best of their ability, of course.

“I don’t know what predicament has put you in that state of ignorance, but it’s certainly not one that’s unheard of. The Hyperwarp and the Hyperlink can have memory-altering side-effects. Especially the Hyperwarp.” Res explained, her gaze heavily scrutinizing Frost. “But if you don’t even know what the Nexus is then you wouldn’t know about these either.”

“Memory loss is rare. So stupidly rare that it may as well be a myth.” Ber stated.

“And it’s not like your memories won’t return. Give it 500 hours. Hm~ Hey. Could it be that urban legend?” Cer cheekily hummed, nudging Res as Ber smirked.

“Shut up. The Warped Stone doesn’t eat knowledge.” Res retorted.

“But look at her clothing. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Besides, it wouldn’t be the strangest thing around here.” Cer finished, leaving Frost just as confused as before. “Alright. So you wanna know some common sense. Listen up then!”

She suddenly hopped from her seat and slammed a foot onto the coffee table separating them.

“24 hours a day, 10 days a week, night and day each at 12 hours. 5 weeks a month, 10 months a year. 500 days in a year and we’re just about to hit year 350 Post Advent. Never disobey the Beholders and don’t mess with the Exalted. Never disregard the guidance of the Stars. And never – ever – pick a bone with us Moons. Hah…” She eventually settled back down onto the couch.

“You eat to live. Things might eat you to live themselves. Such is life. The Arbiter? Don’t worry about her. Blah, blah, blah. Look how dumb I sound now. Happy?”

Frost rapidly nodded, satisfied with her response even if it was wittily spoken.

Like Earth then. Aside from 500-day years of course and 50-day months… Good to know what the rules are as well. Exalted, Beholder, Stars and Moons. Then there’s normal people like everyone else around here.

“Thank you. That clears up a lot of things for me. And the –”

“Nexus.” Res spoke Frost’s mind aloud, causing Cer to heavily sigh. “It’s our home in the center of our world. A megastructure so tall that you cannot ever see the top even on the clearest days.”

A megastructure. So that’s an actual term in this world as well. Figures. That white room spanned far taller than any skyscraper I’ve ever seen. I kinda want to see it from the outside now.

“It grants those it chooses to enter with the Blessing of the Nexus. Think of it as an invitation. It’s pretty much impossible to reach this place without access to the Warped Stone’s technology. Those being the Hyperlinks and, depending on your tastes, the Hyperwarp. You’ll rarely get to use the latter. As for Hyperlinks, you’ll see them in about every major settlement connected to a Relay Site.” Ber chimed in, resting her chin on a closed fist. “We’re currently floating at around 5 kilometers above the city of Atlas. And that’s the lowest part.”

“No matter where you are you’ll always see the Nexus in the sky. The marvel of the world. Untainted by Kingdoms, Empires, Strongholds, Domains, and whatever ruling system is out there. They use horseback carriages to get from point a to b. Trains if they have the coin to spare. How sad~ Hm. Hey newbie. What level are you?” Cer asked.

“20.”

“Huh!? You’re that low!? Hah. Listen. Word of advice? The most important part of the Nexus is the Blessing and that’s it. That includes the people that possess it. Don’t let yourself get taken advantage of. The world yearns for the Nexus’ invitation. Out of countless millions we are the thousands that have been called by it.” Cer ominously explained. “No matter how high they reach they’ll never touch the Nexus. Good riddance.”

Dread. Overwhelming dread seized Frost’s heart when her eyes fell into Cer’s. Her crimson eyes blazed with a fury unlike anything she had ever witnessed. An indescribable pressure caused her to instinctively shrink back into her seat.

That gaze can kill.

It was pure wrath, and it was the first time Frost had ever tangibly sensed it.

“Sorry. Please don’t mind her. Frost. Allow me to explain what’s written in your Status.” Res apologized in her sister’s stead.


* * *


From what Frost gathered –



< HP > was linked directly with the state of the body. The closer to death one was, the lower their HP became.

< MP > dictated the amount of mana one possessed; an enigmatic power that allowed people to, as Frost saw it, blatantly violate the laws of physics.

When mana hit 0 all points in magic attack and magic defense become redundant save for bonuses granted by equipped armor and weapons.

< ATT > was the numerical value of one’s strength and the maximum potential damage they can inflict. ATT directly affects HP and is consequently resisted by ATT Defense.

< ATT DEF > resisted ATT on a pure one-to-one basis. Meaning that a 50 ATT attack against someone with 50 ATT DEF would only do the minimum amount of damage, which was 1.

Frost had trouble trying to imagine someone tanking an entire broadsword in only bikini armor.

… I’ll believe it when I see it.

< MAG ATT > and < MAG DEF > were the exact same thing, except for skills and attacks designated as < MAGIC >.

< AGI > simply defined the maximum movement speed of a person in general. This included things like punches, kicks, skills, and reaction time.

< RESIST > determined one’s physical and mental resistance to certain conditions, such as being set alight or to tolerate poison.



These were the combat stats.

As for profession stats, otherwise known as ODSE, they were merely representative of the number of levels one had in that profession category.

Professions, like for example her Greater Healer was level 50, hence why her Support Profession was also level 50.

Every 25 levels in a given profession is considered a milestone; and bonuses, alongside skills were granted.

100 levels in a profession are called a profession mastery and usually results in powerful abilities rather than a passive skill. These abilities were better described as characteristics, like being able to see in the dark.

Additionally, the only way to level professions was to use their respective Active Skills. These needed to be leveled to progress the profession.

And on the topic of Active Skills – there are a total of 50 levels until mastery. Each 10 levels serve as a milestone that evolves said skill.

Finally – there were the Overall levels.

This was calculated by the total sum of O, the half of D, the quarter of S, and a tenth of E.

At every 50 levels the person gained a new title, unlocked additional unique skills, stats, and professions.

As of 350 Post Advent, the highest level someone had reached was 250, although, it was unknown whether this was the maximum level achievable.

            

    
        4. A Word of Advice

    
    
    
    
                “That covers everything!” Cer exclaimed as she shot up from her seat. With a long, wide stretch, she peered down at Frost with a small grin. “Now you’re ready to go slay some monsters! Start questing. You know, the stuff you adventurers usually do.”

“Cer… we really should tell her about them.” Res whispered cautiously.

“I doubt she’ll get into trouble with one.” Ber assured. “They aren’t common enemies at all.”

“About what? If it’s important then I’d like to know.” Frost inquired.

A long silence followed. The three glanced at each other indecisively, not knowing whether to tell her or not. Eventually, Cer surrendered to Res’ gaze and let loose of a long sigh.

“Be glad Frost. I’m 80 hours into my overtime, so listen carefully!”

Cer exclaimed and pointed directly at Frost’s face.

“If there’s anything you should fear, it is the Corrupted. In the next 500 hours I highly doubt you’ll come across one. They’re so rare in fact that the last notable event was 15 years ago. If you can’t read the status of a particular entity, then you’re up against a Corrupted. Full stop. Run and don’t look back. I mean that in the sincerest way possible. Oh, and don’t be confused with them and other people with the Blessing. We can’t glimpse into each other’s statuses after all.”

“Are they different from any wildlife?” She refrained from calling them monsters for the time being. It was always strange to how the two terms were interchangeable in many fantasy fictions.

Perhaps if she finally saw one up close then she’d realize why.

“Monsters and wildlife don’t even compare.” Ber adamantly claimed. “They are worse. So much more worse.”

Then their faces darkened. A looming cloud blocked off the light of the sun, encasing the hub in its shadow as the following words left Cer’s lips.

“Hey Frost. Ever seen a murderous stuffed toy that strangles children? A loom that weaves thread out of flesh? A machine that sings until your head bursts? Or – better yet – a dozen-winged bird that can claim the lives of a million people in a single night?”

Her words reverberated like spoken scripture. There was a certain thrum weaved into her voice as Frost devoured all that left her mouth, etching it into her mind like a scribe.

That sounds like a nightmare. Maybe I should just stick around inside of the Nexus for a while.

“But don’t let that discourage you. I’m willing to bet my own life that you won’t come across one.” Cer followed as the sun’s bountiful light returned, as did her cheeky smile.

“Oi! If you bet yours, then I’m betting mine too.” Ber thrust a fist into the air.

“Stop it you two –”

“Alright, us 3 are betting our lives on you!” Cer suddenly exclaimed, causing Frost to softly chuckle.

Well, that’s one way to encourage someone.

“It sounds like I’m not the only one you’ve said that to.” Frost joked.

“Then how else are we going to push newbies out there? You don’t know that if you don’t make enough Nex you’ll lose access to the Nexus.”

“… wait what?” Frost tilted her head slightly.

“100 Nex a day. That’s the price of this paradise. So go out there and start questing.” Cer and the others nodded to themselves in sync.

Do these three all share the same braincell?

“Is it really ok for me to head out? I mean… well, punch is about the only offensive skill I have.” Frost wryly replied, almost embarrassed by this.

“Civilization? Hello? You think the Beholders order us to have Hyperlinks placed in the middle of nowhere?” Ber playfully belittled her.

Right. That would make sense. I can imagine someone getting ganked out of nowhere if that wasn’t the case.

“That’s what the Hyperwarp is for! Either send in a subjugation team straight to the battlefield or bring ‘em right into the Nexus directly!” Cer announced.

Never mind. They have a dedicated method for getting ganked.

“A-Are you satisfied with everything now?” Res kindly asked. Out of all of them she was the most down to Earth and… well, ‘sane’. She felt like the mother of the trio in a way.

“I think I get the gist of things. I guess the only thing left is how to get from where to where.”

“That’s easy. Invoke [Hyperlink] out loud.” Cer pointed again.

“[Hyperlink].”

A rather sterile world map appeared before her very eyes. A dense fog of war clouded almost everything save for the two regions closest to the Nexus – Brandar, which spanned to the north and east; and Grandis which was to the west.

[image: image]

Didn’t Iscario say something about Grandis being the perfect place to start off?

“Choose whatever’s available. You’ll see the recommended ranks for each place. Just look for a Tin one. That’s the lowest rank. Levels don’t really reflect strength since you can reach a high level without any combat skills.” Res promptly explained as Frost scoured through her options.

Well. Her only option actually. Everything else was static; as if bugged and was rendered inaccessible. The same sharp pain she felt from before instantly caused her to retract a finger when she tried accessing one of the scrambled locations.

It’s completely different from angina. Ack… It’s like I’m actually being stabbed in the chest. Ugh.

In the end, she shakily picked the Village of Virt; a Tin Ranked location in southern Grandis.


< Set Hyperlink destination to Village of Virt? >

< No > | < Confirm >


Once confirmed, and as her eyes sparkled with the hope of adventure – Cer, Ber and Res stood erect simultaneously to offer their parting words.

“Head back to the Central Relay. You, know, the giant white room you came from. From there just stand in one of those giant circles and you’ll be set. Make some Nex. Buy a house later down the line. Maybe some land. Find a lover. Have some kids. Maybe 30 or so. We live for quite a long time with the blessing.” Cer teased.

Out of all the things she had said, that was the one that hit her the hardest. Kids? No thanks. Frost refused to allow the invading thoughts to become food for her mind, wafting them away with a troubled look.

“That’s t-too early for me.” Was all she could say.

Noooo way. No thanks. I’m perfectly fine thank you.

“She’s been trying to make fun of you since the start and that’s what got you?” Ber couldn’t help but to let loose of a hearty laugh. “Listen. Don’t stray off the main roads. You have the Blessing. No matter a farmer or a fisher – we are all highly valuable assets. A cute girl like you can get sold off for a substantial amount.”

Her skin crawled at the notion of being called ‘cute’. Luckily, her displeasure was well hidden behind a forced smile as she rose to her feet. She did not want to be any more conscious about her damned body.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you. Really, thank you for sorting me out.” Frost sincerely thanked, placing both hands on her hips.

“What can I say~? I’m only a Moon but I can do this boring job better than the official receptionists!” Cer proudly presented, gathering a few cold eyes from the other passing receptionists. “At least we get appreciated here in the Nexus. So, my offer’s still up for grabs. We can storm up to the Upper Sanctums and present you to the Arbiter.”

“What am I, a lottery ticket?” Frost sighed. “No thanks. I don’t feel like doing something dumb. And didn’t you say never to disobey the people up top?”

“You’re not thinking correctly. If you are the one the Arbiter’s looking for then is that really disobeying them?” Cer smugly puffed her chest out, proud of her irrefutable logic.

“Isn’t she so smart. That’s Cer for you! Born 0.8 seconds before any of us!” Ber cheered her on as Res’ face shriveled as if she had bitten into a lemon. “Down with the Beholder Galia! Down with her Justica Arms!”

“Get Raoul back from that snake!” Cer and Ber linked arms and thrust their fists into the air. In that instant, a blue thread suddenly wrapped their wrists together as a pair of white-haired figured draped in beautiful blue garbs approached.

“HUH!?” They both simultaneously cried as two pairs of hands, each one with a metal arm, clutched onto their shoulders. Two identical women coldly stared down at them with emotionless eyes, never blinking as Cer and Ber gulped under their iron grip.

“It’s these two again…” One spoke unenthusiastically.

“So it is…” They were almost robotic-like; monotone and tired. It was soothing somehow.

“Orh!?”

“Thras!?”

The only difference between them was that Orh’s right arm was made from one of the most elaborate metal prosthesis Frost had ever seen. The prosthesis was a beautiful matte grey, constructed with a complex array of metal strands, mimicking tendons, and muscle structure.

At the end of each fingertip was a claw where a glowing, blue strand ran through rings, like the guides of a fishing rod. It began from an unknown origin beneath their garbs and terminated at their fingers.

Thras on the other hand had her left arm modified. But rather than strings, there were tubes filled with a bright blue liquid. Frost could only speculate the purpose of that fluid.

They were humans as far as she could tell; Orh with long, elegant hair while Thras’ was cut sharply at the center of her nape. They were like porcelain dolls; to the point where Frost nearly believed they were artificial beings.

“We’ve come to pick up you two offending jesters. Hour 10:56, 45th second. Year 350 PA, day 34 of the 5th month, early winter. Beholder Marionette would like to have a word with you three…” Orh recited.

“OI! Get this gross string off us! W-why the hell isn’t it coming off!?” Ber cried, clawing at the strand to no avail.

“You big breasted snitching dolls! Caught us while we had our weapons confiscated, huh! You call this a fair fight!?” Cer snapped before their arms, legs and mouths were quickly wrapped by the blue, silky thread. “MMMMPH!? MFKIN MMMICHES!”

“Backtalk to a Moon. Addendum to offenses…” Orh added.

“Disruption in public. Chemically unclean. Unsatisfactory role as receptionist with 38 complaints in the last 100 hours. I quote, ‘I was called an idiot for not knowing how to access the Dimensional Storage’. The likely punishment will be a wire scrub bath...” Thras calmly said as Frost stifled her laughter to the best of her strength.

Once again, she had front row seats to a comedy skit. The scene was too surreal.

“MMMMHLLLP MMUSSS!”

“MMRREESSS!”

“I’m so sorry about them. We’ll come right away.” Res lowered her head as the two were dragged off. Before she left, she turned to Frost for one last time. “Um… Frost. I hope you stay safe on your outing. If you see any Moons or Stars outside don’t be afraid to ask for help! You can always trust us with your life.”

“I’ll bother as many as I can.” Frost nodded with a pleasant grin. “Thank you for everything.”

“Don’t word it so dramatically. The pleasure was always ours. I’m glad you were our last recipient. Er… For now at least. Haaah. Good luck out there~!”

Yep. Res is definitely the mother of the trio. A shame. Frost wished she could have gotten to know them better but, in the end, what could she do? She parted ways in the end with a small wave.

She walked towards the grand entrance, savoring the spectacle that was called Nexus.


* * *


Once she returned to the white pearlescent walls of the Central Relay – Frost stood inside one of the magical circles.

“… This is going to be hard to swallow if I actually –”

Before she could finish her words; the world instantly collapsed into itself. And in the next moment –

“– Tele… port…”


< Restricted Access has been Overruled >


< Entering the Village of Virt for the First Time >


Frost’s jaws dropped. Her eyes swelled with insurmountable wonder as she observed the wonderful world around her. A large village made from simple wood and stone foundations littered the clearing she found herself in. Emerald oak trees spanned as far as they eye could see.

Sunlight blessed her fair skin, the warmth of the new world feeling no different from the one she knew back home. The murky scent of the raw earth and the uneven ground made it clear that she was indeed somewhere far away from the comfort of technology and the spanning cities of concrete.

This was the final proof that confirmed she was no longer on Earth.

And when she looked up to a familiar blue sky.

“T-That’s… megastructure? No way in hell that’s a megastructure.” Frost muttered to herself as the world suddenly fell silent. “That’s a gigastructure.”

Reverence coursed through her heart, mind, and soul as she stared up at the pale object. It was gilded in streaks of black and gold, and it rose higher than she could ever dream to imagine. The tower was rugged, uneven, and appeared like a celestial object more than a traditional tower. Its width was so massive that it pit the landscape underneath it in eternal darkness.

The towering scale of the Nexus made so that its shadow would always be cast somewhere around the world, plunging places into a second night.

“Not only a marvel… but also kind of like the world’s natural clock. T-this is a fantasy world with certain sparks of technology. Technology we don’t even have back on Earth.” Frost reminded herself, still enraptured by the Nexus.

She gulped.

“No. That can’t be right. Warped Stone’s technology? Teleportation? That has to be magic, right? Aha… I want to laugh. Fantasy. Swords and magic. Kingdoms, medieval life from the looks of this village… and then there’s things that can castrate the laws of physics at the snap of a finger.”

She needed to digest this. Mentally and physically. Her legs wobbled as her gaze lowered to the world around her, finally realizing that a small crowd had gathered behind her.

Eh?

“Papa! She appeared from thin air! How did she do that!?” A young child pointed at her with glee.

“A-A Blessed!? In this day and age!?” The person whose ragged shirt they tugged on cried in surprise.

“After 15 years they’re finally returning to Grandis!” A woman clutched onto her chest, overwhelmed with emotion.

“They Gods have answered our prayers! At long last!” Finally, an old man dropped to his knees as if prostrating before her.

Frost knew right away that things were about to get a whole lot more interesting.

            

    
        5. Entering the Village of Virt

    
    
    
    
                The entire village of 30 or so residents gathered in front of her with eyes filled with amazement. Make no mistake, Frost was no stranger to being the center of attention. Her profession back on Earth required her to speak to up to tens of people at once on complicated matters.

But it was an entirely different scenario when she was received like some Goddess. The Blessing of the Nexus was a bigger deal than she initially realized. A hundred emotional outcries fell onto her all at once.

And to be perfectly honest – she couldn’t make out a single word.

Thankfully none of them had stepped into her comfort zone. Not yet at least. She feared she might end up getting dragged off by the whole crowd in the next moment. Before things could take a turn for the worst, she loudly cleared her throat and yelled:

“AHEM! One at a time, please! Can we start with introductions first!?”

The chatters eventually subsided. All eyes were glued onto her for some time as she scanned the entire village with a sweeping gaze. Right behind her was a large, monolithic structure made from a similar stone to that of the Nexus.

Surrounding it was a permanent circle of indecipherable inscriptions and symbols. No matter the unevenness of the ground the circle somehow remained perfectly flat.

“U-Um. Miss Blessed?” The voice of an old man patiently asked, raising a hand from the front of the group.

“Hmm? Oh. Right. Sorry. I should’ve made myself clearer.” Realizing that they were waiting for her to speak the whole time, she took a step forward and proudly presented herself. “I am Frost, and I’m a wandering healer. Pretty renowned as well if I do say so myself.”

– Ish, but let’s roll with it. No point in selling myself short to strangers. If I can keep it up then there’s less of a chance they’ll try something. Not that they’re bad people but… my naivety will absolutely get taken advantage of if the opportunity arises.

“I was told this was a nice town to visit first. Glad to see that they were right.” She concluded.

“Waaah~! A healer!? Does that mean you can heal people!?”

Frost nodded in response to the child’s amazement.

“That’s right.”

A small gasp of awe followed, causing her to wonder if healers were a rarity in this world. The fact that their location is smack in the middle of a forest doesn’t help either, but then again, she didn’t know how far away the next major settlement was.

As long as they were impressed by her status as a healer then she had some much-needed leverage on these people. Frost was by no means a manipulative person, but in an unknown world she needed every little bit of edge she could get her hands on.

After all, her only offensive skill was [Punch].

As confident as I am in my strength, I’m not too sure how that translates in this body. I’d rather avoid any confrontations for the time being. And besides… Status.
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Status could be used on other people and creatures so long as they did not possess the Blessing or if the creature in question was not a Corrupted. Interestingly it only showed a select few stats. From their ATT stat alone, she knew she’d easily be overwhelmed in a combat situation.

Still however, her AGI stat was triple that of almost all of them. But that did not say much since these people were also incredibly lower leveled.

But she digressed.

“I am the head of this village. It’s been a remarkably long time since your kind have visited our lands of Grandis. Please, oh Blessed healer! We have no coin to offer but we can show you the delicacies of our humble village!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Really, I’m just here to visit and get my bearings. Grandis hasn’t been visited in so long so things might be different.” Frost expertly played along. “If you don’t mind, I can offer my healing in exchange for some information.”

“Of course!” He rejoiced along with the rest of the village, elated to hear this. “Although truth be told, we’re in little need for a healer. We thank the deities of the Nexus for our good health. But if you could cure the ‘grey eye’ disease our village mother possesses, then we would be more than happy to offer you our knowledge of these southern forests. 15 yeas has changed Grandis for the worse.”

“Grey eye? Can you show me?” Frost asked, already having an idea on what the disease was.

“Please wait here. We will ask the village mother for your invitation!”

Frost already had an idea on what this ‘grey eye’ disease was. Cataract.

Cataracts were no more than the thickening and clouding of the lens in the eye. While surgery was the only way to cure it on Earth, it may be possible with magic alone. This worked for her in two ways. One, to gain favor from the village, and two; gain practical experience with her skills.

A beginner town through and through, huh.

 

* * *


Frost was eventually escorted by the village head alone to a beautifully crafted wooden hut. It had no doors or proper flooring. Instead, an elegant carpet made from a collection of beautifully sewn deerskin spanned the small area. There was only one room and in the center of it was an old woman and a platter of herbal tea. In one corner stood a long mirror, permanently reflecting the woman who blankly stared up at her as she approached.

Before Frost entered, she removed her footwear much to the surprise of the old village head.

“For an adventurer you certainly know proper customs.” He said with surprise.

“I’d hate it if someone walked over my carpet with dirty shoes as well.” Frost smiled as she left her immaculate black shoes by the wooden steps. “Is this her? Hello~”

“Ah. That’s a silhouette I haven’t seen before. You may leave me with her, dear. May I ask your name, visitor? Please do take a seat.”

“Frost. And yours, ma’am?”

“Ma’am. Oh please. A crumbling skeleton like myself shan’t be called something so elegant.” She warmly spoke with a crackled voice as she took long sip from a small, wooden cup. “So is it true that your kind are returning to our lands again?”

“Well, since I’m here wouldn’t you say it’s already in the process?” Frost answered as she sat with folded legs in front of the old woman.

She was much cleaner than she expected for a place so far away from everything else. Her skin was fragile and in line with her estimated age. Her hair was gray and withered, and her body was as frail as one could be. But she seemed healthy as far as Frost was concerned.

Save for her eyes. The clouded veil of grey masked her blue iris. From only a single glance Frost confirmed the disease, which very was common in old age, and pressed the issue head on.

“Village mother then. Is it alright if I call you that?”

“I’d be elated if you did. I overheard that you were a healer. It’s been so long since the village was this loud. Thanks to your appearance.”

“I’m glad if that’s the case. So, about your ‘grey eye’. Let me try to help you. I won’t say for certain it’ll work but I’m confident in my magic.”

… if I ever said this to a patient back on Earth I one hundred precent would have been thrown off the ward and had a couple dozen audits done on me.

“Oh dear me please. It’s been like this for 15 years. Ever since Paradise was lost.”

“Paradise?”

“Blessed Frost, have you not heard of the fall of Paradise? Perhaps if you cure me, I can tell you more~”

“Aren’t you cunning?” Frost laughed along with her. “Alright. Please stay still for me.”

She took in a deep breath and swallowed the air. With a long, steady exhale, she quietly invoked Cure Disease just like how she did with Dimensional Storage and Hyperlink.

“[Cure Disease].”

But nothing happened. Confused, she pulled its information up.


< CURE DISEASE I >

< Instantly cure all tier 1 diseases and tier 1 negative statuses of self or target in contact >

< Cost : 150 MP >


Target in contact. Right! I have to be touching her.

“Sorry. I’m just going to put a hand on you, ok?”

The old woman nodded. Frost gently placed her hand onto the back of the woman’s palm and invoked the magic once more.

“[Cure Disease].”

A strange flow of energy moved down her arm and engulfed the old woman. It swirled into her blankly staring eyes, eating away at the disease until her sapphire irises shimmered brightly with moisture. It happened all before her very eyes. What was supposed to be only curable with surgery was done in mere seconds with magic.


< Tier 1 Disease : Cataract cured >

< Cure Disease I has gained a level >


“I-it worked!” Frost exclaimed in disbelief as tears tumbled down the woman’s cheek. “Ah! Are you ok!? Are you hurt!?”

But the woman was neither in agony or grief. Those tears were shed for a different reason.

“No I’m… I… I can see again… I can see you. Everything. It’… it’s a miracle…” She silently cried as she cupped Frost’s face and locked eyes with her. “Thank you oh Blessed! Thank you for your kindness!”

Happiness. This was happiness. Her disease which had left her near blind for 15 years was cured with the equivalent to the snap of a finger. Frost’s heart clenched when she saw the emotion dripping down her eyes and nearly shed a tear herself.

“I’m just doing my job. Really. You don’t need to thank me at all.” Frost smiled at her. “Here, let me help you out. I bet they’re all dying to see you cured.”

Yeah. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of seeing people’s gratitude.

She checked her status at the same time, noticing that her mana had dropped by 150.


MP : 200 | 350 | ^1 MP/Min


Frost gently brought the woman up to her feet and guided her to the entrance. Just right around the corner were countless waiting faces, each praying for their success. Upon seeing Frost they instantly looked up with eyes of silent anticipation.

“People of Virt Village! Guess who can see again!?” At that moment, as she revealed the old village mother to them; the entire, humble village was suddenly engulfed with a choir of cheers.

            

    
        6. Using Skills and Seeing Herself for the First Time

    
    
    
    
                The Village of Virt celebrated the recovery of their village mother today. Hunters and gatherers swiftly left, off to hunt wild boar for tonight’s glorious feast.

In the meantime, the children ran out to play in the woodlands. Dangerous, yes, but Frost was assured that it was fine so long as the children didn’t venture into the Black Forest.

Currently, Frost found herself seated with the village mother, the head and a few ladies who were called the village maidens.

It would have been an honor if she was still a man but as another woman; it strangely felt alienating so to say. Like she was completely out of place, though in reality, that was far from the truth.

She seated just across the village head and mother in a spacious central hut. It oversaw the entirety of the village which spanned much further than she realized. It was absolutely larger than the meagre population of 30 she initially counted.

It made sense now that she realized it. A settlement close to a Relay Site should be well populated, at least according to what she believed. And on the topic of that, the question of Grandis and the absence of the Blessed arose.

“Frost. Please pay no mind to the young maidens in our presence.” The head apologized.

“Oh no, I don’t mind.” She affirmed, taking a small sip from her steaming teacup.

Ah… It tastes like mint and berries. Not bad at all!

“I’m surprised you’ve never heard of Paradise! From what lands have you ventured, if you don’t mind answering?” The village head spoke judgingly for her ignorance.

“Is it that much of a surprise?” Frost deflected the question, genuinely confused about the events from 15 years ago. But her tone was twisted in a manner that asked them to not pry.

“Dear. I’ve promised our Blessed friend answers for her kindness. As did you. We all have our reasons after all.”

“Well said, mother.”

“Village head, please don’t scare away the Blessed. We… Grandis needs them again.”

“Don’t bother them, we beg of you village head.”

The surrounding woman pleaded, rending the old man silent.

“It’s as you hear, Blessed Frost. Grandis yearns for your kind to return to our tainted lands. There are things we as humans can only do so much against. The same can be said about the Blessed.”

She placed her cup down and continued.

“Have you heard of the proverb the ‘price of paradise’?”

“Yes. I’ve heard it a few times before.”

“It originated from the pale megacity of Paradise. One million flourished in that city 15 years ago. Now all that remains is sorrow and silence.” Her tone was heavy. Frost instantly knew that this woman had witnessed a horror she could only begin to imagine.

“What happened to Paradise?” She carefully asked.

“Vanished. Annihilated. Some even say they were judged. We don’t quite know ourselves. It just happened.”

She took another sip.

“A one dozen-winged bird descended into its skies with a blinding light. All who looked up were devoured by the bird. On that night it grew one million more feathers, and on that following day it disappeared, leaving all who was left to succumb to their own cruelty, extending across to all of Grandis.”

The dozen winged bird… Cer mentioned that before.

“We’ve never seen anything like it. Something so holy yet equally as evil. I always wondered if my blindness was attributed to the trauma of that night.” She concluded.

The air was thick with emotion. Most of the people here undoubtably remembered that night. The sheer number of a million lives perishing did not click into her mind until she noticed how heavy the air had become.

… so that’s the evil in this world. In other fantasy fictions they had Demon Kings and the like, but here it’s almost completely abstract. A dozen-winged bird? What even is that?

“Your floating artifacts saw no one return. Until today. That’s why we are honored to receive a Blessed in our lands once again. Perhaps in time all will return to normal.” The village head solemnly spoke.

“I hope so as well.” There were no other words of comfort she could offer. The story of Paradise would be regarded as a myth back on Earth. But this happened only 15 years ago, not thousands.

She took it as the truth and wove it into her heart.

“A-are… are more of your kind going to return from the Blessed lands in the sky?” Someone asked in a desperate, pleading voice. “Radiant Ranked Adventurers are all we have in Grandis. The Unbounded won't even set foot here.”

“… I’m the first one so far, so it wouldn’t be odd if more were to follow.” Frost answered as vaguely as she could.

“I see…” The woman was neither satisfied nor upset. She just absorbed her answer and sipped from her own cup of herbal tea.


* * *


Their village was located just north of the ruins of Paradise and its successor Capital, Infernis. From what she understood Grandis was not just the name of the entire region but was in fact the name of the Kingdom that ruled its lands.

North of the village was a section called the Black Forest. Apparently, a monster resided deep within, only rarely seen from the outside as a yellow orb. No one knew if it was a Corrupted or not; but as far as Frost could tell –

“Yep. Those trees are not normal.”

– It may as well be the home of one.

When she followed the dirt path leading out of the village, she could not believe its proximity to such a terrifying place. The space within the forest of dead, blackened trees was so dark that light failed to penetrate it despite there being no canopy.

It was as if the darkness was in the form of an opaque mist. Every so often she would see a faint glimmer of light somewhere inside, like that of a lone star in a lonely night sky.

She refused to tread anywhere near it, and instead followed the green tree lines across the gaping road that separated the Black Forest and the rest of the woodlands. The village assured her that the surrounding woodlands were safe and the only trouble she’d come across were stags or boars, with the occasional stray wolf.

So basically, things she wouldn’t be able to deal with normally anyway.

Along the way Frost made good use of her [Appraisal] skill, identifying anything she came across.

A rock? Consider it appraised.

A twig that had obviously fallen from this tree? Yep, let’s appraise that.

What about this rock that’s slightly shinier than the last rock? Appraise Object.

To Frost; [Appraise Object] was a lot like looting in an RPG game with infinite carry weight. If she could, then why wouldn’t she? Besides, it was one way of gaining addition insight of this world. And it was free levels!

However.


< It’s a rock >

< A twig from an oak tree >

< A polished pebble >


Indeed. These items were useless. As expected of course, but she would have liked to get just a little bit more out of them. But then again, that would be like trying to squeeze blood from stone.

I know it says ‘basic information’, but isn’t this a little too basic?

She mentally sighed and carried on with appraising all that stood in her path like a madwoman. Before long she ventured deeper into the woodlands following an animal path. Pleasant birds sung as warm rays of light peered through the thick canopies, blessing the short grass and flower bundles.

It was magical in a way. An indescribable feeling of bliss bubbled in her heart as she found herself willing lost in the moment. She was not deep enough to lose sight of the entrance. Additionally, the appraised objects were left in a trail-like manner for her to use as a guide in case she was lost.

Her legs eventually brought her to a large, crystal-clear pond. It was still. So still that she could see the details of every leaf in its reflection. And for the first time – she saw her own face.

“… I’m actually not that bad looking, huh?” She hesitantly said this out loud.

She was no narcissist, but she couldn’t deny her own attractiveness. It was just surreal having to admit that the person in the reflection was herself.

She had fair skin and black hair which was, admittedly, far messier than she imagined. It terminated just above her shoulders like an assortment of fangs as cowlicks protruded everywhere like curved blades. They were soft and springy, and no matter how hard she tried to pat them down they’d just pop right back up.

Does it even matter what my hair is like? No. Not at all. But it looks like it’d be a pain to deal with if I ever needed to ‘fix’ my hair. Whatever.

Frost deeply sighed.

Her dark brown eyes were wide, yet sharp. She glared at herself and was instantly enraptured by it. Needless to say, she was a sucker for such eyes; the kind that drills into one’s soul, if that made any sense.

It was only a shame that she was the one who possessed them.

Yep. I’m done for. If I keep looking into those eyes, it’ll end up like that ancient Greek story of Narcissus and his reflection. It went from not bad to… well, pretty good.

Frost contemplated whether she should continue inspecting her body. It was embarrassing to say the least. But ultimately, she figured that since it was her own body there was no shame in investigating further.

“… yeah, definitely hills. Not big, nor too small. Slightly shorter than average. Probably 160cm. Those triplets were tiny in comparison. They’re like 140cm if I had to guess.” She studied the rest of her body in the reflection, removing her coat to get a more accurate look. “And for my lower body… I guess it’s normal. Normal as can be anyway.”

Frost was curious about an even lower part but decided against it for the time being. There was a time and place for everything, but now was absolutely NOT the time for that. She could only imagine the kind of excuse she’d have to whip up if she happened to be caught pulling her pants down in these shallow parts of the forest.

That aside – Frost went back to exercising her skills after having reequipped her coat.

Punch was the only other skill she could feasibly test. Prolonged Stasis required her to take damage as did Greater Healing. Home Cook required ingredients to cook with. She figured she could test out Home Cook when she returned to the village of Virt.

I wonder if [Punch] any different from a normal punch?

Frost approached a stray oak tree and, with little warning, planted a swift-striking fist against its hardened bark. A loud, dull thud followed. She had placed her entire weight into the punch and yet her knuckles did not bleed, neither was there any pain. When she drew her fist back in shock, she was surprised to find a fine imprint of her fist was left behind.

That’s way stronger than I thought. Bone can break from that kind of impact.

But then again, her measly 5 ATT would be rendered useless against someone with an equal ATT DEF stat. More interestingly was that it seemed to work automatically. That’s when it hit her.

Skills activate on intent, right? So if I don’t intend to use the skill, would it end up being a normal punch?

She gave it a try and, as expected –

“TCH!”

– Her bare knuckles painfully scraped against the bark.

“T-That’s why it’s an active skill and not a passive one. Status.”


HP : 119 | 120 | ^1 HP/Min

MP : 250 | 350 | ^1 MP/Min


“No point in using Greater Healing for 1 HP. Wounds persist until they either heal naturally or through magic.” Frost whispered to herself, washing the peeled skin away with the water of the pond.

If it ended up getting infected, then she could always use magic. As carefree as it sounded, such was the reality in a world of magic.

Antibiotics? What for? Just use magic.

Frost slumped backwards onto the oak tree and stared up into the clear skies, breathing the calming breeze that swept by the forest. There was something oddly calming about the rustling of a thousand leaves. If it were up to her, she would have fallen asleep on the spot.

But it was an unknown world. There was no telling if she’d wake up again, or worse, where she’d wake up. Frost surrendered herself to gravity and fell with a long exhale, wondering how such monsters like the dozen-winged bird came to be.

Natural selection? Evolution? Some sort of artificially made creature? Animals gain certain characteristics over time because it’s favorable for their survival. 12 wings might have been needed depending on the size of that thing… yeah, between that and the Nexus, I can sort of understand why people revere them like deities.

In the end, who wouldn’t? A creature capable of annihilating a population of a million was food for thought. But she was still hungry, both figuratively and literally.

And while lost in those tranquil thoughts, the cry of a child suddenly jolted her upright.

“Run! Run! There’s a big skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!”

            

    
        7. The Jury of the Black Forest

    
    
    
    
                The outskirts of the Black Forest were guarded by a thick wall of dead trees. Frost sprinted down the path towards the child-like voice which cried “Run! Run! There’s a big skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!” over and over like a haunting siren.

She had no reason to investigate. But her body moved before she could rationally think. Her profession had left her prone to acting near instinctively when there was a cry for help. It was no different here, although, as dirt and grass kicked into the air behind her, she deeply understood the danger she may plunge herself into.

But she could not ignore that cry for help. Her heart forbid her from turning a blind eye.

Frost was not especially built for cardio, but her AGI allowed her to move far faster than ever before. Between silent pants and sweat pouring down her cheeks, she saw a break in the blackened tree lines and saw the children of the village surround something.

No. Someone. It was another child from what she could tell. Within just tens of meters into the Black Forest were around 10 children and the strange-looking child. It repeatedly cried the same phrase over and over again as if it were possessed.

It was unnatural. To the point where Frost froze by a nearby tree as if she had seen a ghost.

What the hell is going on there? Those children aren’t doing some sort of ritual, right?

Far from it. She carefully scanned her surroundings before venturing shallowly into the Black Forest. Every hair stood on each end as she snuck from tree to tree to get a closer look.

“Hit it! You Demon!”

“Gross Demi-Human! Feathers on your head and dumb ears!”

“It’s your fault the Blessed don’t visit anymore you disgusting Insectid! Die!”

Frost could not believe her eyes. Cradled in their arms were stones which were thrown at the half-creature half-human looking child without restraint. Upon closer inspection she noticed that this person was actually older than her voice alluded to.

Still plenty young, but was more in line with Cer’s size. The strangest thing was that it did not even attempt to defend itself. Rocks were thrown at its face, limbs and back as scarlet blood soiled the black earth.

Her ankle was caught underneath an outcropping root, leaving her at the mercy of the children’s prejudice. The only thing they did was cry out the same phrase.

“Run! Run! The big skewered beast is –!”

“Shut up! Why won’t you go away and die! You’re a monster so stop talking in our language!”

… so that sort of thing exists in this world as well. I figured something was up with the way Cer spited everyone outside of the Nexus. But for children to display such cruelty is unforgivable.

It caused her blood to boil. It was sickening. Children or not, they were going to kill that person if she did not intervene. Frost shouted at the top of her lungs with scalding rage.

“HEY! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU KIDS DOING!?”

All 10 children instantly spilled their stones over their toes in fright. In the instant they saw Frost rapidly approach they scattered out of the Black Forest like roaches.

“It’s the Blessed healer! Our woodlands are saved!”

“Take care of that monster Blessed visitor!”

“Go kill it for us!”

The children twisted her rescue into an execution. By the time she reached the trapped figure they had all disappeared into the veil of light beyond. It was only her and the bloodied child now in this slumbering forest.

“Run! Run!” The child cried, clawing at the ground in a futile attempt to retreat.

“Tch. Look what they did to you…” Frost painfully spoke through clenched teeth as she carefully crouched down in front of them, not wishing to startle the poor thing any more than it already was.

Now that she had a closer look, the child was a young, brown-skinned girl of an unknown race.

She had tangled, long pale hair and golden eyes that cut through the darkness like a steady flame. Tiny feathers protruded from certain areas around her body, namely behind her ears which were strange fur-like flaps that reacted to every sound. They were on the sides of her head rather than the top like the others she had seen.

A tail made from fur protruded from the base of her back and was tipped with a feathered bulb. It appeared more like an organ than some sort of accessory. Razor sharp teeth lined the insides of her mouth like that of a shark.

Her left hand had its fingers replaced with blackened, ridged claws. They were heavily weathered with dirt, grit, and dried blood. Frost could only hope that it didn’t originate from somewhere else. Finally, she was draped in ragged cloth made from feathers and hide.

A chimera came to mind, or at least something avian-like given the feathers and talons she possessed. If those races even existed in this world, anyway.

“There’s a big skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!” The girl yelled again as Frost prepared to heal her. Surprisingly, she didn’t have that many wounds. Just small cuts. But these gushed with blood as if an artery had been severed clean.

“Hold still for a second. I’m going to touch your leg, ok?” Frost carefully reached for her as the girl winced in fright.

Terror. Those eyes were filled to the brim with terror. Frost loosened herself up and put on a warm smile for her.

“Sorry. Just listen to my voice. It won’t take more than a second.” She spoke almost motherly to the girl and gently touched her shin. “[Greater Healing]. There, better?”

Particles of light surrounded the girl, and, in an instant, all of her minor injuries disappeared. The bloodstains remained unfortunately. If Frost didn’t know any better, she would have thought this girl had eaten straight from an animal’s carcass.

The girl looked up at Frost curiously now, her brilliant eyes almost judging her. It held a certain power that gripped at her heart. She gulped and wondered if this girl was the beast of the Black Forest.

“Can you understand me?” She asked, opening the girl’s status.





	LEVEL : 65
	ORIGIN : Folklore
	HP : 7,050
	ATT : 100
	MAG ATT : 0
	AGI : 30








Frost’s heart sunk into an arctic sea. Thankfully, this confirmed that the girl was not a Corrupted. However, that did not change the fact that she possessed abnormally high stats in comparison to her. She instantly drew her hand away and shuffled backwards in fear.

I-I’d die in almost one hit. She’s friendly, right? She didn’t hurt the children so I’m guessing she wouldn’t try to hurt me. Not after I healed her but… did she even need my help in the first place?

“Skewered beast?” the girl spoke with a sudden, quite tone as she tilted her head innocently.

“Huh? Oh. You can’t speak normally?” Frost bit down on the fear.

In the end, this girl was just a child. Or so she hoped.

“Big. Beast inside. Run?”

“… I was going to ask what other languages you speak but…”

What language am I even speaking to begin with? It must be because of the Blessing.

Frost digressed and, with every caution taken, slowly moved closer to the girl’s tapped ankle.

“Hey. I’m going to keep talking to you. It’d get awkward fast if I don’t, and I don’t want you to get startled if I do anything sudden. I’ll get you out.”

“Black Forest there’s inside a big skewered beast.” The girl spoke, titling her head to the other side as her eyes innocently mellowed.

“Yeah, yeah. Skewered beast. Isn’t weird that you’re in here in the first place?” Frost asked a pointless question as she began to dig at the soil around the girl’s foot with her bare hands.

“But level 65? C’mon… this is supposed to be a beginner’s area. It’s like having the endgame dungeon right under the nose of the main starting point.”

“Big skewer?”

Frost ended up chuckling in response.

“Skewers huh. I love skewers. You know what, that reminds me. I haven’t eaten a single damned thing since arriving here. I usually go on for hours without eating but I’ve steadily been getting hungrier. Ugh… why’d you have to bring up skewers?”

“Black forest beast. Run skewers there.”

“I hope they’ll make skewers for tonight’s feast. I’ll even lend them a hand. After getting to the bottom of the bullshit those kids pulled on you. Do humans hate other races in this world?”

“Skewer?”

“Haaaah. Yep. Skewers.”

The child seemed elated when she heard this. A tiny sliver of a smile formed on her face as Frost finally dug her leg free.

But she didn’t run. Neither did she pounce or attack. The girl just fondly stared into Frost’s eyes as if peering deeply into her soul. When Frost backed away with only one step, the girl took two steps forward after pushing herself to her feet.


< Realization Criteria Reached >

< Do you wish to grant Jury your Blessing? >

< No | Confirm >


“What the hell is that supposed to be? Is that an unmentioned side effect of Greater Healing?” She wondered aloud as the girl just stood there, consuming her with those golden eyes.

Blessing. It doesn’t say it’s the Blessing of the Nexus but just a ‘Blessing’. Is that what’s she’s waiting for?

I don’t have a reason to bless her, but I also don’t have any reason to reject her. It’s likely tied with Greater Healing anyway.

She took one last look at the girl and steeled her heart.

Confirm.


 

< Jury has successfully been Blessed >


The girl’s eyes glistened like a star for a brief moment as they widened by tenfold; like she had just seen the world for the first time. Frost wondered if something was wrong and was about to check until a vibrant light rivaling that of the sun shone from the depths of the Black Forest.

“RUN! RUN! THERE’S A BIG SKEWERED BEAST INSIDE OF THE BLACK FOREST!” She shrieked at the top of her lungs and shoved Frost away with tremendous power. It caused her to skid back on her heels as dust kicked into the air.

Frost didn’t need to be told twice. The girl shoved her again from behind, granting her a minor boost in speed. Before she knew it, her legs were moving on their own. Her blood ran like ice as her fight or flight response overruled all rational thinking.

Her body begged her to keep running. An unprecedent infusion of fear clawed at the forefront of her mind.

If that girl was level 65, then the beast she feared within these parts was vastly more powerful. She glanced back only to see that the girl has disappeared into the darkness, her silhouette melding with the foreboding tree lines.

She made it out of the Black Forest panting for dear life. It felt like she had run a marathon in that short distance. The adrenaline lingered for some time as she distanced herself from the blackened trees, staring deeply within at the golden light.

“A level 65 girl and a monster it fears... Tch… what shit luck this village has.” Frost spat, hunched over as she clutched her knees. “Dammit… ugh. I wonder if that kid’s alright. No. What am I saying? A level 65? The average level of the village was less than 10. It could rip the entire village apart if it wanted to.”

Once she felt like she was in the clear, her eyes naturally fell onto the Nexus in the faraway skies. She stared at it for a long while before they returned to the edge of the Black Forest.

… I was told the Village of Virt was the safest place in Grandis. Did Iscario make a mistake? But then again, it was the only option I had.

She had to wonder why such a desolate place existed beside the Village of Virt. Frost was visibly irritated that she knew nothing at all and deeply sighed. Surely the village would have more information about the Black Forest.

Not that she would venture into it again. It was, in a way, morbid curiosity.

Jury… what a strange name.

Frost of all people thought to herself.

            

    
        8. The Calm of the First Night

    
    
    
    
                The preparation for the village feast was in full display. Giant tables were quickly cut from felled logs and were arranged in the center of the village. Hunters returned with slayed hogs and hind, each with arrows or a blade still stuck within their pelts.

It was a rudimentary village with little noteworthy technology, other than the mechanical press which was used to make oil from olives and seeds, and a stove that was operated by a magical flaming stone.

Men worked on the giant wheels of the machine nonstop as they bottled the said oil in glass containers. These were delivered to the women residing within the central hut where Frost and the village mother held their meeting earlier.

Inside the hut, a dozen or so women could be seen preparing food for the village feast tonight. From smooth, timber kitchens to giant metal grills made from steel rods, and the magical stove – the village possessed a fantastic variety of cooking equipment for all of one’s needs.

The village was abuzz, filled with laughter and cheers for their beloved village mother who had looked after them for countless decades. Some of the elders even knew her since they were just children. The village was like one giant family, bound together by community rather than blood.

It was a warm place, and Frost couldn’t be any happier to have started her life in this world in such a special place. Currently, she found herself within the central hut helping out with the cooking.

Because of her skill Home Cook, she took the liberty to make herself in charge of manning the grill. No one protested at all. Rather, they seemed quite thankful for her help, even though they insisted on just letting her relax.

“It’s surprising to see a Blessed cook alongside people like us.” One of the women commented as brought Frost a batch of freshly bled and cleaned boar meat. “I would have thought your kind were more into exciting feats. Like adventures! Or dungeon subjugations!”

“They say the first battle starts with the stomach.” Frost said. “Eat good, then expect good things. Trust me. You feel much better after a good meal, no matter where you are in the world.” She took one of the cubes she had set aside for testing purposes and munched on it.


< Grilled Boar Cube >

< Temporarily gain 5 HP for 10 mins >


Unfortunately, eating more than one of the same foods did not provide additional benefits. In other words, the effects did not stack. The appropriate approach would be to consume a wide variety of meals… though that sounded like it would do more harm than good.

“Take one. Anything cooked by me gives some bonuses.” She offered a cooked cube to the woman who happily swooped it from her fingers directly with her mouth.

“Mm~ It’s delicious~!”

“Right? I’ve never had boar before, but I didn’t think it’d be this good.” Frost added as a few more women arrived and began to impale the meat into skewers.

It was sweet, savory, fatty and melted in her mouth like butter. She had been to several fancy restaurants back on Earth but never, never, was meat this delicious.

“It’s soooo good! You’re using magic to make it taste even better I bet!” A younger woman exclaimed enthusiastically, snatching a few from the basket set aside.

“It’s all thanks to my profession. You guys don’t have skills or professions?”

“Skills? Professions? What are those? Are they like Soul Ranks?” She curiously asked.

Ah, that’s right. These people don’t possess the Blessing so they wouldn’t have skills or professions.

“Probably not… by the way, what’s a soul rank?”

“Huh? You’re pulling my leg now, aren’t you?” The young woman poked Frost’s shoulder and sighed. “C’mon. We all have Soul Ranks. It’s kinda like our souls, but it defines how strong we are. It gets stronger naturally as we get stronger ourselves. And the stronger it is, the more awesome our magic becomes! It’s our own soul, after all! I can’t believe you don’t know about it.”

Oh… so Soul Ranks are basically levels. The Blessing just numerates them. That makes more sense now.

“Well, I did hit my head on the way here. And I got into a small fight in the Black Forest.” Frost lied, showing the woman her injured knuckles.

“T-The Black Forest? W-why would you enter that place?” The woman sounded shocked by this.

“I found the village children inside so I went to go get them out. Turns out there was something else in there.” Frost boldly stated, gathering the eyes of all the women in the hut.

“The skewered beast…?” An elderly woman uttered the name of the creature as if it were some sacred entity.

“No. Just another child from a different race.” Frost failed to bring up what exactly occurred with the village children and the child within. The reason was of because the atmosphere had sharply plunged into a heavy one as soon as the topic of the Black Forest was brought up.

“That’s… not possible. We’ve only ever heard of the crying voice. But never have we actually seen the source of it before. For 12 years it’s been like this. Blessed Frost, I don’t mean any ill intent in my words, but…”

“Surely the children weren’t asking me to kill a twig on the floor, were they?” Frost answered with a friendly, yet sharpened tone. “Whatever it was, it looked human, but it wasn’t human at all.”

“It could be a Demi-Human. Disgusting things.” A different elderly woman spat with immense spite. “Good riddance, and we thank you for ridding our lands from those filths.”

“… what makes them so disgusting?” Frost carefully asked as she pierced a few cubes with a metal skewer.

“They’re the children of mankind and the Beastkin or any of those mangled races. Fur, those animal organs, tentacles or oh the celestial Nexus forbid – carapace. Born from the depraved and desperate! How can such filth stand equally with humans? Paradise was wronged by those bastards! I swear 15 years ago it was all because of those damned slaves of our beloved city –!”

“P-please calm down! No one likes the Demi-humans or Demons, but this is supposed to be a celebration –!”

“And don’t forget about those putrid Aquatids and Insectids! Elves can pass as one of us if we just shave off the ears –!”

Frost slammed the skewers onto the grill, causing it to dent slightly. The intense sizzling was drowned by the thick silence that suddenly engulfed the hut. All eyes were glued to Frost’s back, with some wavering or even struggling to maintain contact.

Her expression was unreadable to an uncanny degree.

She did not know why they were suddenly afraid of her, but seeing that things will only get worse the longer the silence lingered, Frost quickly turned to them with a gentle smile.

“Weren’t we talking about the Black Forest? Where did all these races come from?”

They snapped out of it, with several blinking blankly in confusion.

“I-I suppose I blabbered off topic… Forgive this mouth of mine. I shan’t speak of them again.” The old woman deeply lowered her head.

“I didn’t mind. It was just getting noisy and off topic.” Frost softly laughed. “C’mon. Like she said, it’s a celebration. Be happy. Smile.”

“Hah… well said, Blessed~!” The woman beside her cheered.

Things eventually returned to normal. But Frost had to wonder what got over her to react so suddenly. She wasn’t a violent person by any means, or someone who reacted on emotion alone. Yet she found herself easily… moved ever since arriving in this world. And hungry.

Incredibly hungry, to the point where it pained her to see the cooked meat just sitting there on the side.

“There’s a long history with the Black Forest. A sad, terrible history that has become a common story to tell misbehaving children.”

The woman beside her began with a soft tone as she rolled the meat into a bowl of seasoning powders.

“It was a trial ground for criminals 15 years ago. Can you imagine a beautiful forest as the site of an execution ground? Innocent or not, someone was going to be impaled onto a rod and judged before the eyes of a thousand people. Children, elderly, it did not matter who were being put on trial. Anyone who challenged the verdict were hung to a tree and left for the birds to feast on them.”

Frost wondered if the name ‘Jury’ had any special meaning now that she understood what the Black Forest was. She knew juries were used in trials to determine whether a person was innocent or guilty. If that child was one of them, then that meant it had lived in the Black Forest alone for 15 years.

But that wasn’t easy for her to digest. It was devoid of life and light. There was no feasible way that anyone could survive in there for more than a few days. Or maybe there was something deeper. Something where the beast resided.

“The forest was set alight for 2 years after Paradise was lost. All turned black when it all subsided. It became a common tale that anyone who entered would be warned by a screaming child. The folklore was widespread until it became a reality one day.” She uttered, pausing before adding:

“No light can ever enter that place. Now you can hear the voice of children screaming that a monster roamed within. They beg us to run. We don’t know what they are, but no one has ever come to check. And those who did never came back out. Until today.”

“I think it’s for the best that place is left alone. I wouldn’t survive long in there either.” Frost admitted. “Thank you. I have a better picture of this place now. Want another cube?”

“Mhm~! Anything for the Blessed!”

“You don’t have to go that far.” She insisted, but to her surprise, this angered the woman.

“How could you say that? Even the Incandescent Souls don’t compare to the Gods that reside in the Nexus. It’s filled with deities we can’t begin to describe!” She poked her face close to Frost’s before eventually settling down. “Blessed Frost, the deities of the Nexus are sacred to all in Elysia. You even come from the same flock.”

Deities…? Is that how the people of the Nexus are seen? No, I think she might be referring to the Moons, Stars, Exalted and the Beholders. Those people stand above all from what Cer told me.

Frost made a conflicted face knowing that those triplets were Moons. However, she didn’t exactly know how powerful Moons were to begin with so she couldn’t gauge their power. Unfortunately for her, the truth was that the difference in strength would remain unknown until she witnessed it herself.


* * *


Day eventually turned to night. Lanterns powered by magical, glowing stones illuminated the village like streetlights. They were warm in the cold of the gentle night as the light of the moon steadily blessed the land.

Frost’s gaze moved to the skies as people danced and ate delicious food to their heart’s content. Millions of stars littered the night sky with beautiful whisks of colors. She wondered if the same night sky existed on Earth. Having lived in a city her whole life she had never seen the sky glistening with so many cosmic wonders.

She ate. Danced. Drank. Laughed; all underneath the vibrant lights of the night sky.

Yet she never felt satiated no matter how much she ate. Frost could have sworn she had at least eaten a quarter of an adult boar. Not only that, but she had not found the need to excuse herself to the bathroom. Something was awry with her body, and she did not know what.

But she didn’t allow it to stop her from laughing alongside these people.

“You can eat an awful lot!” One of the men remarked, laughing at her. “Maybe we should’ve gotten a boar just for you, Blessed!”

“A-Ah. Sorry if I’m eating too much.” She said after swallowing a mouthful of meat. “You guys worked hard for the hunt, after all.”

“No it’s fine! Right village mother!?”

“You shan’t need to worry. The woodlands are teeming with resources. Fill yourself away. It’s hardly much in comparison for my eyesight.” The old woman pleasantly smiled at her, honored that she enjoyed the food so much.

“Exactly!” Another man cried, causing Frost to grin.

“You don’t have to keep bringing it back up. Like I said, it’s part of my job.” She assured, munching on another skewer filled with sizzling boar meat. “You know, we didn’t have skies like this from where I’m from. You hardly ever saw a star.”

“Could you be a resident of Atlas? Or the Empyrean Rise?” The village mother asked, standing shoulder to shoulder with her as they both overlooked the cheerful village.

“A faraway land. So far away that there’s not really anything here I can compare it to. Other than the Nexus of course.”

“It sounds like a wonderful place.”

“It really was. My homeland was a culmination of thousands of years of civilization, buried somewhere I can never return to.”

She expertly wove a deep backstory of her homeland. This way none would be able to ask where this place was, which was important since she hardly knew what other lands existed in this world.

“… I’m sure you can find it again. The Nexus houses unspeakable miracles that magic cannot replicate, much like the teleportation miracle that was founded 50 years ago. Perhaps you may find it one day.”

“I hope so. Thank you for the kind words… um, village mother? Can I ask a question?”

“Please do.”

“What is the Nexus to the rest of the world? Like… how did something like that come to be?”

“That we do not know. All we know is that it is the second Advent after the first one emerged 350 years ago. The Nexus arrived only 150 years ago. In place of the annihilated gigacity of Atlas was the celestial heavens we revere as the Nexus. The cost of countless lives became the heavens we all yearn to reach. Even the Blessed were unable to access it until 100 years later when the first deity created the teleporting miracles.”

The world was rich in history, and Frost was awed that all of this happened not tens of thousands of years ago, or even just thousands – but in hundreds. Some people or even races may have seen this all from the very start depending on their lifespans.

It filled her heart with boundless marvel.

“For 50 years the Blessed have had access to the Nexus thanks to the teleportation magic. That’s incredible. The timeline’s really tight.”

“Hm?”

“Sorry. I was talking to myself. I was adventuring alone for a long while and ended up with a bad habit of speaking to myself.”

“You’re still young and have a rare gift for healing. If you so wished, you could offer your aid to any kingdom. Be it the murderous Insectids or the Demons; all will likely accept you with open arms. But I have a feeling that you aren’t bound to one place. Such is the life of an Adventurer.”

“Exactly.” Frost nodded, drowning in her comforting words.

She wished that this could go on forever. This feeling of tranquility under the night sky, submerged in the ambience of warmth and laugher. But in the end, Frost had seen enough for today and decided that it was time to leave.

But she could not say her goodbyes. Not yet. Because before she could utter another word, the voice of a familiar person called out to her.

“A surprise to see you once again.”

When she turned to the origin of the voice, a sudden pain engulfed her entire body again. The phantom pain instantly caused her to choke until it subsided. Something was undoubtably wrong with her.

The pain eventually subsided. Still clutching her chest, she looked up to the pale, feather-coated man with wavering eyes.

It was Iscario.

            

    
        9. The Meaning of the Skewered Beast

    
    
    
    
                “Iscario!?” Frost cried in shock when she finally saw the state the man was in.

Iscario walked into the light of the village drenched in blood. One of his eyes were plucked clean from the socket. It bled like a gouged fountain as he clutched onto it through his drooping hair.

But he was calm. Terrifyingly calm.

It was as if nothing was awry. Frost’s heart rapidly beat in response as her body instantly took over. She clutched onto his shoulders and tried to move him aside but to no avail. He was like a boulder.

“W-what happened to you!? P-please sit down! I might be able to stop the bleeding with – Agh!?”

No. A mountain. She could not even move a single hair of his aside, let alone those feathers of his coat. Rather, they weren’t feathers at all. They were made from some sort of sharpened, ridged metal. It easily sliced through her forearm, causing her to recoil backwards in pain.

He merely raised a hand in response, silencing the worried Frost as he shook his head once.

“Y-You are –!”

Iscario only stared into the village mother’s eyes to silence her. There was a certain authority he held that instant caused her to shudder and kneel before him like he was a god. Frost instantly casted Greater Healing on herself, sealing up the wounds as she observed the situation in silent shock.

“Careful with your hands. My coat is not flourished for show. Please pay no heed to my injury. I had a minor incident with one of the Beholders. To think that dog would remain suspicious of me. But no matter. I am here now. It’s already too late for them.”

Frost grit her teeth and opened her mouth.

“… W-what the hell are you even saying? You just lost an eye. Don’t go speaking like that doesn’t matter –!”

“It was the price for using the Warped Stone on my own accord. The price for also using Infusion S to reach this place in mere hours. The price to reach you, of course.” His friendly smile was uncanny now. “Did you know Grandis was a restricted area? No one should have been able to access the Relay Sites in this region. Yet you did. Why do you think that is?”

Frost remembered the words ‘Restricted Access has Been Overruled’ that displayed when she first arrived in the Village of Virt. If it was restricted, then she herself didn’t know how or why she was allowed to teleport here. Iscario’s question made no sense to her as a result.

“I-It was the only option I had. Everything else was blanked out. Did I do something wrong?” She wondered, her heart racing in the looming presence of this man who caused the village mother to tremble.

It was odd. The entire village had fallen silent ever since he arrived. But Frost could not turn to see why, for Iscario’s presence demanded all her attention. Terror? Shock? Surprise? Frost didn’t know what these screaming emotions were.

“I am not asking you for an excuse. I am asking you for the reason. It would be best if you stopped pretending to be human.” He suddenly said, still smiling at her.

“Human? Pretending? You can’t be serious. You think I’m some kind of monster?” Frost nearly snapped in response, unable to believe that was anything but some kind of twisted joke. That was until she remembered something.

The Mark of Judgement.

“Iscario… if this this about the Mark of Judgement, then I don’t have it.” Frost caught on quickly, taking a single step back. “It’s all ‘Nil’. Just fucking Nil.”

“Nil? Poor thing. You are born from the same blood as the Archetype of the Floor of Judgement, yet you cannot even resist a simple [Cognito Scramble]? How. Utterly. Like –”

Suddenly, and without any warning, the pain struck her chest again. But this time it was no phantom pain. Protruding from the center of her chest was a massive pale stake.

“– My dearest sister.”

Agony beyond words engulfed her entire body, causing her to scream out at the top of her lungs before yet another rod pierced her from the side.

“A- AGH!? Is-ISCARIO!?”

“Penance. It was what my dearest sister offered to the Icon of Judgement. Since then, it never returned. But neither did she. It was then when I realized that her sacrifice was our salvation. Yet the Arbiter was born, plunging it into the flames of vain.”

“AAAAGH AAAAH STOP! STOP PLEASE STOP!”

“But she was born incomplete, forever seeking for the last 15 years for the being she called the Amalgam. May the Nexus never reach greater heights. The misery caused by their absence in Grandis runs deeper than blood. My entitled Kingdom was stripped away.”

Frost’s mind was in turmoil. She instantly used [Prolonged Stasis] to preserve her life for as long as possible as she cried for help in gurgled nonsense. The words that formed dripped from her chin in crimson ooze as the village fell to total silence. When turned her head, her eyes instantly widened in horror.

They were all skewered. From base to head, the pale stakes hung them like a forest of corpses. Frost’s mind nearly broke at the sight. She had seen many horrible things in her profession, but nothing, nothing like this. If this was a nightmare then she wanted to wake up and never fall asleep again.

But in her agonizing heart she knew that this was reality.

“The world needs no deities if they cannot act when countless needed them the most. Therefore, oh Archetype of Amalgamation – you must become the price of everyone’s paradise. Come and be judged, you skewered beast.”

Another stake impaled her from the back, protruding just underneath her wavering heart.


HP : 55 | 120 | ^1 HP/Min + (6 HP/2 MP Conversion)

MP : 220 | 350 | ^1 MP/Min


“Oh. And don’t worry about dying so easily. Archetypes are very durable. The Arbiter proved it to us at the cost of a few dozen lives. Your HP can hit zero and you wouldn’t die. Such is the unfairness of your existence, born from the blood of the second Advent. But believe me, you monsters can still suffer. Repent. There is no penance for monsters like you.”

Frost was dying. She knew she was dying. The numbers kept on lowering incrementally as she continued to bleed. Iscario stood before her, clutching onto her hair like a strung puppet. She was queasy and hardly responsive. Yet she could feel everything that happened as clear as day.

He suddenly pierced a fourth stake through her stomach this time. He twisted and grinded it around, still wearing his damning smile. Frost screamed again, hurling even more blood before the man began to drag her down the village towards the Black Forest.

“You even have the organs of a human. But they’re functionless, no? Humans must excrete like functional beings. Why must you mimic us when you cannot understand that?” He scolded her with a gentle voice, almost humming as Frost barely understood the words that left his mouth.

Everything was cold. But painful. So incredibly painful. It hurt to breathe… to think. To stay conscious just a second longer. When her HP suddenly hit 10, Frost casted Greater Healing on herself to prolong her life.

She feared that all would be lost once her HP reached 0.

She wanted to live despite being reduced to a human pincushion before this…

… monster… how could… you…

“How… could you… Call me a monster… when you murdered them… all of them…” Frost coughed between staggered breaths.

“They served their purpose. They die happy knowing that their lives served a greater purpose. The village mother has minutes before she ends up like you. It is enough time to reflect on my justice. Perhaps you would have issued a different fate, like that in the hands of my friend the Red Barron to ravage every woman in that village?”

“… are you… blind… to your own… fucking… delusions… ugh…”

An insurmountable rage rose from the bowels of her heart. But she could do nothing but be dragged along, the stakes twisting into her body as it scrapped against the uneven earth.

“It is mercy. May you never forget that. The Corrupted are no different from you Archetypes. The Arbiter is beyond a monster. Stronger than even all the Beholders combined… and now many unopened doors are beginning to creak. Your death will seal them shut. May they never awaken. The Nexus will suffer like my entitled Kingdom that was lost.”

The threshold of the Black Forest was breeched. Suddenly, the distant lights felt like they were all around her as if she was being scrutinized by one thousand people. Hallucinations of many giants, golden eyes rang around her, the chimes of distant bells seemingly mocking her as she was dragged deeper into the Black Forest.

“And to think it would go as far as to mock us by calling the final classification of the Arbiter’s Trumpet ‘Paradise Lost’. Abandon all hope those who enter. Forfeit the aspirations of life for those that remain. And be damned to those that wish to flee. Justice must be enacted. Paradise did not deserve to fall… not my beloved Kingdom. And never my dearest sister.”

“… with… your… fucking mindset… I think… you would have destroyed… Paradise anyway… if you… ended up ruling it…” Frost spat at him, choosing to carve wounds into him with words.

But he only smiled in response.

“Now, now. Must you further hurt this already broken heart?”

“… I’ll… kill you… I’ll… I’ll…”

“You’ll die for everyone. That’s what you’ll do.”

He abruptly stopped in the middle of the darkness and whispered into Frost’s ear.

“The Corrupted that roams this forest will judge you in place of the Arbiter, you skewered beast. Be judged by its countless eyes that are ever so righteous. It’s a shame that this beast has existed for as long as it has. The Nexus is useless. Lament, Amalgam. May you repent in your final moments. Not even I would be able to fight this beast alone. Perish.”

He released Frost from his grasp. The skewer hung her upright as it sunk into the ground, causing her immense pain as she internally screamed. Iscario left without another word, his footsteps seemingly disappearing behind her. And in its place, approached something.

Something massive. The ground quaked with each step the creature took as the glowing orb split into one thousand individual eyes, all plastered across a massive black, feathered ball. It was a hideous parody of a bird, one that couldn’t possibly exist naturally.

It was at least ten meters in size, towering over her as the eyes judgingly stared down with immense prejudice.


////////< WARNING >////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

The feathered monstrosity blinked at her with all one thousand eyes, causing its thick coat of feathers to rustle noisily. Frost checked her health again and saw it steadily plummet as low as 10 again. But she had no more mana to cast Greater Healing anymore.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges you >


 

< Judgement in Progress >


“Judge… ment.”

Frost could barely speak with what little air remained in her lungs. The stakes made it impossible to flee or react. She could only watch on in utter hopelessness. It blinked again, each of the golden eyes piecing deeply into her soul as she grit her teeth in torment.

“… I… I came from Earth… Transported here… turned into… a girl… and now… I’m being… judged…?”

Her words were in the form of a bloodied gurgle.


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >


 

< Awaiting Verdict >


 

For what?

Frost did not know.

“I helped… those people… in that village… that everyone abandoned… but in the end… I’m the one… being judged…”

Who did she wrong?

Was she a bad person?

She knew in her heart that her answer was a resounding no. She did nothing to harm anyone, both here and on Earth. So why was she being put through such a hellish tribulation? A trial reserved for only monsters?

These thoughts were only fleeting. The Black Forest grew darker. The only light which came from the eyes of the hideous bird waned with her vision as all went cold.

She was dying.


HP : 3 | 120


Perhaps she was already dead. She did not know herself, only that the pain had finally began to slip away.


HP : 1 | 120


But as all sensation steadily disappeared; a resounding flame burst forth from the bottom of her heart, and from the deepest depths of her soul.

“If… my only… wrong… is living… then I’d rather… be wrong… to the very end!”


HP : 0 | 120


< The Blessing of the Nexus has Depreciated >

< Reason : Death >


 

When the Black Forest fused with the darkness behind her eyelids –

– Another message suddenly appeared.


////////< WARNING >////////


 

< THE AMALGAM’S AWAKENING EVENT HAS BEGUN >


 

< PARADISE LOST >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET CAN NO LONGER BE HEARD >


 

A resurgence of pain shot her awake. The lucidity of the situation cause her to gasp in disbelief as she came face to face with the thousand eyed bird again.

I am…? Still… Alive…?

Status… Status…


 

< The Blessing of the Amalgam Has Overridden the Blessing of the Nexus >

< Reason : Awakened as the Archetype of Amalgamation >


“STATUS!” Frost screamed at the top of her lungs as her eyes flung open.


HP : 120 | 120 | ^1 HP/Min

MP : 350 | 350 ^1 MP/Min


I’m at full health now!?

Frost, in spite of the pain, clutched onto the stakes in her chest and attempted to pry them free. It hurt more than anything in the world. But even so, Frost tried. And tried and tried but her grip was too weak and slippery with all the blood.

“I… I won’t… give up… I want to live… I want… TO LIVE!”

And as if answering her call, something emerged from the corner of her eye. In an instant, she was tossed away by an extremely swift creature. She contorted as she landed more than ten meters away, screaming in agony before suddenly – two of the stakes were ripped clean from her chest.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!”

She flailed, clutching at the gaping holes in her chest before the other two stakes were ripped straight from her body. She nearly entered a state of shock by the pain alone, only saved by the terror that awaited if she did not escape from this place.


< A Hung Jury has Revoked the Verdict >


 

< Judgement Postponed Until Hung Jury is Resolved >


 

< There is No Skewered Beast to Judge >


 

As Frost flailed all over the murky soil, the thousand eyes suddenly fell elsewhere into the darkness. It ran at full charge at something there at a speed that should not have been possible for a creature of its size.

“STATUS. FUCK. STATUUUUUUS!” Frost yelled, not wishing to miss the opportunity to inspect it despite knowing that it was a Corrupted.

And yet to her shock, its stats appeared.





	LEVEL : 150
	ORIGIN : Folklore
	HP : 300,000
	ATT : 10,000
	MAG ATT : 0
	AGI : 8








Frost nearly vomited her guts out when she saw this. A level 150 was frankly impossible for her to beat. But for now, it had left her alone in the company of something else. By the time her pain subsided, Frost casted her Greater Healing on herself and stared up to see a pair of familiar golden eyes staring down at her.

It was Jury. She was the creature that saved her.

“… Ju… Jury?”

The girl only responded in a croaked cry. When her vision completely returned, she realized that Jury was being strangled above her by the twisting branch of one of the blackened trees.

“JURY!” Frost cried as she forced herself to get up onto her feet, hardly able to support her own weight with the number of cavities in her body. It was a miracle that she was even alive.

Frost, even amid despair, was driven by nothing but her heart alone. She shouted as she bent over to clutch one of the stakes in her palms, and screamed as she hauled it upwards like a spear. It was heavy, but she needed to act now if she wanted to rescue Jury.

The branches had seized her claw away. Without it the girl, who had grown considerably in size now, was rendered unable to escape its strangulation. The nauseous Frost poked at the branch, missing several times as her head began to spin.

“Please! C’mon please hit! PLEASE!” Frost screamed over and over as she repeatedly jabbed at the branch encasing the girl’s neck until finally; it snapped. The branches holding her arm alone were unable to carry her weight entirely, causing her to fall.

She fell with a heavy thud, quivering from the lack of oxygen as Frost collapsed over her with an ear placed over her mouth to check for any signs of life. The smallest, faintest… warmest breath caused her heart to mellow as she clutched onto the ground beside her.

“Alive… You’re alive. Thank goodness.” Frost nearly wept, the emotional baggage suddenly hitting her all at once like a freight train as she remained there with her head atop the now adult Jury’s chest. “[Greater Healing]. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you faster.”

She wished this was all just a bad dream. But she knew that what she experienced here would never leave her.

The pain was real.

The agony of death was real.

The sight of countless murders was all very real.

She was betrayed by a person she was told she could trust the most. A Star of the Nexus.

She thought that maybe… just maybe she did something wrong along the way. The guilt of having to leave the safety of the Nexus when she was still but an infant in the world slapped her. It was moronic. Insanely moronic.

But then she thought about the village mother and Jury.

Even though she’s most likely dead now, she had given the village mother the ability to see one last time. As for Jury… She didn’t know. But what she did know was that this woman had saved her. Yes. Woman. Now that her body was that of an adult woman, she could no longer call her a child.

Things grew dark again. If she died this time, then she… no. She didn’t want to die. Even if she couldn’t as that bastard said, the experience was terrifying. If she fell asleep, she at least wanted to wake up again. To live.

Even if it meant waking up in this nightmarish forest again.

And so, she succumbed to the darkness, unable to fend it off, dreaming of the peaceful life she had back on Earth.

Then, there was a voice. A strange, monotone voice that uttered one word.

“Stat…us?”
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        10. The System... Speaks Now?

    
    
    
    
                She was submerged in total darkness. Nothing but silence persisted in its cold embrace. She could feel how heavy her body had become. No matter how hard she tried she could not muster the strength to move.

The memories of her life on Earth felt so distant. These invisible, fleeting streaks of light went somewhere. They became something, as did countless more. She could feel the presence of a thousand memories not belonging to her; the combined information travelling across the void and becoming a singularity.

But she could not understand this information. Yet she felt like everything she knew was a part of it.

Like something had devoured her knowledge. But it did not steal it. She could still remember everything so vividly.

All was silent until the lights became a ball darker than the void. Something was created. And as she looked upon it with unopened eyes, she heard the monotone voice speak.

“… wake up.”

But Frost could not open her eyes in this suspended space.

And so, the System revealed a message to her.


< Wake Up >


 

* * *


“… Sk…”

Another voice whispered. It was an innocent voice. Almost childlike.

“…wer…”

Is… someone touching me?

Sensation slowly returned to her. It radiated from the tips of her finger, running across her entire body. The coarse, uneven ground stabbed through the back. She had been laying down for an unknown amount of time now.

“… Skew…”

A pair of warm hands roamed her body, roughly shaking her to illicit a response. They were wet hands. Sticky, and smelled strongly of bitter iron. Frost’s eyes slowly opened not to light, but to the darkness of the same place that robbed her of her life.

“Skewer?”

And then – Jury’s vibrant eyes suddenly popped above her.

Her collapsing pale hair easily roused Frost awake, and when she finally came to, her hands instantly shot to her chest in shock.

“The wounds!? They’re not… here anymore…?”

Frost’s voice trailed away when she confirmed that her body had completely healed. She slowly rose to a seated position, staring down at her half-naked body in disbelief.

“Greater Healing can’t heal fatal wounds, I don’t think? What’s happened to me? I… I shouldn’t even be alive. I shouldn’t… still be here.”

She light brushed her fingers across the flesh that was once destroyed, hesitant in her methods as if the wounds were still present. She flinched as she touched her stomach, wincing to the phantom pain as she steadily became lucid of the situation.

“… I really am alive. All of me. Me… Haaaah. Jury. Do I look human to you?” Frost spoke to herself in a quiet voice, touching her own face and finding fresh blood smeared across her cheek.

“Big skewer.” Jury clumsily bared her teeth which were similarly drenched in blood. It was a strange gesture, but enough to make Frost smile to herself when she realized what Jury was trying to do.

She was smiling.

“Are you trying to cheer me up? Thanks. But I’m fine now. You look more livelier than ever as well. Thank goodness you’re not hurt either.” Frost sighed, warmly smiling in return.

Jury was as large as she was now in every proportion imaginable. It was odd seeing a woman act so… animalistic? Childish? She didn’t know how to describe Jury other than as curious soul.

It was a shame that people like her were seen as monsters.

Status.


< ORIGIN : Archetype >


The message of the Amalgam’s Awakening left her equally as curious as she was confused about herself. But she didn’t allow it to dehumanize her. In the end, Frost still saw herself as a human regardless of what she had become.

Thankfully she didn’t feel any different. Moreso, she didn’t feel hungry anymore.

She was oddly sated.

“Yeah… I guess you were right all along for calling me a skewer. Shit… it still hurts.” Frost tried to find some humor in the situation, as bleak as it was.

She had already resolved herself to living, so she did not need to grieve any further. But it still agonized her immensely knowing that she was lured here to be executed. And even more so that she was considered a monster by that thing named Iscario.

Even a place as unreachable as the Nexus had its own share of rats.

Frost shook her head rapidly to refocus her attention on the situation at hand. She had a bigger enemy to worry about now.

“Jury. Thank you. I don’t know what you did while I was asleep, but I can tell you looked after me. Really, thank you.”

The adult Jury, who was significantly larger than Frost in all relevant proportions, yelled out:

“Forest!”

“Haaah. We still can’t understand each other at all. But that’s a little closer to my name. Aha… ha… dammit.”

Frost temporarily sulked, squeezing her hands repeatedly before she suddenly clenched them tightly when she found her resolve to look past Jury’s golden eyes.

The darkness was foreboding. An infinite, flat stretch of black tree lines surrounded her in every direction. If she didn’t know any better, she would have guessed that she was in some sort of purgatory.

The ever-burning glow of the one thousand eyed bird loomed in the background as the only other source of light aside from Jury’s eyes. Somehow, she could make out the trees as they were darker than the air itself, but other than that, she was completely blind in this place.

She eventually rose to her feet to scout out her immediate surroundings. Thankfully, there was nothing save for a number of splattered blood and mounds of feathers.

“… Was something else here?” She asked no one in particular, kneeling down to touch it.

It was still warm.

“Beast. Skewered. Forest!” Jury, who also stood up as well, said while making strange motions with her jaw, like she was eating something.

Now that Frost realized it, Jury was considerably taller now at a height of 170 cm. She had to look up to meet with her eyes.

This is Jury right? What could have caused her to get so big in such a little amount of time? No. Don’t tell me it’s because of the Blessing I gifted her.

Status.
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“Y-you’ve also changed origins. From Folklore to Original. And I can see your resist stat, name and that title at the top as well. Is this because I gave you the Blessing?”

“Run?” Jury… no, Jury wasn’t even her name to begin with.

It was her title. Well, if that’s what the top section was even called. The woman tilted her head curiously, staring fondly down at Frost almost like she was her own mother. Frost stared into those golden eyes, wondering why Jury had saved her.

If it was for helping her out with the children then this person, who the world called a monster, was more human than anyone she knew. Frost mellowed knowing that Jury’s heart was as gentle as the feathers she wore.

“… You know, you could’ve just left me alone. But you didn’t. And you’re still here standing in front of me. If I head off into the forest, would you still stay by my side?”

Frost asked her as she slowly backed away, only to have her hand snatched back by the woman. The woman seemed to understand her intentions and refused to allow her to venture alone. If there was anyone who knew what lurked in this place, it would certainly be one of its residents.

“I guess I’ll take that as a yes.” Frost smiled, staring hopefully into the only source of light she could cherish in this forsaken forest.


* * *


Frost hunkered down until she could properly assess the situation. The first hurdle was clearing out the terminology that was used by the System, as well as understanding what her abilities as the Archetype of Amalgam were. That way she’d be able to get a better grasp of what exactly she was up against.


< PARADISE LOST >

< “The 7th and final classification of the Arbiter’s Trumpet. Originated from the loss of Paradise; the only event in which Nexus was forced to abandon all hope. No information otherwise.” >


 

Huh?

Frost thought she was hearing the voice rather than seeing it. It sounded oddly familiar like the one from when she was asleep. Regardless, this information came to her as a surprise. Her ‘awakening’ event was classified as Paradise Lost. Wouldn’t that mean she was strong?

Still… wasn’t someone just speaking to me right now?

The next one she wished to understand better was the Eternal Night prompt that appeared.


< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< “The 4th classification of the Arbiter’s Trumpet. Entities of this classification are regarded as beyond the capabilities of all outside of the Nexus save for the strongest. Please do not die.” >


 

“Something is speaking to me.” Frost whispered idly, not knowing whether she was on the onset of some sort of mental breakdown or that this voice was actually real. “Can you explain to me what the Arbiter’s Trumpet is then if you don’t mind, disembodied voice?”


< Arbiter’s Trumpet >

< “From my understanding the Arbiter’s Trumpet is a warning system that classifies the threat level of all creatures, whether Corrupted or not. It was created by the Archetype of Judgement herself after Paradise fell. Satisfied? Please answer yes. I also meant it when I said for you to not die. I’ll most likely perish as well.” >


 

“Then we have a mutual goal. So, you’re the System then?” Frost concluded, not knowing what else to call it.

“Call me what you wish. I don’t know what I am myself.” The monotone, cold, lifeless voice answered with utmost clarity. “I just merely exist.”

“R-run!?” Jury suddenly yelped, darting her head back and forth in confusion. Frost instantly swiped herself up to her feet to see what was wrong, but to her surprise, Jury was just as confused. “Forest?”

“Surprising. I can view her status as well. She must have been given the blessing by you. Otherwise I cannot explain.”

“Forest? Forest? Forest?” Jury repeatedly called out her name, rocking her head from side to side as she curiously clutched onto Frost’s shoulder like a child begging for the help of her mother.

“She must be confused about hearing my voice.”

“I-I’m here. This might be more trouble than it’s worth. Can’t you speak to us individually?” Frost patted Jury’s blood-stained hands, eventually causing her to calm down.

“That I can.” The voice said unapologetically.

“And so you chose to speak to both of us knowing that Jury can’t understand?” Frost spoke with sharpened edge in her voice. Now was not the time to start sparking confusion for no reason.

“That was not my intention. I can hardly understand what is occurring as well. All I know is that I exist in your minds… suspended in a color I cannot describe.” It admitted emotionlessly. Frost couldn’t tell how genuine it was.

The voice alluded to some sort of artificial intelligence, either created by the Nexus or her Blessing. She couldn’t tell and had no concrete proof other than it appeared after the Blessing of the Amalgam took over the Blessing of the Nexus.

Still, hearing it admit its intentions caused Frost to calm down. She had misjudged it.

Sorry. I guess we’re in the same boat then.

“That we are.”

Can you answer more of my questions… System? She didn’t know what to call the voice.

“That I shall, for it must be my purpose of existence. But… it’s cloudy. Murky more accurately. I have all this knowledge in the form of a fleeting memory. Please treat me like a newborn fawn.”

“… I’d rather not have to deal with another one.” Frost sighed. “What does it mean by an Archetype?” She ended up asking out loud as Jury continued to sway her head, wondering what Frost was being silent for.


< ORIGIN : Archetype >

< “Born from the Second Advent; the Advent of Amalgamation; the Nexus. Archetypes are, with no easy way to word it, the thesis of all that their concept comprises of, sewn up into a conscious entity that encapsulates it.” >


 

“Example: The Arbiter is the Archetype of Judgement. She rules the Floor of Judgement in the Upper Sanctums of the Nexus. As such, the Arbiter can be equated to the concept of judgement itself. You are the Amalgam. A floor likely awaits you in the Nexus. But that is the limit of what I know. Was I helpful? Please say yes.”

It was a staggering mouthful to swallow, and an even harder struggle to digest. Frost was somehow the epitome of what an Amalgamation should be, yet she was still completely human. In appearance at the very least.

She knew her internals were out of whack since she did not seem to pass waste, although, it was amusing that she could still sweat.

Yeah. You were helpful. Thank you. But can I ask one more thing?

“Ask so you don’t have to die because of your ignorance.”

What does it mean by ‘Awakening’? My origin ended up changing because of it. Then there was the Realization which ended up giving Jury my blessing. It caused her origin to change as well. From Folklore to Original.

“It can be more closely tied to a manifestation of some kind. I am only guessing because neither the Awakening or Realization spark anything from mind. Jury was a Corrupted. Have you realized?”

That sobered Frost right up, nearly smashing her head against Jury’s who suddenly held onto Frost’s hands, gently guiding her towards the pile of feathers as if to cheer her up.

“Now she is an Original. A being that is ‘Jury’ as is, and not one that is bounded by the forces that gave birth to the Corrupted originally. As to what creates the Corrupted; that is unknown.”

“Now that you mention it… I was able to see that bird’s status as well despite it being a Corrupted. A Folklore origin implies a myth or a prominent story. It makes sense with the story of the Black Forest as well, and how the crying child ended up coming to be.” Frost concluded as she rummaged her hands into the feathers with Jury absentmindedly.

“Do you imply stories create the Corrupted?”

“No way. I’m not that desperate to start reaching for stars. Not yet. I’m saying maybe there’s something else deeper to it than just the folklore itself.” Frost could only speculate, as could the System.

But in the end, it mattered little. Frost was satisfied with her answers. She knew now that the bird was not something just anyone could defeat. Hence, she planned to escape this purgatory. However, there was one glaring problem.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Scours for the Big Skewered Beast >

 

< CONDITION : Denizens of the Black Forest may never leave until judgement is enacted >


These words had been hovering at the back of her mind for some time now.

This meant there was no escaping from this place now that the bird was searching for the ‘skewered beast’. Frost somehow needed to beat this thing to leave. How a level 22 was supposed to fight a level 150 was beyond her.

Thankfully, there was a small, sliver of hope.

Like any well-designed overpowered boss fight in a game, this creature had a certain requirement to defeat it.


< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT : Enact Judgement >


“Between you and me Jury, do you think your verdict is going to sway one thousand other juries?” Frost winced at the near impossibility of wining against this thing at its own game, or otherwise. “10,000 ATT. I could die nearly a hundred times over in one hit… and I think I’d prefer to die quickly this time. Tch.”

She still could not wave off the agony of being killed. Of being skewered and dragged alive, or the pain of witnessing countless murders occur before her very eyes. It left her shaken. Shaken until she steeled herself for what needed to be done in order to live.

Jury found Frost’s hand in the pile and clutched them. They burst forth from the mound as a shower of feathers rained down all around them. In the clawed cage where her hand resided Frost noticed that Jury was poking at her palm with her free hand.

“Forest skewered big beast.”

And then it hit her.

If the Skewered Beast was the one to be judged, then Frost needed to make that bird the Skewered Beast itself.

Before that though, she needed to check her newfound abilities.

Status.


< ABILITY : Archetype of Amalgamation >

< Manifest the unique strength of those devoured >

< Attain minor stats of those devoured >

< Amalgam’s Will increases when HP lowers. Consuming replenishes MP >


 

< ABILITY : Blessing of the Amalgam >

< Able to gift target with the Blessing of the Amalgam after the hidden criteria is met. Overrides the Blessing of the Nexus. Realization criteria is only available for the Corrupted >


< ABILITY : Mark of Judgement >

< The Arbiter's humble invitation to visit her floor >


It was here where Frost realized that she could have easily figured out that Jury was originally a Corrupted if she had just read her ability first. Also...

I really was a damned lottery ticket.

            

    
        11. Her Resolve to Live

    
    
    
    
                Frost needed to take all the necessary precautions before she ventured out from their little camp site. A few hours had already passed since she first awakened in this forest, and a day on top if she counted the time while she was unconscious.

Satiation was currently not a problem. Although, she was beginning to feel quite hungry again. Her gown and coat on the other hand were completely ruined and left her exposed to the elements.

Now that she had a good look at herself, she realized that her body was thankfully still that of a… female human through and through aside from certain things, like her inability to excrete waste and her ravenous hunger.

I should probably cover up with something soon.

She was hungry again. The hunger prodded at her as she took one of the stakes as a weapon. It was incredibly rigid, and the sharpened tip easily jabbed into the bark of the black tree that had tried to hang Jury earlier.

Strangely, the tree was not considered a living creature. But when she stabbed the tree repeatedly to test out the strength of the pale stake, a black liquid oozed out like blood from its wound.

“[Appraise Object].”


< Level too low >

< Level too low >

< Level too low >


 

She tried to appraise three different things. The first was the blood of the tree, the second the stake and the final one being the heap of feathers. Unfortunately, this place was a high-leveled area. It made sense that her measly 8 levels in Appraise Object wouldn’t cut it.

But she didn’t need it to understand that the feathers were of great value.

“It’s metallic. Just shy of being made of metal entirely. Just like that thing’s coat.” Frost murmured to herself as she ran her fingers through one of the feathers.

Clothing made from these would certainly provide incredible protection. It was also similar to the material of Jury’s tattered clothing. When she ran the feather against another feather, they easily interlocked like chainmail.

“The denizens of the forest are going to be moving soon with the bird gone.” The System warned.

“All the more reason to prepare. Jury’s strong. But I don’t want her to get hurt because of me again.” Frost yearned to strengthen herself knowing now that she had the insane ability to consume the power of those she devoured.

She had yet to test it out. But anyone with enough common sense could understand why such a thing would be considered a ‘broken’ ability. It would also half-explain her unnatural hunger.

Frost eventually dipped her finger into the black blood. As expected, it was similar to resin. Perhaps it wasn’t blood at all, but the iron scent made her believe otherwise. She had an idea on how to get these feathers attached onto her.

Firstly, she wanted to see how these were attached onto Jury to confirm her methods.

“Hold still for me Jury. I’m just going to touch your waist, if that’s alright?”

“Forest?”

“Dammit… why the hell do I feel so guilty?” She sighed, carefully running a hand into the feathers by Jury’s waist.

As expected, they weren’t woven together like clothing at all. Rather, they were glued on. Jury twisted herself slightly, almost laughing to the ticklish sensation before she also suddenly ran a hand onto Frost’s exposed stomach in return.

“A-ah!?” She shivered with a voice unlike her, instantly causing her to clamp her mouth shut with slight embarrassment. “… I guess I deserved that. What do you think System? I have virtually no defense against whatever’s out there.”

“Do or die, I say. Neither of us wish to disappear. We both fear what may happen if your HP hits 0 again. I believe that was your resolve.”

“Exactly… getting them off after they’re glued on will be painful, but… w-what’s a little pain if we get a better chance of surviving.” Frost reasoned with not just the System, but with herself. She understood the agony she would have to go through again, but her resolve to live far outweighed it.

In the end, she dabbed her forearms with the strange resin and attached the feathers one by one. From her knowledge it can take up to 24-48 hours for it to sit, but this bonded almost instantly. She tried peeling one of the set-feathers and winced at how much of her skin would be taken with it.

She took a deep breath and steeled herself again, clenching her fists as a surge of emotion hit her.

“… I want to survive. I want to live. I don’t want… to feel that pain again. Isn’t it funny? This will hurt as well… Haaaah. Judgement. I wonder how much I can trust anyone from the Nexus.” Frost’s voice became shaky as she looked down at her fists.

“The Arbiter who granted you the mark is likely on your side. You were not supposed to be here to begin with.”

“I know. I fucking know. But how can I not doubt them? Shit… If only I had shut up and went along with those triplets. But they also told me to trust the Moons and the Stars more than anyone… Fuck…” These emotions ravaged her heart.

She felt light-headed. The world seemingly disappeared for a moment before Jury’s voice brought her back.

“Forest?”

“Ah… I’m fine. Sorry for making you worry.” Frost smiled fondly at her, assuring the woman that nothing was wrong. “Let’s mark this place with the other stakes. We’ll leave as soon as I get these feathers on. Tch.”

And as she layered the feathers across the vulnerable parts of her body, she uttered in a hideously low whisper.

“Iscario… I promise that as long as I’m still alive I won’t let anything go your way.”


* * *


There were three of them now.

The lone woman who was originally a man from a different world, a creature-like woman who could only speak certain words, and finally the cold, monotone voice in their heads.

Frost saw themselves as a party like in some kind of RPG game that unfortunately wandered into a high-end area. But she would be lying if she said she wasn’t afraid.

Frost was still human after all. A human who was now half-covered in a coat of black feathers. Thankfully, it appeared closely to that of clothing rather than feathers growing from her body. As uncomfortable as it was, it did indeed increase her ATT DEF stat.


< ATT DEF : 0 (+60) >


Additionally, the stake provided a significant boost to her ATT.


< ATT : 5 (+35) >


The Black Forest saw no major changes in elevation. It was one relatively flat plane of existence. Her description of it being a purgatory was entirely correct as there was nothing here save for the repetitive black trees and the occasional flock of crawling crows.

A flock of around a dozen scuttled in front of them, pausing suddenly when they were near enough. Their lifeless eyes only stared up at them. It was odd. Uncanny even. Frost thought they had frozen solid, but she could see tiny, feathered chests expand as they took silent, steady breaths.

It confused Frost as to why they crawled rather than flew. Could they not fly? She didn’t know. The One Thousand Eyed Bird was weird enough, so this was hardly anything in comparison.

Frost was still wary of them, but judging from the way Jury looked at them with overt hunger, she figured these were weak creatures. Still, she needed to make sure.

Status.
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Since awakening as the Amalgam, Frost has been able to see the names of the Corrupted.

“These are Corrupted as well, I’m guessing?”

“So it appears.”

“And they have a new origin. Trauma… originated from what? Intense emotion –?”

“Skewer!” Jury exclaimed, and just as Frost was about to finish speaking, the woman instantly skewered two of the birds onto her claw like a meat on a stick. “Forest skewer!”

She was fast. Absurdly fast. It felt like a gust of wind has passed by as she lunged towards them, skewering them one by one as she snagged them into her sharpened maw.

“I-I hardly even saw her move…” Frost was left awestruck at her speed.

Her 30 AGI made her abnormally fast.

The birds did not flee. They only watched on as if accepting their fate. Seeing the animalistic way that Jury devoured the birds caused her stomach to turn. And yet she was not disgusted.

Rather, it whetted her monstrous appetite.

Jury offered one of the skewered birds to Frost, its lifeless eyes staring passively into her soul. Having it so close almost caused an unreasonable urge to just bite into it, but she resisted the temptation and instead, carefully tugged it from Jury’s claw.

… I don’t have to eat it. I can try cooking it, but I’d be an idiot to attract the other denizens of this forest. Jury looks so pleased eating it.

A bite wouldn’t hurt… Right?

Frost sunk down at the side of the tree with the bird caressed like a child in her arms. It took more than just resolve to eat the carcass of a creature. No. Far more than that. She needed to sacrifice a piece of her humanity to commit to it.

She was human. Frost repeatedly reiterated that she was a human until she extended its wings out and took a small nibble against her will.

“I’m sorry.” To whom this apology was remained a mystery even to herself. She was compelled to say it; as a person who had professionally lived to help others.

Once her teeth sunk into its wings, she instantly found herself unable to stop. The feathers. The bones. Everything was easily crushed by her jaws. Nothing, not even the near metallic feathers, could resist.

Frost teared up during the process, her human instincts causing her to gag as her nature as the Amalgam gobbled it down. She had to wonder how much truth there was to her being a monster.

In the end she was left sickened at the act. But sated. So terrifyingly sated that she could not help but to daze off into the darkness in an attempt to drown out what she had just done.

However, no matter what Frost was, she was more human than whatever Iscario was.

She was absolutely sure of it.


< Stats from the Witness Gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : The Witness >

< See what they all see >


In that instant, the darkness somehow seemed a little brighter than before. No. Rather than brighter, she could now see the silhouettes of other creatures roaming the Black Forest among the tree lines.

“You can see what exactly?”

“[C-Cure Disease]…” Frost ignored the System.


< There is no illness to cure >

< You did what you must >

< Is nature not the law of eat or be eaten? >

< Please respond, Frost >


 

“… I’m sorry. I was just letting it digest. All of it. In here and up there. System. There’s a lot of monsters in this Forest. None are like Jury, or even the younger version. They’re all feathered birds of some sort. But they don’t seem to be capable of flight.” Frost spoke rapidly to distract herself, shaking her head right after. “Tell me. Do you think I should eat them all?”

“Do you think it is possible?”

“Possible, yes. Viable? Absolutely. Difficulty… humanity lost.” Frost joked to herself, nearly breaking into a laugh.

“Did you break?”

“No. Not at all. I’m just trying to jog my spirits up. I hate being drab; like I’m being dragged around by chains, even if its completely out of my own control. But you have to find some sort of comfort in the toughest times. It was my job to deliver that back in my world. Here I only have you two right now. I haven’t known you two for more than a day but at least I can trust you guys.”

“A voice like myself is your comfort?”

“Forest?”

“A lot better than talking to myself. I think I absolutely would have broken down if I was here alone. You might think I’m taking this on the chin well but to tell you the truth, I’m on the edge of my heart right now.

I turned into a girl, was transported to a different world, then was stabbed, killed, betrayed, and somehow turned into a monster that can eat anything. I even watched a whole village get executed… System. I want to get stronger… so none of this has to happen again.”

Frost said, reaching out to motherly touch Jury’s head. This caused her to inch closer, as if begging for more of the blissful sensation.

“And if it costs me my humanity, then I’ll do it knowing that I’ll still be more of a human than that thing. I despise having to eat, but it’s my best shot forward. I just want to know one last thing. Can I trust the Nexus at all?” She needed to ask once more.

“From your experience alone, it would be difficult to. However, Iscario was attacked as a result of being suspected of meddling with you, no?” The System reminded her of the injury Iscario presented with.

“Raoul suspected him to begin with. He used something called Infusion S to reach me. What was that?”

“The technology of one of the Beholders. It apparently grants immense but temporary power at a significant cost. He had lost his eye to utilize its power. The S stands for ‘speed’.”

“Speed huh... was my death really worth it? Hah. Well, he fucked up. I’m still alive. On their end I’m probably dead since I received the death message. And as long as I’m still alive, I’m going to have to keep biting things. Jury.”

“Forest!”

“Let’s go eat to our stomach’s content, and to my heart’s discontent. And when we get out of here, let me make you some real food. It’s a promise.”

“Big skewer!”

Frost finally rose to her feet. She vowed to never allow herself to crumble as she did again. Because if she wanted to get out of here – then she needed to consume. Without strength there was no feasible way of fighting the One Thousand Eyed Bird, and in the first place, she did not know how to enact judgement.

Until then –

– Frost set her sights to the denizens of the forest, who would soon become the denizens of her iron stomach.






	
< The Amalgam >


	 



	
HP : 125


	MP : 350



	
ATT : 6 (+35)


	ATT DEF : 1 (+60)



	
MAG ATT : 0


	MAG DEF : 0



	
AGI : 10


	RESIST : 5








            

    
        12. A Recovery Team is Deployed

    
    
    
    
                A certain trio of wolf-eared girls found themselves standing on a wooden stage. The vibrant, orange theatre room was spaciously decorated with velvet curtains and floodlights. Surrounding them was a grand auditorium with countless thousands of empty seats.

On these curtains was the symbol of a cross brace and strings.

It was the insignia of Act X; one of the Ateliers of the Nexus which possessed a powerful, one-of-a-kind technology that no magic could ever dream of replicating.

“No one’s here. I forget how plain this place was. Is anyone going to greet us or is everyone still too busy with the Arbiter’s call?” Cer complained, her voice easily reaching the furthest expanse of this exceptional stage.

The three were still dressed in their receptionist outfits, but this time, they had their Atelier items equipped after their previous encounter with Beholder Marionette in a stage like this. Not face to face, however. The only Beholder they had ever seen in person was Galia, the founder of the Justica Arms and its Warped Stone technology.

Cer’s fangs glistened with an electric power as she permanently smirked in light of this place, scoffing at its simplicity. The red gloves that Ber wore occasionally saw arcs of electricity swirl like solar storms. Finally, floating just inches away from Res’ eyes were electrically charged lenses.

“We were summoned on short notice. The Upper Sanctums are in uproar after what just happened with the Star, Iscario.” Res reminded, her gaze falling somewhere to the empty seats where a presence could be sensed. “It’s here. Don’t say anything stupid, Cer. You too Ber.”

“I didn’t say anything yet.” Ber hummed. “Yet~” She tugged on her gloves menacingly.

“I’d like to see an Atelier receptionist try to fight a Moon.” Cer stretched her arms in disrespect as an entity slowly trudged through the red carpets from the auditorium towards the stage. “How rude of you to leave us here for 45 seconds. Tend to us faster next time, will you.”

“Shh. Show some respect.” Res hissed.

Spotlight instantly followed the being which was strung up by strings like a living doll. Where the strings originated could not be seen, for it existed in some other dimension unknown to all. Its feet never touched the ground whilst as its massive, long orange coat dragged along the pristine floorboards.

The figure eventually paused before them. It was a staggering 3 meters in height with 8 arms hidden underneath its cloak. It moved in a rackety manner, like one of an ill-oiled machine. This was an Insectid, a humanoid-insect race that saw heavy modifications to its body. Its eyes were soulless, driven by only the strings that dictated its existence.

Such was the being before them.

“Jesters… are here. The script tells of your… invitation. Shall we begin… the prologue…?” It spoke in short pauses, its jaw hardly imitating the words that left its carapace lips. The voice resounded within the theater, carrying an unknown power.

“Get this over and done with so we can join up with the party the Arbiter’s obviously throwing up there.” Cer said, taking one step forward. The size discrepancy was utterly staggering. She was like a grub in comparison.

Res needed to compose herself. She took a small breath spoke on behalf of themselves.

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Stage Narrator. We were summoned to answer another call from Beholder Marionette. Can we assume you will answer in her stead given the circumstances of the Nexus?” She spoke with profession that her inept sisters were incapable of at a biological level, like it was some sort of allergen to them.

In fact, just seeing Res hold her hand across her chest and lightly bow caused their skin to crawl, and their faces to contort.

Idiots… and you two wonder why you get called the jesters all the time.

“Assume… you shall not. The script entails of what must be said… and what must be done… A Star of the Nexus has fallen… the Arbiter’s Trumpet classification… the Woe of the Fallen Star… third highest classification… behind Apocalypse… and Paradise Lost”

“Huh? Why’d he end up getting a risk classification pinned on him? All he did was steal infusion S and head over to Grandis. Big deal.” Cer brushed it off.

In truth none of the three knew the extent of Iscario’s betrayal. This was all the information they had to work on as they wondered why they were summoned here in the first place, aside from countless reports of misconduct. No thanks to Cer and Ber, of course.

“Direct causality linked to proposed death of Amalgam… destruction of 72 Relay Sites across Brandar… 21,380 deaths counted by Scarlet Logic units. 1,930 deaths belonging to Scarlet Logic itself. The attempt to intercept Iscario at… Relay Site bordering Brandar and Grandis… resulted in bolstering the tensions between both regions.”

Scarlet Logic was another Atelier that focused primarily on combat. While their forces were nowhere near as strong as the Moons, what they made up for it were sheer numbers. The Moons that did find themselves affiliated with them were known as Blood Moons, and Stars as Red Giants.

Simply put, Scarlet Logic was the official military of the Nexus, and acted as a hired arms for the other Ateliers when their own paramilitary forces were either ineffective or simply required backup.

They were always the first to arrive and the last to leave. Their rapid work allowed for the Blessing of the Nexus to gauge the risk classification of a given threat before it became official.

Needless to say, not many survived for long in this line of work.

“Alright, that checks out then. But 72 Relay Sites? C’mon. That has to be a joke, right?” Ber could not easily believe that the Relay Sites, which were among the most heavily resistant objects known in Elysia, were destroyed. “Right…?”

For reference, the Relay Sites were a combined effort from the Ateliers that utilized many aspects of their technologies. For so many to break at once meant that there was a critical flaw in its design, and Iscario had unfortunately discovered it before anyone realized this.

“Justica Arms investigation… pending. You jesters… are aware of your task?”

“Not in the slightest bit~!” Cer proudly announced, causing Res to grab her by the collar and pull her back in line. “Ouch Sis!?”

“Just shut up and listen.” Res snapped.

“Last… known contact… with the Amalgam. And extended contact. Addendum was added that you three… are likely to recognize the Amalgam’s appearance… for a retrieval mission.”

“Sorry, us?” Even Res was abruptly confused by this.

The Amalgam? What was that supposed to be? Rather, in the one hundred hours straight they had spent working as receptionist how were supposed to know who this Amalgam was?

“Jesters… The script is never wrong… you three are written here without doubt…” The Stage Narrator revealed an ethereal piece of paper, woven by a string that could not be cut, burned, or damaged in any way.

This was the technology of Act X; or more accurately, the product of their technology.

“So wait just one second. We’re being sent out instead of being invited to a highly confidential meeting with the Arbiter?” Cer, despite her words, sounded almost too elated by this.

“Indeed… Retrieval of Amalgam. Within 4 months… issued by Beholder Galia her humble self…”

“That snake has some good eyes for someone glued to that blind Arbiter.” Ber commented, also pleased that they were finally getting some ‘real’ work as Moons. “Can’t blame them for relying heavily on us. I guess we were too important for that meeting anyway.”

“Idiots, we were tasked with this because we’re easily the most expendable of all the Moons.” Res sighed. “Plus, we apparently know this Amalgam’s face.”

“OR we’re the most skilled for this mission. So, what the hell is this Amalgam anyway? Sounds like the Arbiter but with different letters.”

“Now that you mention it, you’re right sis!”

Please shut up. Res painfully grimaced in response.

“Could you please explain this Amalgam? We’re still unsure of what it is exactly.” Res cleared her throat, flickering through countless faces in her mind to try to pinpoint who of all the people they met was the Amalgam.

Cer and Ber could be seen doing the same, albeit haphazardly.

“The Archetype of the Floor of Amalgamation… A being similar to that of the Arbiter… meaning new Corrupted will come into existence… as more floors steadily open… The Mark of Judgement… may jog your memory.”

“Mark of Judgement. Judgement. Mark. Of. Hmm…” Cer thought aloud in a rather obnoxious manner, causing Ber to nod in response as she left the heavy thinking to her brilliant sister, all the while Res tried to drown out her words until suddenly –

“Mark… of… FROST!?”

“HEY! Don’t scream so suddenly, you sorry excuse of a Moon! I get it, you liked her eyes, but there’s no need to call out a girl’s name when –!” Res snapped as she clamped onto Cer’s shoulders with every intent to smash her skull into her own, but was quickly interjected by the voice of the Stage Narrator.

“Frost was the name of the… recently deceased… linked in time with the Awakening of the… Amalgam.”

“… that information would have spared us some time, don’t you think?” Res’ pleasant smile cramped.

“N-No way. That Frost? The one with the lost memories!?” Ber exclaimed in surprise.

“Our fucking ticket to heaven was right in front of us all along!?” Cer was devastated upon hearing this as she grasped at the air. “She really was a lottery ticket! Ugh… So she was the Amalgam all along, huh. Heh. I thought her eyes were strange. Looked like she wanted to eat me or something.” In the span of only 3 seconds, Cer somehow went through all stages of grief and found a silver lining; that Frost wasn’t a human at all.

“Oh. She’s fine again.” Ber said half bemused by Cer’s antics.

“… Cer, do you even hear yourself speak?” Res sighed.

“What. I’m serious. Didn’t you get that tingly feeling like you were in the gaze of some all-consuming monster? My heart hasn’t sat right ever since.” Cer shrugged, not knowing why she was being scrutinized all of a sudden.

“Preferences aside, I think we know our target now.” Res concluded, feeling like she was the only sane person in the world.

“Preference!? Oi –!”

“Timeframe 4 months… additional caveats; access to Hyperlink… rejected until the Amalgam returns…”

“HUH!? No Hyperlink access!?” Ber blurted out as a surge of electrical power encased her fists. “The reason being!?”

“No sites currently exist close enough to Grandis... Western Brandar is also compromised… Addendum; do not cause trouble… The Moons will be busy as new floors… open. Your mission… is to only retrieve the Amalgam.”

“So why does it sound like we’re being punished then!?” Ber exclaimed as Res grasped onto her wrists in an attempt to calm her down.

“Because… you are. 65 accounts of misconduct as a receptionist. It has nearly… doubled in only… a day.”

“… tch. So they’re still counting?” Ber spat as she looked off to the side, her emotions finally subsiding enough for Res to retract her hands. “No need to get worried about me Ber. I’m as cool as a… what do you call that green vegetable. The one with a lot of water and cat Demis hate?”

“Lettuce obviously.” Cer raised a finger.

“Yeah, cool as a lettuce. That’s Cer for you!”

“Please Stage Narrator, just send us out so we can get this over with. We’re going dressed like this, I’m assuming?”

“There is… little time… it would also be unwise… to venture in your usual wear. Moons… exist above, not among the lands…”

“We know that all too well.” Res bowed, her words seemingly silencing the other two immediately. “We will be using the Hyperwarp instead. Stage Narrator; take care of yourself.”

Res offered her parting words as she invoked the Hyperwarp, setting her location to the nearest one which was, unfortunately, towards the south-east of Brandar. Once the three were in sync and were on the cusp of leaving; the Stage Narrator spoke again.

“The origins of my… strings cares for me in my own stead… but I thank you nevertheless… Shall I ask one of the… Indites to compose… a script for your use?”

“No thank you. We don’t need a useless parchment for anything.” Cer refused, as did the others. “Why, did you end up getting a crap one from one your Heralds?”

“I have only received but one script… since my anointment… to this esteemed place… I have been told to act as the Stage Narrator until I conclude reciting the value of E.”

“Sounds… pretty sad if you ask me.” Cer admitted.

It is. E is an infinite number. What a strange order to give. Res thought to herself as walked off the stage and followed the red carpets towards the brightly glowing exit.

“But it grants purpose… to a shell of my former self… I could not be happier knowing… that I contribute… to the things above us, and the Beholders.”

“The Ateliers are filled with all sorts of weirdos. But there are stranger things out there. Good luck counting whatever the value of E is.” Cer nodded and followed suit.

“I thank you… may your prologue progress to the first act in the stage… beneath the stars of our world.”

“Beneath the moons as well. Don’t forget about us.” Ber grinned. “By the way, how do you get by in here?”

“I count.”

“Anything else?”

“8464, 2732, 2942, 274 –”

“A-Alright, I get it! Leave it to the Moons to do the heavy lifting for this oversized rock in the sky!” Ber exclaimed and promptly left.

Silence returned to the theatre when the trio disappeared into the light. Afterwards –

“From the… beginning… 2.71… 8281… 8284…”

The voice of the Stage Narrator endlessly recited these numbers in the audience of one hundred thousand empty seats, moving its body to a soundless tune.


* * *


< Hyperwarped to Sermount Ruins >


In an instant the trio appeared in the heart of a ruined fort somewhere to the far south-east of the Brandar Region. 20 years ago, the fort was manned by 3,000 swordsmen, servants and a lord overseeing its nearby lands.

All 3,000 lost their heads to a Corrupted entity known as the Singing Machine.

Walls were crumbled in each direction they looked, and beyond were endless forests that teemed with vibrant life. Nature had taken its course in the surrounding, abandoned lands, but for some reason the entire fort was spared from its touch. It was an ugly stain in these otherwise beautiful lands.

What made the Hyperwarp different from the Hyperlink was that a Relay Site was not needed. Rather, it was a place that was marked off with a perimeter of Relay Beacons. These crystal-like artefacts could be seen in various places around the ruins, hidden underneath mounds of rubble.

“The singing machine~ Good times. Turns out a level 200 can do about anything they want in the face of level 80 Corrupted.” Cer said, savoring the stale air that lingered with countless years of decay. “How many people died again? 300?”

“3,000. Luckily, we caught it in time before it could start altering the surroundings. Once that happens teleporting it right into the Nexus becomes downright impossible.” Res reminded, pointing her gaze to the northern exit. “It must be hell working for the Scarlet Logic.”

“They say around 100 die each time a classification becomes official.” Ber raised a finger. “Anyway. We have 4 months to set things straight. No Hyperlinks though.”

They all simultaneously sighed knowing that these 4 months were going to the longest months in their life. They were not especially adventurous either. Fighting strong enemies was more their style, not some nomadic life.

At least not here in Elysia. It brought back some strange memories just standing here in the open. The calming silence was agonizing for the three who only knew how to spill blood.

“Listen. Think of it as a 4-month vacation. No more reception work. And we get to kill whatever’s in our way. Sound good?” Cer raised their spirit, taking each of them by the hand as she began to march off onto the spanning dirt path ahead.

“I guess you do say good things sometimes.” Res muttered.

“Cer’s got a good heart after all!” Ber commended with a small laugh.

In the end, all they had to do was recover Frost.

Still, it was odd knowing that Frost was the Amalgam given that she appeared about as strong as a stuffed teddy bear.

But then again, the same could be said about the Arbiter.

Amalgam implies things coming together as one. If the Arbiter invokes judgement, then does the Amalgam consume? Could that be why Cer thought Frost had those hungry eyes?

As if reading Res’ mind, Cer suddenly spoke.

“Those eyes were nice. And she’s not human. Not human. Can you believe our luck? Two bonuses for the price of one.”

“… you’re really creepy, you know that?” Res’ stomach wretched.

“Can you blame my heart?” Cer snapped back.

“Yes. I can also make it stop if you’d like.” The lens by her eyes zapped with immense electrical power, instantly causing a sharp shiver to run down Cer’s spine.

Yeah. This is going to be a long 4 months.

Frost. May we meet somewhere soon.

Still… isn’t 4 months too long of a timeframe?

            

    
        13. A New Ability

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s combat experience was minimal at best. She had seen countless movies and fiction where the hero would pull off incredible feats in the blink of an eye, or a martial arts master take down a dozen foes with only their bare hands with a masterful elegance.

But reality was gritty, full of blood and more visceral than what fiction normally depicted.

The little flocks of birds named Witnesses were her primary targets. The other Corrupted that populated the Black Forest were between level 50 – 70; a far cry from her measly 22 levels. As a result, Frost needed to start from the bottom of the barrel and claw her way out with every tooth and nail at her disposal.

6 of these small birds wandered into her gaze. Frost was not fast like Jury, but since these creatures were incapable of fleeing, they were easy targets for her only offensive move.

[Punch].

Frost thrust her fist downward and crushed the docile birds one by one. Even though they a possessed vastly higher ATT DEF in comparison to her ATT stat due to their feathers, these creatures only had 1 HP so the minimum damage she dealt was still enough to kill them in one hit.

There was a tinge of remorse and sorrow that stung her heart each time, but she needed to remind herself that these were the Corrupted. They neither needed to eat, breathe or sleep to survive.

It would make sense in that regard since the Black Forest lacked the diversity needed for a proper ecosystem to strive. These creatures did not hunt to eat. They hunted for a purpose she may never understand.

It felt as though the entire forest was built around the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

She took the pulverized remains and devoured them whole. Jury was not much of a glutton like she was, so most of the meat ended up belonging to her. This repeated for hours on end. Perhaps even days. It was impossible to tell.

“… how many days has it been already?” Frost whispered to herself as she cleaned her mouth from the bloodstains.

“8 days, 14 hours. It’s already been more than a week.”

“It felt a lot shorter than 8 days.” Frost reluctantly said.

“Big.” Was Jury’s reply as she laid down comfortably on her side in front of the seated Frost.

From time-to-time Jury would find a place to rest. She wasn’t a Corrupted anymore, so it became necessary for her to rest. The same was true for Frost but at a much less regular interval. The last time she fell asleep was around 2 days ago, yet strangely her focus hadn’t deteriorated, neither did her bodily functions.

Jury was kind of like an extension of her internal clock. If Jury needed to rest, then she probably needed to as well. At least she would have if she was still human. Seeing Jury try to find some shut eye was endearing to her.

She was the only source of warmth in this wretched place.

“She’s so carefree. It must be nice.” Frost quietly spoke as she stared down fondly at the woman. “Thanks to her we haven’t had much trouble with the other Corrupted. But man… isn’t the gap between the strongest denizen and that giant bird too much?”

“It is as you imagine, this forest belongs to the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Depending on how strong or long a Corrupted exists, it can begin to alter its surroundings, even creating creatures to fill the space in. As you can see… these Corrupted are considerably weaker than the main Corrupted.”

“Sort of like a dungeon, huh.”

“Similar, but this cannot be called a dungeon. It’s more of a domain of sorts.”

“I see. Got it.”

All she had been doing during these 8 days was eating Witnesses non-stop like a rabid dog, further bolstering her stats with slow increments.

By now she had at least consumed near a hundred Witnesses which managed to raise her Punch by 4 levels. Frost appraised the small pebbles beside Jury in the hopes of finding something to appraise. She did this during her downtime but so far has been unsuccessful.

That was until she appraised a stray piece of black bark.


< Bark from the trees of the Black Forest >


Why am I not surprised?

Frost dejectedly hunched over in defeat until suddenly –

“Oh. You gained a level in Appraise Object. 9/10. One more and it will upgrade.”

“The same with Punch. What do you think I’ll get? Double Punch? Kick? Knuckle Sandwich?”

“Those are some unsavory names. Punch II sounds like the likely possibility.” The System logically concluded, causing Frost to softly hum.

“You’re probably right… hey. Take a look at her. I think she knows when I’m talking to you instead of her now. Isn’t she clever?”

“You sound like a doting mother.”

“What can I say? Jury saved me all because I helped her out with a couple of kids. She’s even stuck by my side until now. Of course I’m going to develop these feelings.” Frost proudly stated.

“Maternal feelings?”

“Hey. It’s friendship. A bond. Companionship. System, you can say some pretty funny things sometimes.” Frost ended up softly laughing in response.

“I was genuinely asking.” It abruptly admitted, sounding almost confused as to why Frost found it funny. “Nevertheless, we still haven’t found a clue on how to judge the One Thousand Eyed Bird.”

“We can skewer it with the stakes, but… I don’t think that’ll automatically judge it.” Frost said.

Since this was essentially a trial of sorts and juries were involved, Frost utilized her knowledge from Earth’s justice system to tackle this issue.

“One thousand juries. Every single one of them must be on the same page for a verdict to pass. The only reason I wasn’t judged was because Jury opposed it and became a hung jurist for my sake.”

“The question becomes whether we can find these one thousand juries and turn them against the bird, correct?”

“Exactly. But we don’t have a single lead yet. At this point I think I’d rather try to survive than take it on. When I finally reach that point.” Frost raised a hand to the abyssal skies and clasped at the air. “Then we’ll fight and get the hell out of here.”

Status.
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“Things are moving slowly but… I’m getting stronger already.”


* * *


But she could not call this prowess.

Frost operated solely on opportunistic attacks. After all, the Witnesses weren’t the only denizens lurking in this forest. And as she fondly stared down at Jury with gentle eyes – something suddenly appeared in the corner of her vision.

She instinctively recoiled and moved twisted her body out of the way just in time to see that the tree she was resting on was suddenly impaled by a shriveled wing. Her heart nearly jumped up from her throat as Jury instantly shot awake at the debut of their newest threat.
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	MAG ATT : 0
	AGI : 10








“JURY!” Frost exclaimed as she gripped her pale stake with both hands and instantly thrust the tip into the chest of their newfound foe.

However, where it should have instantly knocked any living creature out of commission for good; this creature remained there, standing as if mocking her futile attempt. This was what the difference in levels and stats truly meant. Although pain could still be felt, this was a Corrupted.

Such things like pain, function and reason were seemingly absent to these monsters.

“A-Accuser! Level 50!? S-Shit…” Frost gulped and checked its HP, right before it tried to wedge its bony wing from the tree but to no avail.


HP : 1,160


The creature in question was a featherless black bird roughly the size of a human. It was shriveled hideously, and its beak was nowhere to be seen. Only a pair of beady, black eyes were plastered onto its featureless face, and a single, sharpened bone that acted as its wing.

Because of its one wing, the creature was permanently tilted to one side, looking as if it could lose balance at any moment. But Frost knew in her heart that looks were deceiving. The sheer speed of its attack left her breathless as she retracted the stake from its chest.

She did not miss this opportunity and struck it again, this time at its face.

Jury instantly pounced at the creature and cleaved its legs off with a flurry of swipes. When it dropped to the floor, she straddled the helpless creature and swung her clawed hand left and right like a pendulum.


HP : 800

HP : 670

HP : 540


Frost quickly moved to the other side and began to stab its head repeatedly, mustering every ounce of strength into each hit which only dealt 40 damage in comparison to Jury’s insane 90. And that was with only her claw.

The carnage of their brawl, which lasted less than 30 seconds was more vivid than Frost wanted to admit. The blood, the stench of death and the rapid breaths that escaped her cracked lips caused an insane amount of adrenaline to pump throughout her body.

She felt very alive if that made any sense.

“So that’s… why levels… are so important… stats… mostly… tch. No wonder… level 200s… would be revered as Gods… they’d be untouchable.” Frost huffed, wiping the sweat away from her forehead. She gave it her all with each thrust, yet the payload was insignificant in comparison.

This caused her to realize the importance of the ATT and ATT DEF stats.

What should be a quick battle could end up going on a lot longer all because someone’s ATT stat was too weak. Back on Earth if you took a clean hit to the chest or head with a spear, then you’d be dead, or at least wish you were.

“Jury… are you… no, of course you’re ok…”

“Corrupted are built differently. Monsters and wildlife would react to pain, but these things stand their ground no matter what. Frost… you’ve truly been thrust into the deepest end.”

“Tell me about it. I of all people know how easy it is for a person to be killed. But this is just insane. Tch. Like I can talk anyway. System. Do you think I fought well?” She managed to catch her breath and kneel in front of the Accuser.

“Hard to tell.”

“… probably not then. Jury! Good job!” Frost praised, attributing much of their success to Jury.

“Forest! Big skewered!” The woman exclaimed enthusiastically as she began digging out chunks of its flesh to feast on.

That was… still easier than I thought it would go. Lucky for us it ended up getting stuck. Ugh… My stomach’s already turning at the sight. Well, time to eat.

Frost moved to trapped wing and bit into the bone. There was no resistance to her chomp, as if she had bitten down on a gelatinous, tasteless mousse of some kind. A light sting caused her eyes to water up when she ate around half of the Accuser. She had gained a new power.


< Stats from the Accuser Gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : The Accuser >

< See what they’ll do >


 

< What a terribly vague explanation… >

            

    
        14. How a Monster Must Fight

    
    
    
    
                Way to be informative… what the hell is that supposed to mean?

“Unknown. These explanations are as vague as this place.”

Wait, aren’t you the one giving me this information?

“I draw it from a place I cannot describe. As I said, it is like a clouded memory. You should be thankful that you are getting any information at all.” Somehow, she could sense the sass in the System’s voice.

I… I can’t argue with that. Frost surrendered.

In between the munches and mental conversations, there was movement in the darkness once again. She instantly dropped her food and stood up with her weapon in hand but strangely enough; nothing was there.

“Forest?” Jury wondered what had gotten into her since she didn’t sense anything at all and continued to munch down on the rest of the Accuser.

But Frost could not believe that she was mistaken. Something was certainly there. Not just one creature or two, but three. She didn’t understand why she saw this and pinned the reason to her new ability.

However, before she could unravel the immense dread in her heart; 6 Accused suddenly charged for them in the nearby distance.

“AN ATTACK! JURY! THERE’S MORE OF THEM!” She cried right as 3 of the closest Accused swiped at her.

But Jury only looked on in confusion, tilting her head rapidly from side to side as though Frost was fighting a ghost.

She braced herself for impact, holding her stake out defensively to counter the swipe. Yet strangely… their attacks didn’t connect.

They just phased through her.

A-a feint!? What the hell is going –!

“– ON!?” She shrieked in immense shock.

All 3 attacks then suddenly met with the center of her stake, as well as Jury’s claws. If it weren’t for Jury’s sudden help, they would have shattered the weapon and sliced her in half. They had somehow managed to shield their presence from Jury’s senses, much like the first Accuser.

But looking at Jury now, Frost realized just how fatigued the woman was.

Shit…

The sheer force alone caused her to painfully skid backwards as 4 of the Accusers instantly dashed straight for her, while the other 2 remained fixated on Jury. She had no time to react at all as the onslaught began. The forwardmost two would always hit her with phantom attacks that she tried to dodge or defend herself against, only to be smacked aside by a following attack.

“D-AAGH!” Frost wretched having one of the wings bite into the side of her stomach, launching her straight into a tree.


HP : 130 | 190


Greater Healing and Prolonged Stasis were instantly used to prolong her life. But before she could even get her bearings straight; the two phantom attackers sent their wings straight for her chest. It hit nothing, but it activated the horrific sensation of when she was pieced by Iscario’s weapons.

She groveled on the ground and rolled away just in time before the ‘real’ wings swiped down at the exact same spot at the phantoms. The visceral thud, the impact of their sheer power and bone-chilling snap of their bones caused her to scramble back to her feet in a fit of panic.

“S-System! I think – I think I know what the ability does!” She yelled, seeing the phantoms, which she now realized were slightly transparent compared to the real Accusers, reel their wings back on either side like oversized scissors. “It can see the future! I can see what they’re going to do a few seconds in advanced!”

“That’s the power of the ability. You may have a fighting chance now. But your odds are still incredibly low.”

“Low but –!” Frost leapt out of the way and rolled, bruising her entire body as she watched her previous place get swiped by the massive bony blades. “– It’s not zero!”

She did not waste this opening and managed to get in a few stabs with her stake. It was hardly any damage, but if she could keep it up then victory was all but assured.


HP : 1,140

HP : 1,200


No. Who was she kidding? Victory? That seemed like a pipe dream without Jury’s help. She could hear the brawl behind her. The sound of tearing flesh and broken bones. In the face of these enemies Frost was but an annoying wasp that needed to be swatted down.

However, Frost could not allow herself to give in.

Swipe after swipe, lunge after lunge, and stab after stab, Frost gave it her all against the two Accusers. She employed hit and run tactics; dodging its encumbering strikes and attacking while they were vulnerable. But they were not slow by any means.

Also, her ability to see seconds in the future did not work if she was not regularly observing the two. So whenever she dodged, rolled, twisted or span away – the phantoms would disappear, leaving her to rely on visual cues and instinct alone.

She was no fighter. No hero or battle-hardened warrior.

She was only human that lived most of her life trying to heal others.

And that’s why –

“A-A… ck… Gwargh! Ngh! AAAAGH!” A blood curled cry left her lips in gargles as two of their wings found themselves lodged into her chest. In the end the feathers did little to protect her. “N-No… Please… N-Not… A… Again…”


HP : 25 | 190

MP : 50 | 350


She was lifted from the ground again by forces out of her own control. The exact same scenario played out when Iscario had first stabbed her. The sound of Jury’s yells could be heard as well as more of the flesh-tearing noises emerged.

There were likely more Accusers now.

“Frost…? Frost! Frost. Frost!?”

“Forest! Forest!? Forest…?”

Traumatic moments flashed before her eyes. She was going to die again. No. More than that. She was going to allow someone else to die again.

And there was nothing that could be done.

Blood spilled from her chest and dripped from her now bare feet. Her eyes steadily lost their light as her HP rapidly depleted. But there was something strange. Odd. Warm, yet cold.

“I… Will kill you… all of you…” She coughed with a lung full of blood.

The featureless faces of these Accusers agonized her. But soon enough, it was not just blood that began to salivate from the corners of her lips.

As her HP became lower, her senses became more reactive. The pain became nearly unbearable as the sound of her heart rallied like the drums of war. And with her heightened senses something else burst forth from the depths of her heart.

It was the final sensation courtesy of what she now was.

“I must… I have to eat… to survive… to get… out of this hell!”


HP : 5 | 190


 

< Will of the Amalgam has been raised to the first state >

< There are no defeated Monsoon or lower Corrupted to borrow Active or Passive Skills from >


 

< CONDITION : Insufferable hunger until combat has concluded. Will of the Amalgam state decreased by one level after condition is met. State may also decrease by one level when heightened emotional state lowers >


 

“You’re hanging on by a thread… Frost. Do what you must. Feed on your foes to survive. For our sake.”

Indeed. This sensation was hunger. Even in the face of death she could not think about anything else but to consume. These overpowering enemies became food in her eyes. In that moment the two Accusers momentarily froze as if they were inflicted with a negative status.

Frost, as defenseless and powerless as she was, had one trump card at her disposal.

It was her mouth.

She snapped her jaws onto the wings directly below her chin and replenished her MP with each bite, allowing her to cast another volley of Greater Healing upon herself until the bones of both wings snapped loose.

She fell with a mangled thud.

It hurts… it hurts so much… Stand… Stand. STAND!

“STAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAND! AAAAAGH! NNNRGH! Bwargh!” She vomited out blood.

Frost pulled herself up to her feet unsteadily, baring her teeth like a rabid animal as she growled in response to the agony in her chest. By some miracle she could still breathe. It was amusing in a way, and she would have laughed if it wasn’t so painful.

“I… can’t die. If my HP hits 0 I’ll just… get hungry… right…? Who the hell am I even talking to. Yeah. Why was I fighting defensively again when I can just… Just…”

Just throw myself at them.

Frost realized the horrific reality of her abilities, skills, and nature. They synergized almost too well for it to be used in any other way than what played out in her mind.

She could take the hit head on. Heal herself, and then, take bites out of her enemies to replenish her MP. Then she could rinse and repeat until nothing was left. The nature of this caused her body to lock up, but her heart would not allow her to go anywhere else but forward.

It was time for a change in combat tactics.

One that was truly fitting of that of a monster.

            

    
        15. Overcoming the Odds

    
    
    
    
                An Archetype embodies all that its namesake implies.

An Amalgam, by definition, is the culmination of many things into one, like a singularity devouring all in its wake. A gravitational pull that could not be resisted once its maw bit down into smallest segment of its prey.

This was what it meant to be the Archetype of Amalgamation.

The hunted Frost suddenly became the hunter. She threw herself towards the Accusers with little regard for her own safety. The phantom swipes with their mangled wings would clearly hit her.

Her flight response kicked into overdrive, but her raging heart drowned out the woes of her body as she pushed on, side-stepping one of the swings in time just as the other cleanly lodged itself into her chest.

But this did not matter. The attack had considerably weakened. In fact, it only shallowly bit into her. It was agonizing; however, her hunger superseded it by thousandfold.

She used this opportunity to bite menacingly at its trapped wing as she replenished her mana. Each bite, depending on how much she ate, replenished a hefty 50 MP per mouthful.

Just two were enough for her to cast Greater Healing again as she broke free and pressed on, thrusting a solid [Punch] into the weaker one’s chest before she dove to its legs. With its shrunken, twig-like legs in range, she bit down and consumed them with two rapid bites, rending it immobile as it toppled over with a heavy crash.

Anytime that she did cast Punch she would have to disable Prolonged Stasis otherwise the punch skill would not activate.

She dodged the second Accuser’s sudden swipe thanks to her foresight. But instead of stepping aside or leaping away, she lunged forward. If this was a sapient creature of any kind, they would have been left stunned by her movement. Not because they were fast or cunning but rather; because of how little regard she had for her own life.

It was akin to running straight towards the barrel of a loaded gun. The risk vs reward was so impossibly tilted on one axis that it wasn’t even worth it. But Frost’s abilities said otherwise.

No. It encouraged this reckless style of combat. There was no finesse in her movements. All was based on the sole logic of killing what was laid before her with literal tooth and nail.

The swing missed her by only a hair, leaving the Accuser wide open for her mouth to utterly destroy its scrawny, bird legs. Once rendered incapacitated, she swiftly munched on the quivering wings that could no longer swing at her.

The Accusers swung their wings with most of their body weight behind it, so without their ability to maneuver their bodies, they became no more than oversized hens to the fox that was Frost.

“… Corrupted… chickens… but you both taste like shit…” Frost spat, huffing from near exhaustion.


Accuser | HP : 200

Accuser | HP : 550


Each bite was roughly 20 damage. It totally ignored all defense stats as far as she was concerned, allowing her to saw through their health. Frost’s chest rapidly contracted, having realized that she had won.

But this was but two of the many Accusers that had arrived. Frost turned around to see Jury fending off a total of 12 more Accusers, with many more silhouettes in the distance rapidly approaching.

Jury’s HP thankfully hovered above 6,000. But she was terribly fatigued. It became obvious that in the next few minutes Jury would be killed if she was left to fight them all alone. The sheer strength of being 30 levels above was staggering already.

However, even a man armed with a machine gun would be killed if enough rats swarmed them.

“Jury… fuck. Agh… I’ll be right there… I won’t run… I promise… I won’t run away!” Frost vowed as her wounds steadily healed thanks to her active healing skills. “I’M COMING JURY!”

“F-Forest!? Run, run! There’s a big skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!” Jury responded, almost elated to see that Frost was ok.

Though there was also a tinge of confusion in her voice. It was because Frost ran straight towards her rather than running away to hide. There was a saying that came to mind.

‘The absence of fear is not bravery’.

This much was true for her. What she planned to do was reckless and suicidal at best.

How many times would she be skewered by the wings again? Slashed, diced and cut open? How many times would the agony be carved into her body?

It terrified her.

Frost did not know. What she did know, however, was that she was not going to allow her terror to chain her back from doing what was right. With a deep breath that stung her punctured lungs, she let loose of a primal roar to quell the fears as she dove headfirst into the site of carnage.

It was said that the strongest were forged in the fires of hell; through tribulations that no person should ever have to face; and perils that would shatter even the most stoic of spirits.


* * *


Many legs were chewed off. Jury was constantly healed with Greater Healing whenever Frost found the opportunity. A single tap of her shoulder and the invocation of [Greater Healing] was all that was needed.

Her back wore countless slashes and stab wounds, as did Jury’s. But Frost was far worse for wear. It was impossible to constantly track the movements of the dozens of Accusers that swarmed them, leaving her open to many attacks as her mouth swung open and close like an electric guillotine.

When one went down, another two would replace it. If two went down, then another four would emerge from the shadows of the forest. These things wanted them dead at all costs.

Frost used whatever she had at her disposal. Without the stake in hand, she utilized the torn off wings as a weapon to impale the chest of the Accusers, often trading attacks that would leave her completely skewered.

“JURY!”

Jury would set her free in these instances and the cycle of hell would repeat for what felt like hours on end.


* * *


 

My body… won’t stop craving… It hurts. It hurst so fucking much…


< Punch has evolved to Punch I >

< Punch I has gained a level >


 

< Greater Healing II has gained a level >


 

< Prolonged Stasis II has gained a level >


 

The System occasionally alerted her of these level up prompts. How many appeared was unknown to her. Even other evolutions of her skills were drowned by the sound of shattering bone. She was so absorbed in combat that she could not open her status to check.

But she didn’t need to.

Because hours into the endless swarm, Frost noticed that things were steadily becoming easier. This was because every time she ate, a small fraction of their stats would be attained.

Minute after minute, hour after hour; Frost’s ATT became considerably more powerful, to the point where her punches would literally knock them backwards off their feet. Additionally, her ATT DEF stat saw major changes as the stabbings became less frequent, often leaving either a large gash or in some cases, minor scratches against feather-covered areas.

And finally, her AGI stat was raised high enough where she could feasibly dodge their attacks without having to rely heavily on her foresight ability. Over time the brutal battle turned into a bloodied dance as Frost finally found her ‘groove’ against the swarm of Accusers.

Fighting… combat… eating… the pain… I’ll do whatever it takes to get out of here and kill that Iscario! SO –

“GET THE HELL OUT OF MY WAY AND JUST BECOME MY FOOOOOOD!” Frost hoarsely screamed, almost losing her mind as she tanked a number of slashes before she carried on with the carnage.

At some point Jury was incapable of fighting anymore. As reluctant as she was to allow Frost to fight alone, she realized that the woman who she saved was not the same helpless person anymore.

She was just as much of a monster as the Accusers.

The punches became devastating. Her agility became unmatched as she found herself weaving between their bony appendages devilishly close for comfort, sometimes even willingly taking a brutal hit just to gain a single footing.

Her bite now did a massive 120 damage. Just 10 good bites would kill a single Accuser.

The sheer effort needed to fight higher leveled creatures was unfair; but to Frost, her maw was the equalizer. How many had she fought already?

She had lost count a long time ago.


* * *


Frost blurted out nonsense garbage in a gargled voice when she thrust her fist towards the last handful of Accusers. The beast was thrown back into the others, knocking them onto the ground. She did not give them any room to breathe and swiped a wing from the forest floor, brandishing it as a weapon.

With a swift downward strike, the bony weapon pinned one of them to ground as she promptly finished off the other remaining 3 by pulverizing their faces with a flurry of swift punches.

Whether they were at full HP or just a quarter, she finished them off as quickly as the last.

It turns out it was possible to do more damage than one’s ATT stat normally allowed.

These were called critical strikes. But Frost saw them as opportunistic attacks. It multiplied one’s maximum ATT by 5 times.

This only occurred when the opponent was left in a vulnerable state. What counted as a vulnerable state was unknown since she herself was not inflicted with near instant-kill levels of damage when she was impaled by Iscario or these things. Rather, she was left to slowly bleed HP.

She imagined staggering, tripping, or suspending an enemy would count as a vulnerable state only IF they were incapable of responding. Suddenly, the unfairness of the levels felt a bit more forgiving. Just a tiny bit.

The 300,000 HP bird was still outrageous.

Frost was surprised as these thoughts came flooding back. She sat atop the final Accuser, laying down her fists into its head well after it had already died. Cracks formed on the solid forest floor. It drained the blood of the mound of Accusers that remained in the aftermath of their battle.

She was so lost in the bloodlust that she could still sense the phantoms lingering, causing her to dart her bloodshot eyes around like a wary owl. Her senses were still heightened to inhuman levels. The smallest of sounds caused her to react almost violently, for she could only perceive them as a threat.

“… ost?”

She heard something.

“Fr…”

“Fros…”

She could hear someone’s voice again. It had been so long that she had almost forgotten that this voice existed in her mind, so she ended up rapidly twisting her body around to scour for the source.

“Forest!” Cried another voice cried from behind, causing her to instantly turn with every intention to crush whatever it was…

But to her surprise, it was Jury. The familiar face with soft, dark skin and vibrant golden eyes dashed straight for her. Frost needed to control her instincts to fight. It was only Jury. The battle was over. She didn’t need to fight anymore.


< Frost! Can you hear me!? >


“A… A… I… S-System?” Frost spoke clumsily like she hadn’t spoken in years. “Jury…”

It was strange hearing the System’s voice again. It sounded so much clearer than she remembered.

“Forest!” The same with Jury’s voice. She wasn’t far off from finally reaching her.

“Can you hear me?” The System asked again.

“I… I can. Yeah… I can hear you.” Frost managed to calm down.

The mound of dead Accusers separated her from Jury. 30 at the very least were laid across the crimson-painted forest floor. At least half of the blood belonged to her. She was sure of it.

Frost appeared like a beaten, stray dog. Her hair was amess. It was almost funny that her hair could be ‘healed’ back. But Frost could not muster the energy to laugh, sulk or even reflect on what had just happened.


< Will of the Amalgam has deactivated >

< Combat has concluded >

< Frost. You did it. You managed to survive >


 

I really… don’t need a congratulations right now. System. Please don’t say anything unnecessary.

“I apologize. I do not understand emotions –”

Please, don’t say anything more. Not now.

Jury stopped just in front of her, tilting her head to the side as her usual, curious self. But there was so much more in those golden eyes than curiosity. Frost could see it but couldn’t really make out what it was.

“You’re ok Jury… I’m glad. It was one hell of a fight, huh?” Frost managed to put on a smile for her. “… System. I feel lightheaded. Tired. Fatigued. Everything. Think I can just… sleep right here and now?”

Frost groggily spoke. It felt like a single gust of wind would be enough to knock her out.

She exchanged stares with Jury. Just looking into her eyes was enough comfort for Frost in this moment. Knowing that they were both were safe made her happy. And yet… there was something else that swelled deep within her heart. A cauldron of emotions buckled inside of her as she tried to find something – anything to say.

In the end all that left her cracked lips was a raspy breath.

But where she failed to speak, Jury suddenly yelled:

“FOREST!”

She walked right up to Frost and, with open arms, embraced her. The warmth instantly enveloped her. The coldness of the blood and the forest disappeared all at once. Frost’s arms were trapped by her embrace. She was unable to move anything at all.

“J-Jury? What are you doing?”

It was strange. This woman, who was as tall as she was, used to be the same small child she met by chance only days ago. Somehow, Frost felt like a child in her embrace. It made her want to squirm free but then –

“Forest… Forest! Forst! F-F…Fro… Forost! For… Fro –!” Jury was desperately trying to say something.

When Frost realized what she wanted to say she went completely limp and surrendered to Jury’s embrace. Jury was the only person in this world whose warmth managed to reach her heart. She had even stuck to her side despite the odds they faced.

She only knew her for a week or two at most, but it felt like they had known each other for years. It was now when she understood that the look in Jury’s eyes was not one of curiosity.

It was concern.

Jury was worried about her because she saw right through her smile. She was worried to the point where the woman trembled as her heart painfully thumped against Frost’s chest.

“… I see… Are you trying to… cheer me… up again…?” Frost ended up tearing up, her words cracking at the seams as she tried to pull herself together.

She bit her lips, trying her best to stop the tears from falling.

But in the end –

“F-Fro-

FROST!” Jury managed to finally say her name.

– She broke down.

Tears ran down her bloodied cheeks like a burst dam as she wept uncontrollably into Jury’s shoulder. Frost was mentally strong. But there no such thing as person who was strong enough to come out unscathed from the equivalent of a hundred deaths.

Therefore, for the first time since arriving in this world; Frost properly lamented for the hellish tribulation she was casted into.

It was her first step forward in many ways.

A vibrant world was waiting outside. She knew that. The grand fantasy world of Elysia looked spectacular, fun, and full of wonderful moments. Cat eared girls? Elves? Snake people? It was like a fantasy dream come true.

But in here it was hell. That’s why her grieving was important. Because she knew that there wouldn’t be another one. After all, she had already endured the worst of it and came out victorious.

It tempered her heart, body, and mind. If she was a weapon and the battle were the flames she was thrown into, then Jury was the oil that quenched her in this tempering process. It was a strange analogy admittedly, but it was the only silver lining Frost could grasp as she slipped away to the darkness behind her eyelids.

She had cried herself unconscious in the arms of Jury.

The only direction she could go was up now, for she had reached the bottom of this hell and survived.
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        16. A New Milestone Reached!

    
    
    
    
                21 days, 20 hours.

Nearly half a month had already passed. She still wasn’t used to the 10-day a week cycle, let alone the 50-day month calendar. As a result, she often found herself mistakenly using Earth’s calendar.

It was strange that she remembered certain things about Earth, like its day cycles, the year, the countries that existed, and so on. But she could not recall her own name, her place of birth or even the city she was raised in.

Frost barely even remembered the last time she cried. Funnily enough, most fictional works were source of most of her tears, but very rarely did tears fall for personal matters. When they did fall, they were often shed for others, especially for those she helped in her line of medical work.

It was ironic that at the current moment Frost was feasting on yet another Accuser. Her contrasting nature to heal and nature to ravenously consume should not have been compatible at all. Yet it was what allowed her to thrive as the lowest levelled being in the Black Forest.

The Accusers which once overpowered her in every regard were no more than walking slabs of meat waiting to be consumed. In these following days Frost, Jury and the System strode through the Black Forest like a pack of wolves.

It had been a few days since she developed her absurd combat style. Over time the rough edges were smoothened out as she engaged in combat wherever possible.

Thanks to her increased AGI stat she could move twice as fast now. While not quite on the level of Jury’s, it was faster than any normal human on Earth could feasibly move on their own feet.

Additionally, her ATT stat surpassed that of Jury’s. Her punches shredded the armored bark from the trees and caused a feathery explosion to occur whenever she eviscerated a Witness. Their feathers, the resin and the single stake were stored in the Dimensional Storage for safe keeping and to occasionally replenish any lost ‘armor’.

Since she didn’t have a skill or profession with weapons, it was wiser to focus on her fists and further level up her Brawler profession. In the meantime, she also concentrated on levelling Greater Healing by one more level.

She allowed herself to take multiple hits from a small pack of Accusers. Their wings could not feasibly penetrate her flesh any longer, dealing the minimum damage of 1 every time. It boggled her mind that such a large, heavy attack barely even moved a hair on her body.

It was another display of physics being brutally violated by whatever laws held this world together. But she digressed.

So, why did she want another level in Greater Healing?

It was simple.


< Greater Healing III has gained a level >


< Greater Healer profession has reached its third milestone >


 

< Bonuses to MP and MP regeneration have been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >

< Efficacy and efficiency of Skills derived from Greater Healer profession have increased >


 

< What a terrible mouthful. Shall I condense it next time? >


“No need to System. This is satisfying in its own way. When you play an RPG game the best part is always checking out the new stuff you unlock when you hit your milestones.” Frost assured as she answered back at the Accusers with her fists, instantly knocking them off their feet.

One was even thrown back a few meters into a tree where it was impaled by a jutting branch. Environmental factors also greatly contributed to a fight if they were managed correctly. That alone had caused it to take upwards of 500 damage due to it being a critical strike.

She never forgot about the levelling system tutorial the Moon triplets gave her. Every 25 levels in a given profession was a milestone. Reaching a milestone granted one with various bonuses and brand-new skills for said profession.

Her Greater Healer profession was now currently at level 75. She had to wonder if it was normal to level up skills this fast. But then again, her specific circumstances allowed her to continually cast healing skills with no end. She didn’t know if mana potions or mana-replenishing skills existed either.

Unfortunately, her world was limited to the Black Forest for the time being.


* * *


Jury remained plastered by Frost’s side as they ventured deeper into the Black Forest.

It didn’t matter which direction they took. In the end they were somehow always headed towards the shimmering light of the One Thousand Eyed Bird, guiding them like an everlasting flame. The appearance of Witnesses and Accusers steadily declined over time; leaving them to wander in silence. This gave her time to assess her stats.

The first major change she noticed was that her MP was raised again. There were two reasons for this. The first was a flat bonus given by the milestone. The second and more interesting one was the transformation of one of her Passive Skills.


< Mana Upscale has evolved to Mana Profusion >

< Gain 50% additional base MP >


 

Her base MP was 550 without the 50% bonus that was granted by Mana Upscale. But with this, her MP skyrocketed straight to 825 MP. This made it even easier to maintain her HP at healthy levels contrary to the state of her body.

That being said, this wasn’t the only Passive Skill that evolved.


< Saturated Blood has evolved to Hyper Saturated Blood >

< Gain 50% additional base HP >


 

HP : 1,620 | 1,620 | ^5 HP/Min

MP : 825 | 825 | ^5 MP/Min


Her basic health stat was more than 10 times than when she first started out. It put her mind to ease knowing that she had a considerable cushion of health to rely on now. But it still messed with her mind when she tried to compare it to the villagers of Virt. She was essentially a superhuman in that regard.

And this was only the start of her changes.

Coincidentally, the landscape of the Black Forest began to shift. The long, flat plane now moved at a slight decline as if they were moving down the side of a shallow but massive mountain of an unprecedented scale.

The trees became scarce until there was nothing but the wavering, tumbleweed-like silhouettes of their newest foe.
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	LEVEL : 60
	ORIGIN : Trauma
	
HP : 500


	ATT : 20
	MAG ATT : 200
	AGI : 25








A small band of black, sea urchin-like creatures the size of giant tires shivered when its black, central eye spotted them in the distance. They jumped into the air one by one, alerting each other of their presence before they began rolling straight for them like oversized bowling balls.

This forest was the fever dream that kept on giving.

Frost instantly recognized that she would have trouble fighting them with her bare fists given the immense number of spikes that made up their shells. Plus, the 200 MAG ATT kept her suspicious of its strength.

So instead, she drew the pale stake from her dimensional storage and ran straight towards them with zero hesitation.

There were around seven of them. A black cloud of dust kicked from behind the small swarm as Frost abruptly stood her ground and thrust the spear into one of them. A sharp snap and a soundless scream emitted from the creature as she leapt backwards and used it to knock the other Accused away with immense strength.

At the same time Frost managed to very tightly weave through their stampede using her foresight ability. However, it was not perfect. Their protruding spines managed to slash her along the way. The wound was surprisingly little, but the damage it dealt was substantial.

“Frost. You just took a stack of darkness!” The System vocally reported to her surprise.

Doesn’t the System report it automatically?

“No, I’m afraid. It’s like being constantly told that you have dirt on you until you become overtly filthy.”

So how is someone supposed to tell when they get a stack of a negative effect or something then? That makes no sense!

“Believe me, stacks are common sense under a different alias. Like a small ember eventually becoming a flame. It can be sensed or observed.”

The Darkness stack that she was inflicted with instantly darkened her vision, making it incredibly difficult to see anything at all. As the System said, she realized she was inflicted with something before it even said a word.

But this did not cause her to despair, worry or show any signs of struggle. Rather, the situation pleased her. Because this was where one of her new Skills came into play.

“[Cleanse]!”

            

    
        17. What Lays Below?

    
    
    
    
                < CLEANSE >

< Instantly remove 1 chosen stack on self or target in contact >

< Cost : 200 MP >


Cleanse was an Active Skill that allowed her to remove 1 negative status stack per use. Negative stacks were different to conditions. Rather, they were the precursor to them. Where a condition was a certain state like for example, being frozen; a stack was more so the build up towards the negative condition.

The RESIST stat determined how many stacks it would take to inflict the condition, or the maximum number of stacks one could take, sometimes never quite reaching the resulting condition. If the RESIST stat was high enough it could completely resist it entirely.

That’s right… I also don’t have any MAG DEF to protect myself against magic attacks. I just lost a good chunk of HP. Tch.

A burning sensation engulfed her momentarily as Jury took on the balls with a more defensive style of combat. Having a claw as her only weapon put her at a severe disadvantage despite being 20 levels above them. However, unlike Frost, Jury was not easily hurt by these spines. A single delivered slash was enough to shatter a whole section of spines.

However, that did not mean she wasn’t immune to their Darkness stacks.

While it appeared like they were in trouble against these creatures, that could not be further from the truth. One of the Accusers that lunged towards Frost was instantly caught mid-air. The dozens of spikes thrust into her torso at full force.

But they failed to penetrate her flesh.

Still, it was painful beyond belief. Magical damage was a completely different monster to physical damage. It felt like someone had set her insides alight each time these spines scratched her.

As a result, she casted Area Heal to replenish the HP of Jury and herself.


< AREA HEAL >

< Replenish 50 HP to self and chosen targets within 5 meters. Minor wounds are healed instantly >

< Cost : 100 MP >


It was weak, but she definitely saw a myriad of use cases for it. Although, 50 HP was like a drop in the bucket for her HP pool, never mind Jury’s. Frost snapped the spines with her bare hands just enough to bring it close enough to her mouth to begin feasting on it.

Just a few bites completely killed it.

She had a hunch earlier that its 20 ATT would do little to penetrate her flesh after she was only scratched by its drive-by attack in the beginning. Additionally, Jury’s relentless swipes also confirmed that her ATT stat was higher than the enemy’s ATT DEF.

The spines may as well be pool noodles to her. Stinging pool noodles, more specifically.

It caused her heart to delightfully throb.

She used Greater Healing to replenish a substantial 250 points of HP.

Indeed. 250 HP.

Greater Healing had evolved into Greater Healing III a while ago. It was a godsend compared to the measly 60 HP it used to replenish, and now only required 75 MP to cast thanks to the efficiency bonuses of her profession’s milestone.


< GREATER HEALING III >

< Restores 250 HP on self or target in contact. Minor and heavy wounds are instantly healed. Major wounds heal over time. Fatal wounds heal faster >

< Cost : 75 MP >


 

One by one, she thrusted her fists into the leaping Accused like they were mobile boxing bags. Their ATT DEF stats were so pitiful that her arm easily pierced through the shell and obliterated their mushy innards which consisted of only a giant black, beady eye.

They fell as quickly as they arrived; reduced to a horrific concoction of a black paste and millions of splinters after strike after strike, and slash after slash.

But to Frost it was food, as disgusting as it was.

“Jury. Good work.” She cheered.

“Frost. G-Go-Gowered worest!” She tried saying it back, causing her to warmly laugh when she realized Jury was looking the complete opposite way.

She used Cleanse to rid Jury of her Darkness stacks before she could eat. If there was anything she prioritized more than anything; it was her only friend in this world. The woman instantly twisted around and proudly beamed back.

“Frost. Gowered worest!” Jury repeated, this time in a clearer voice.

“Close enough, I guess. You did an awesome job. How about we eat some… er, actually, I’m not sure if you can even eat those.” Frost trailed off as she crouched down to scoop some of it into her palms. “… I’ve eaten a lot of gross things so far. This absolutely takes the cake. Jury, eat at your own discression.”

Jury tilted her head curiously as she joined Frost and poked at the mush like a cute animal.

“You’re suddenly picky now.” The System said.

Listen. It’s not called being picky. It called planning your method of attack. I can either scoop it up like this and eat it. Or… well, you’ve surely heard of a vacuum cleaner, right? A black hole, maybe?

There was a long pause from the System before it reluctantly spoke again.

“Frost… Please, forget I said anything.”

“Skewered?”

“Yep. Skewered… They were called the Accused. A living ball of spikes. Looking closer at the spines they’re more shaped like beaks... I wouldn’t be surprised if the One Thousand Eyed bird feasted on these ones. Or judged them for being a skewered beast.” Frost rambled on, taking a sip from the mush. “… it tastes better than I thought. Still gross though.”

Frost couldn’t put a finger on the flavor, but it was at least better than eating a raw bird repeatedly. It was like a cheesecake in a way. A melted… no, forget she said anything. She stuffed her maw hurriedly with the paste of Accused, and the occasional crunch of their spiny shells.

And as anticipated, she received their unique ability.


< Stats from the Accused Gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : The Accused >

< See what they are >


< And yet another ill-explained ability. Do you notice anything different? >

< Frost? >


 

Frost blankly blinked, nearly choking on her food. She rubbed her eyes immediately and then scrubbed them against the back of her forearm in disbelief.

“J-Jury, you can’t see that can you?” Frost muttered as Jury nonchalantly ate, locking eyes with her.

“Frost?” She was completely oblivious to what Frost saw down below.

“Frost. Please tell me what you’re seeing.”

“A forest. And one thousand glowing eyes at the bottom of the abyss. Kind of like a sea of stars. It’s… It’s like I’m looking down at the night sky.”

Frost uttered in complete breathlessness, for the grandeur sight was equally as mesmerizing as it was foreboding. She instinctively gulped and steeled her heart. It was like looking upon a still sea at midnight where countless stars were being reflected from its surface.

Bigger obstacles were likely awaiting them now.

Or, depending on her luck, perhaps the biggest obstacle. Because amid those glowing eyes one of them shone the brightest like a supercluster of stars.

It was the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

            

    
        18. The Forest of Eyes

    
    
    
    
                “It keeps on going.” Frost’s voice broke the stagnant air.

They had been walking for 2 days now. The Accused steadily rose in numbers, but after the next day they almost completely vanished. It was just them now; all alone in this slanted abyss.

Frost had to wonder if they were getting closer at all. It was impossible to tell. The glowing forest never grew any closer. But she had no other direction to follow other than to descend.

During these silent days Frost took the time to teach Jury some new words. Expanding her vocabulary was the first step to understanding her better, as well as to allow her to express herself. Because as good as Frost was at reading faces, she was far from perfect.

“Eat.”

“Tired.”

“Good.”

“Bad.”

“Hurt.”

“Jury.”

These were the few words Jury managed to nail down. The context and meaning were still a work in progress since there weren’t many examples to use in this empty place. As expected, it occasionally resulted in a mass jumble of words like how she rearranged the words of her signature phrase.

The silence was deafening. Even the ruffling of their feathered ‘clothing’ was lost in the thick of the silence. The days passed by in a way that made little sense to her. It felt like her sense of time was finally being skewed the longer she stayed here.

Days are passing in the blink of an eye. Do dungeons or these Corrupted areas usually take days to complete?

“It ultimately depends on the Corrupted and whoever has the misfortune of wandering into their domains. If you sent someone to the bottom of a highly ranked dungeon, then years becomes the second likely answer. Death is the first.”

Makes sense. There wouldn’t be a way for them to get out normally. Iscario probably thought the same thing when he brought me here. Tch… He must have been confident I would either die or be stuck in an endless loop of suffering. Not that this is much different anyway.

Frost mentally spat; yearning for the day to claim that thing’s life.


* * *


Jury’s ration of Accused shells and innards were long gone now. It only took a single glance to tell just how starved she was. Never mind Frost herself, who constantly quarreled with her hunger until the eve of the next day.

A total of 5 days passed before the scenery began to shift for the better. The black canopy of an endless forest sprawled as far as the eye could see. These trees carried thick bouquets of black leaves on their branches, creating an incredible ceiling that shimmered with one thousand glowing lights.

The slope eventually returned to a flat plane. Looking back the way they came Frost imagined that they were in some sort of valley. The trees of the forest were distributed evenly to an uncanny degree. It hardly felt natural. But then again, what was natural about this place?

She took a deep breath and moved onwards, knowing that there was only one thing to do.

“Jury. Let’s find something to eat.” Frost said as they approached the tree lines.

“Eat bad skewered.” She nodded, clutching her stomach with one hand.

The first step she took into the magical forest felt odd. It was like she was trespassing into some sacred territory. In that moment she could sense the gaze of one thousand eyes scrutinizing her every movement, like she was constantly being judged on the spot.

Many silhouettes of creatures roamed within the forest. It was lit enough to see considerably further away now. But that was only the beginning of the abnormalities.

Accusers could be seen hunting a pack of Accused, as flocks of Witnesses merely watched on. A witch-hunt of sorts unraveled before their very eyes. But Frost and Jury didn’t have time to spectate. The opportunity for free food was laid bare for the taking, and so, they took it.

All of it.

Frost charged in and began to wreak havoc onto the Accused, crushing their shells one by one like pomegranates. Jury moved in and cleanly killed the Accusers in a handful of hits. Just like Frost, Jury had also been gaining levels in her offensive skills. To what degree was however unknown.

When all that was left were the 30 or so witnesses, Frost instantly began to consume the aftermath all in the audience of these birds. She was too hungry to even bother with them. Also, it was not like they could do anything either.

The Witnesses were a terribly sad existence.

Jury feasted on their remains as well, gobbling up whatever was laid in front of her almost as quickly as Frost herself. It was a putrid banquette fit only for monsters. But Frost could only see two people trying to survive in this hellish place.

When they were done, the Witnesses were harvested for their meat and feathers into the Dimensional Storage.

“[Cleanse]. Jury, hold still for a second. Let me clean you. [Cleanse].”

Cleanse had the ability to also remove dirt and foreign objects stuck to the body. It helped in the keeping them clean, although it didn’t really matter to begin with. Infection was easily controlled with her healing skills anyway.

Frost honestly just didn’t want to be caked in blood, soil, and organs all the time.

“Better?” She asked.

“Good!” Jury replied with a hefty nod, making Frost smile.

“I thought you’d like to get cleaned up. We can’t get out of here any faster, huh? One thousand different lights in every direction… I think our best bet might be following one. What do you think, System?”

“Avoid the brightest one.” The System reminded.

I haven’t lost my mind enough to willingly leap at the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Not yet at least. 10,000 ATT… 300,000 HP. I’m half expecting to just explode if it so happens to graze me…

“… plus, we don’t know how it attacks either.” Frost finished before she set her sights towards the closest glowing eye.

They were like golden will o’ the wisps in a way. Little beacons of hope that beaconed her to follow. A part of her wondered if it was the right call to hunt these things. Was it a lure? Bait? A trap; like the light of an angler fish? She didn’t know.

But seeing as they had absolutely no other information aside from ‘Enact Judgement’, she had no choice but to go forward as she had always done.


* * *


The forest didn’t change much. The same giant trees that spanned upwards of 10 meters into the air were still spaced out a few meters apart. They were never too close or too far.

The light thankfully grew in intensity within only the first hour of travelling. The same denizens of the forest fought amongst themselves, becoming a common scenery no matter where they went.

In due time the creatures then disappeared as the trees began to express signs of combat. Giant, one-meter-long thorns littered many of these trees along the bark that faced the light. Upon closer inspection Frost realized that these thorns did not grow directly from the trees but were lodged in by an external force.

No. It was more than that. They looked like projectiles.

“[Appraise Object].”


< Level is too low >


Frost clicked her tongue in annoyance. It was frankly impossible to progress Appraise Object in this place. Everything was too high levelled to appraise. She kept her eyes glued to the direction of the light, assessing every movement ahead for any signs of danger.

Nothing but the light could be seen. Step after step, minute after minute – the group of two eventually made it to what appeared to be a large clearing. One of the burnt trees from the previous forests stood erect in the center.

But what was attached to it caused Frost’s heart to sink.

“J-Jury? That’s… another Jury?” Frost was unable to believe her eyes. “I-I thought you were the only one? Ugh… Shit. F-fuck…” She nearly hurled.

She thought Jury was the only one of her kind in this forest. But that was at the fault of her own naivety. She realized now that she should have known one thousand more of them existed. The beacon of light that shone brightly like a star were in fact its eyes.

Frost’s hand fount itself onto Jury’s arm. She wanted to know if this Jury was still here. Thankfully, the warmth was real, and Jury even grasped onto her hand to assure her of this.

Of all the things that hit her the hardest, it was this. The sight of seeing the child-like Jury hung along its branches caused unspeakable levels of emotion to brew in her chest.

It was despicable.





	 
	 
	 
	
Hanged Jury


	 
	 
	 



	LEVEL : 65
	ORIGIN : Trauma
	HP : 0
	 
	
ATT : 0


	MAG ATT : 0
	AGI : 0









< CONDITION : Cannot be killed or damaged >

< DEFEAT REQUIREMENT : Set it free >


 

< Frost… the Will of the Amalgam’s about to hit the first state again >


 

“So be it… let me destroy whatever the fuck that tree is.”

However, the Hanged Jury was not the only creature present. In the corner of her eye, she saw it. A giant four-legged bird donned in a thick layer of long feathers. But that was not all. Its chest suddenly split open like the petals of a flower, revealing a layer of teeth similar to the thorns they passed earlier, and a black eye that sat deep in its abyssal maw.
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	LEVEL : 70
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	HP : 5,000
	 
	
ATT : 500


	MAG ATT : 500
	AGI : 2








            

    
        19. Righteousness?

    
    
    
    
                Disorder. The word alone carried too many implications to pin down its meaning. Chaos? Unrest? A dysfunction? Frost hadn’t the slightest idea. Unlike the Origin Trauma, Folklore or Original; this one was abstract at best.

But this creature was strong. Nefariously strong.

Frost’s foresight fired on all cylinders. A phantom hailstorm of massive, one-meter-long thorns were flung from its mouth like a giant shotgun. She did not have time to explain or think about anything else.

Her body moved on its own as she dragged Jury by the hand and fled behind one of the trees. The second they disappeared; a wretched chorus of birds chirped all at once, and in the next instance, the thorns were flung haphazardly like shrapnel in their general direction.

“C-Close… Jury, don’t get anywhere close to that thing. Tch – It’s still shooting!?”

The nearby trees became pincushions for the thorns. The thick tree they hid behind rapidly thumped to the assault like war drums. These projectiles were launched with so much power that they managed to travel nearly a hundred meters deeper into the forest.

“Righteousness… and a Disorder. System, do you have any information on it!?” Frost yelled to combat the cacophony of rattling trees and the mind-rending chorus of chirps.

“Righteousness is its name only. The Disorder Origin is unknown as you thought!”

“There isn’t a single thing on what those mean!?”

“No. It’s all blank! Frost, I believe you are the first one to discover these!”

“The Nexus had been fighting these for how long now!?”

“Believe me, there is no information!”

“… Great. Disorder. I don’t know of if it's the levels or the Origin, but it’s different from the others.” Frost inched herself to the edge and peeked, watching the Righteousness continue to vomit out its slurry of thorns. “And that Hanged Jury…”

“Frost! Bad skewered. Hurt skewered.” Jury warily held onto Frost’s arm, half-afraid of her head suddenly being impaled by the oncoming attack.

“I can take a few of those. But we won’t be able to get close. Let’s assess the situ – NRGH!?”

Frost only barely managed to pull her head back before the bark in front of her exploded. It was one of the rare occasions where she thought she was dead for certain. It confirmed that she was indeed fast enough to dodge those things, but the window of opportunity was miniscule at best.

If she ran headfirst, it would be even harder to dodge. Never mind when she reached the source. They were technically up against two enemies. One presumably needed to be cut free from its noose, and the other had to be slain.

Frost’s eyes narrowed. The situation seemed dire. The two focused primarily on melee to get the job done. However, Frost’s spirit did not falter. Neither did it waver. Her eyes naturally rose to the canopy, and she nodded to herself.

“Jury. You can’t see the trajectory at all. So… I’m going to ask you to do something a little crazy for me. Look up there. See the canopy? Think you can sneak behind it while I draw its attention?” Frost came up with a quick solution to dealing with it.

From what she saw; the creature could only fire in the direction it was facing. So as long as she drew its attention then Jury may be able to deliver a clean hit. Rinse and repeat afterwards.

The Corrupted were not smart creatures as far as she was aware of. Rather, they seemed limited to a set behaviors and attacks now that she realized it.

They were beings that existed ‘as is’. For all she knew this approach would end up with one of them getting killed. But it was not like they could high tail it and run away. Her stubborn resolve anchored her in place, and Jury seemed to sense this in her flaming gaze.

Frost was, after all, on the edge of reactivating the Will of the Amalgam from her wrath alone.

“Good Frost!” Jury nodded and suddenly leapt onto the tree, using her claw and tail to navigate the branches with rapid movement.

Alright… I didn’t explain that she needed to attack it while I held its attention, but I think she understands regardless. System. Do you think I can dodge a bullet?

“I can only expect you to.”

Exactly what I was thinking as well. Wish me luck!

Frost, after having confirmed that she wouldn’t immediately be eviscerated by a barrage of thorns, suddenly sprung out from hiding with immaculate speed. She could say for certain that there existed no human on earth that could sprint faster than she can walk.

After all, her AGI was 35 now.

Frost was like a spectre moving from tree to tree. She kept herself closest to the outermost ring of trees as the Righteousness laid fire upon her. Its accuracy was appalling, to the point where she could only believe it was intentional.

The whole concept or story of this agonizing place related to judgement in some way. But she could not piece the entire picture together. Not while she was still in combat. The thorns passed around her with thunderous roars as it tore through the air.

It was incredibly difficult to maintain eye-contact with the creature as she navigated from tree to tree. Sweat no longer dripped from her forehead as her body seemingly caught alight in the moment of utter mayhem.

The canopy rustled restlessly. Jury was already on the other side before long, and with a clear shot, the woman lunged forward and sent a rapid flurry of devastating swipe to creature’s hind legs.


Righteousness | HP : 4,500


The chorus of chirps distorted. Jury fled before the creature could turn around and shift its attention towards her. But to their surprise; the projectiles abruptly came to an end. Its petal-flapped mouth retracted close before the chirping devolved into a hideous screech.

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

Frost nearly lost consciousness in that instant.

The sound was so high pitched that her ears felt like a pair of knives had been lodged into them. At the same time, it possessed an unbelievably low pitch that her vision waned in response. Her bones quite literally trembled as she found herself struggling to stand on her feet. Her hands had to be thrust into the side of a nearby tree for support.

I… I can’t hear anything… What the fuck was that?

“Frost! FROST! What’s happening!?”

“Stand up straight… C’mon… agh... System. SYSTEM!? Hello!?” Frost couldn’t even hear herself for a moment as she desperately searched for Jury. Thankfully, she caught a glimpse of her tail half-hidden behind a tree in the other side of the clearing. “Thank goodness… Ah… I can hear again.”

“I assume that means you can hear me now.”

“I can. That – what the hell just happened?” Frost had to wonder aloud as she carefully observed the four-legged creature.

It hadn’t moved ever since and simply stared elsewhere into the forest. Frost didn’t know whether it was a good time to attack. She had a plethora of odds to gamble against now. Ultimately, she figured she wouldn’t be able to kill it in time before it unleashed another attack.

Therefore, her priority shifted to freeing the Hanged Jury.

However, things could never be so simple. Because the moment she made up her mind –

– The Black Forest suddenly trembled. She looked back and saw a hundred Witnesses suddenly flock towards the Righteousness like a massive swarm of black rats. The demonic chirp had called them forth for an unknown purpose.

Frost, understandably, took many of them down before they could reach the Righteousness. She bashed at them away with countless swings and stomps, but their sheer numbers made it impossible.

But she did not need to waste her energy. Though to her surprise, she did not even need to do anything. Without any warning, the Righteousness attacked the Witnesses with a blanket fire of thorns, impaling dozens at once. It did not even target her anymore.

Rather, it completely ignored her.

“… I’m so confused. I’d understand why the Accusers would attack the Accused but… Righteousness and Witnesses? I don’t get it.” Frost verbalized her thoughts as she made her way around to the Jury’s side.

When they regrouped, Frost needed to assess the situation again. The thuds only continued to grow louder as the Witnessed were skewered into clumps. These clumps of spikes then rolled into a ball, collecting more and more Witnesses until they transformed into an Accused.

“T-That thing turns them into the Accused!?” Frost could not believe her eyes. “The Righteousness of all things? System… what the fuck am I looking at?” She struggled to comprehend the logic behind this.

“There was a story about this place, no? A story of how it was a trial ground for criminals. Do those Witnesses appear like criminals to you?”

“No. But they do now.” Frost muttered, somewhat feeling like she understood something. But no matter how hard she tried it was impossible to grasp at an answer. “Jury. System. I’m going to head for the Hanged Jury while they’re distracted –”

Jury clutched onto Frost’s wrist in response.

“Frost, Jury, run skewer. Hurt big beast. Eat beast in the Black Forest!”

If she was going to go out there, then Jury was going to go with her as well. That way it may be possible to take them both out in one fell swoop. At least that’s what Frost gathered from Jury’s emphatic eyes.

“… Alright. We have this window of opportunity now. Let’s make the most out of it. And since I’m faster –” Frost, after removing Jury’s hand, took the woman’s wrist into hers. “– I’ll take the lead. Jury. Let’s kill that thing and eat it!”

“Eat beast!”

Frost, having heard Jury’s battle cry, rallied herself up to new heights and charged straight into the clearing with a heart of steel. With the Righteousness’ back turned to them they had an extremely good chance of taking it out this time. However, it was not their immediate priority.

“JURY! Cut it down once we’re close enough!” Frost cried as the tremors became more prominent now.

She had a feeling that the stampede of Witnesses would be incapable of shaking up the entire forest. In her mind she thought perhaps another wave of perhaps Accused or Accusers were on their way.

But this was unfortunately far from the truth.

Because by the time they reached the bottom of the scorched tree –

– A prompt appeared.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges the Skewered Beast >


 

< Judgement in Progress >

            

    
        20. Understanding Things

    
    
    
    
                The quaking of the forest was not caused by a stampede. Instead, a more sinister foe appeared from the guarding line of trees in the distance. It was the One Thousand Eyed Bird, and it had come to judge the newly formed Accused.

Frost’s heart sunk when she saw it in its entire completeness. The black ball of feathers, and the elusive one thousand eyes was a sight to equally fear as it was to behold. Her blood froze all over as she vividly remembered being at the cusp of death because of this thing.

But she was not the same weak person anymore.

All this did was fuel the flames in her heart.

“JURY! DO IT NOW!”

Frost was in no position to back away now. They were so close to freeing the Hanged Jury. Additionally, their AGI far outclassed the One Thousand Eyed Bird, so they had a good chance of escaping if things went south. Also, they were not the ones being targeted for judgement this time.


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >


 

The Hanged Jury’s eyes glowed with a mysterious light, as did all one thousand eyes of the forest. Frost's companion launched herself into the air like a missile and with one slash – the branch around the Hanged Jury’s throat was severed.

The body fizzled away into a blinding light, as if its soul had been released from its miserable existence. Frost’s eyes instantly seared with a burning pain. A part of those fleeting particles flew directly into her body as she turned to run while cupping her eyes in agony.


 

< Decision of Nine Hundred and Ninety-Nine Juries Pending >


She was blind.

None of her visual senses registered no matter how many times she tried to ‘see’. She felt Jury’s hand take a hold of hers as she dragged her straight towards the safety of the tree lines, all the while Frost screamed out at the top of her lungs.

The pain was different. It was not like the pain of being stabbed, cut, skewered, or ripped. It could only be described as a pain that endlessly reverberated within her soul. It began at the eyes and spread like wildfire to every region of her body.

She didn’t know what was going on. Did she receive some sort of negative stack? A condition? Frost’s mind was nearly reduced to mush as she dug her nails deeply into her skin, trying to overpower the immense pain until it suddenly subsided, like it never existed at all.


< Stats from the Hanged Jury Gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : Their Innocence >

< See what all cannot >


Nothing but exasperated breaths left her lips. She could see again. More clearly this time.

Jury seemed surprised when she removed her hands. The woman peered closely, infatuated with her eyes for some unknown reason. But Frost was too anguished to notice that something about her eyes had changed.

She instinctively knew that something was awry. However, there was no way of checking. Even Jury’s eyes couldn’t easily reflect hers.

“Frost good?” Jury tilted her head, oddly calm about the situation even though they were in terrifyingly close proximity to the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

“I’m… I’m good. Urgh… We’re safe now, aren’t we? Thank you, Jury.” Frost managed to weave a smile, still rattled by the experience. “… I will never get used to this. Good work. We completed half of it. Tch. It’s still there…” Frost peered again, watching the giant mass of eyes stand before the lone Accused.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Enacts Judgement on the Skewered Beast >


She couldn’t see anything differently. Just clearer. So much clearer in fact that it felt like she possessed another eye. Frost was stunned by the sensation, almost as much as the gaping maw that formed across the body of the oversized bird. Thousands of jagged teeth lined its mouth and with a single gulp, the Accused disappeared.

… 10,000 damage. It’s slow. Terribly slow. But it’s an instant kill.

Frost hardly felt sorry for the bird. It was a Corrupted through and through. Yet there was a part of her that begged her to care.


< Judgement has Been Enacted >


 

The One Thousand Eyed Bird lumbered away. It looked much slower now that Frost’s AGI was more than triple of the level 150 Corrupted. It still messed with her mind as to how she was supposed to take out something of that insane caliber.

Her attacks were destined to do the bare minimum damage, so unless she could find a way to hit it 300,000 consecutive times then she was not going to kill it anytime soon.

But as these thoughts circulated in her mind, and as she prepared to restart her battle with the Righteousness, something strange happened. The hundreds of black birds turned white. They had transformed into doves.

It seemed like she was the only one who could see this unfold before her very eyes, as Jury remained unfazed by all of this.

“J-Jury, can you see anything different? At all, over there?” She quickly inquired and pointed towards the white mass.

“Frost?” Jury wondered what she was talking about.

Frost checked their statuses and her eyes widened.

These birds were named ‘Innocent’.


< Righteousness has Declared the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s Judgement as Prejudice >

< There Was No Skewered Beast >


The Righteousness inexplicably opened fire onto the One Thousand Eyed Bird. It merely managed to eliminate 300 of its HP before the creature itself began to bleed from unseen wounds.


Righteousness | HP : 0


The giant bird did not seem to care or notice the attack. The thorns were stuck along its body as it wandered off into the depths of the Black Forest in search for another skewered beast to judge.

Frost slowly approached the carcass of the creature. It made little sense to her as to why it died so suddenly. She could only imagine it was some sort of effect caused by the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

Though she noticed something peculiar upon crouching over its lifeless form.

“… There are probably another nine hundred and ninety-nine of these left. The number went down after I somehow consumed the Hanged Jury. The 300 damage doesn’t seem like a coincidence either.” Frost stated as she began to feast on her latest prey. “A thousand of these attacks perfectly matches with the bird’s HP.”

It felt strange eating these creatures all of a sudden.

She couldn’t exactly point out why, but it became disturbing in an entirely different sense than the bloody, gruesome nature. As she and Jury shared the meal together, Frost spoke again in between mouthfuls.

“System. This whole thing feels like a fever dream. I’ve probably said that a thousand times over. But it’s starting to make some sense. There was prejudice. An unfair judgement. I guess you were right about the criminals. It’s strange that this place which was known for executions would have ‘innocents’ being wrongfully judged. It’s like… how do I put it?”

She struggled to put the pieces together. Her mind had deteriorated from all this madness, so thinking about these complex things became a struggle for her.

“Like a twisted retelling of this forest’s past. Perhaps the truth of it.” The System pieced it together for her.

The sound of munching could be heard as a long silence settled in. Jury happily munched on the creature as Frost stared down at the blood in her hands.

“… I want to ask one more time, System. What the hell are the Corrupted?” She finally asked.

“I unfortunately do not know. I believe the Beholders may have a better understanding amongst themselves, but you may be the closest to anyone ever truly unraveling their origins.”

“You say that like I can actually back you up. I have no clue at all either. But…”

She had a thought suspended in her mind.

“But?”

Frost sighed right as she received her latest ability.


< Stats from the Righteousness Gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : Our Justice >

< See what the heart sees >

< TEMPORARY EFFECT : Enact Judgement. Temporary effect depreciates after judgement is enacted >


“I want to believe that the Corrupted here harbor a piece of the people that this whole tale of the Black Forest is about.”

            

    
        21. New Skills

    
    
    
    
                The lights of the Black Forest waned. Every day that passed in this timeless space saw more of its brightest stars disappear. One by one the emphatic lights were devoured by Frost as the forest began to dim in their absence.

She was like a black hole that consumed all without end. The Accused. The Accusers. The Witnesses. The Innocent – everything that stood in her path was robbed of its life and became one with her.

It was strange. Every Hanged Jury she consumed caused the world to become clearer. It reached a point where she could see further than low-powered binoculars with stunning clarity. In addition, she could somehow see things outside of her peripheral vision, as if she possessed invisible eyes that orbited around her.

Jury would always abruptly gaze deeply into her eyes after each encounter with the Righteousness and the Hung Jury. Perplexity filled her face as if trying to ascertain something within her. It was only a shame that Frost couldn’t see what was happening to her own eyes.

But this was the least of her concern.

Ethereal flames that burnt either blue, white, or red could be seen in the hearts of each Corrupted. Even Jury had one of these ever-burning flames within her. It required immense concentration to activate, and a stare so charged with willpower that the Corrupted were forced to freeze as if they were in the presence of a deity.

What she inflicted upon them was a condition called Scrutiny, and this allowed her to see the color of these flames in their hearts. She did not understand what these represented at first. Jury’s was a vibrant blue while the Innocents, Witnesses, Accused and Hung Juries were a pale white.

As for the rest – theirs were dyed in blood.

From what she did understand however was that the damage she was able to inflict onto those with red hearts was multiplied by 1.5 times. A critical strike even stacked with this effect, making some of her hits an instant kill to anything that wasn’t a Righteousness.

The word justice came to mind. If these perhaps represented ill intention, then it would make sense as to why this occurred. It would also explain why certain enemies were exempted from this effect.


< Decision of Eight Hundred and Eighty-Three Juries Pending >


Nevertheless, they had watched the same cycle repeat over a hundred times already. The Hanged Jury and the Righteousness were always present at the base of a scorched tree in an odd clearing. The thorn-spitting bird had to be hit once to activate its screech. Even after hundreds of loops Frost still hadn’t grown used to it and recoiled in its wake.

Witnesses were lured from parts of the forest she was sure they had cleared prior, like they were spawned from nothingness. The same quaking thuds then followed once these Witnesses became the Accused, and as soon as the… less than One Thousand Eyed Bird emerged, the Hanged Jury was instantly set free.

Indeed. The One Thousand Eyed Bird had lost the exact number of eyes that Frost had gained. It became obvious that as soon as she collected all one thousand eyes, she would be able to enact judgement on the beast.

It seemed almost too easy now. But Frost never allowed it to get to her head. They still had hundreds more to go before they could leave this hellish forest.


* * *


< Decision of Five Hundred and Fifty-Nine Juries Pending >


 

The Black Forest dimmed as the lights faded one by one. The cluster of eyes that was the One Thousand Eyed Bird was no longer the brightest object in this forest. From the perspective of the denizens, it would have most certainly been Frost as they began to steer clear from her.

However, none could escape her hunger. It did not matter if they hid or ran, for her eyes and maw would inevitably reach all. Her AGI stat soared from 35 to 50, making her easily the fastest being in all of the Forest. Where it once took an hour or more to reach the lights, it now only took 30 minutes if she ran at full speed.

For reference, Jury’s 30 AGI appeared like a blur to her when her AGI was roughly only 8. She was almost double that now. Jury was held tightly in her arms like a princess as they travelled to the next source of light. The woman, who was much larger than her in every possible way, was nearly weightless to her.

To her dismay however, she noticed that the stats she was gaining had reached a critical point of diminishing returns. Most notably the AGI stat. Since her AGI was so high; adding anymore from these creatures was akin to a dropping a bucket of water into the ocean.

Regardless of this, Frost never ceased consuming. There were other stats that could still be gained.


< Brawler profession has reached its first milestone >


 

< Bonuses to ATT and ATT DEF stats gained >

< Additional Active and Passive Skill gained >


 

< ACTIVE : DOUBLE PUNCH >

< A magical attack that follows each punch. Target must be within 10 cm in the direction of the thrusted fist >

< Cost : 50 MP >


< PASSIVE : TOOTH AND NAIL >

< All body parts are considered an extension of the fist. Damage caused by limbs will do as much damage as a regular [Punch] when skill is activated >


 

These two sounded impressive.

After their following encounter with the Hanged Jury, she immediately tested out Double Punch on a nearby tree. She thrust her fist against the bark with all her might, causing the tree to quake as her hand dug deeply into its bark. As it vomited chunks of wood; a sudden explosion caused the tree to nearly hollow out entirely.

The second, magical punch was an invisible force that transferred insane amounts of energy to its target. The gaping hole was a testament to what she had become. It made her proud knowing how strong she was.

But for some reason a stray thought invaded her mind.

“… System. Let’s say there’s a person wearing skimpy armor.” Frost spoke in a collected voice as she tested Double Punch again on another tree, all the while Jury watched on with glee.

“Go on.”

Her fist abruptly stopped exactly 10 cm away from the tree and in the next moment, the tree was struck by the magical force yet again. It left no imprint in the wake of its power, only wooden shavings, and shrapnel.

“Now let’s also say they had more DEF than my ATT.”

She then kicked at the tree while invoking Punch with satisfying results. It warped the trunk to the point where it shuddered as if it was about to be felled. Her leg was temporarily lodged about a quarter way through.

“I can imagine where this is already going.”

“Right? So you get it then. I think it’d be unreasonable if they managed to survive one of these. But then again… I don’t think I can talk when I can tank giant bone cleavers like they’re nothing.” It was quite hypocritical now that she thought about it, especially since hardly wore clothes in the first place.

“I believe a swordsman would also scoff at you the same way if they witnessed what you could do with your bare fists that not even their strongest blade could.”

“That’s a good way to put it as well.” She deeply exhaled, looking down at her pristine knuckles. There was not a single callous or scar to be found.

It was hard to believe it after everything they had been through thus far. But that only reinforced both the power of her body, and the absurdity of magic. She briefly smiled and closed her fists before turning back to Jury.

They were in the homestretch now.

            

    
        22. The Homestretch

    
    
    
    
                < Decision of Two Hundred and Eleven Juries Pending >


 

It took 25 days to reach this point. Over a month had passed since they arrived here. Frost could barely remember the outside world anymore. It felt like it was just a dream before she slipped into this nightmare.

Therefore, she occasionally asked the System questions to stimulate her memory. She wanted to know what to look forward to when they finally left forsaken place.

“System. What sort of cuisine does… was it Grandis? Or Brandar? Do they have any traditional food?” Frost asked as they took a small break for Jury’s sake.

“Brandar has too much variety to call anything traditional. As for Grandis…”

“… Hey, don’t you tell me it’s skewers.”

“Do you insist I lie?”

“Haaah. Skewers. That word’s lost and gained different meanings so many times that I don’t even know if you’re talking about traditional skewers or not.”

“Traditional skewers in the context of your world or Elysia?”

“Please System, don’t make it any more confusing for me.” Frost defeatedly begged.

They found a small place to call camp at the base of a randomly selected tree. It did not matter where they chose anyway. They wouldn’t be interrupted. Not while Frost was here. The denizens fled at the slightest glimpse of her overbearing visage, mistaking her for the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

It felt odd being on top of the… food chain? Frost didn’t know what to call the relationship of these creatures. On the surface level it was obvious, especially with creatures like the Accused and Accusers. But they did not fight to eat. They fought purely for a purpose that Frost could only label as prejudice.

She cleansed her thoughts. Then, she turned her attention to something else that mattered a thousand times more.

“Take all the time you need Jury. We’re going to get out of here soon.” Frost whispered with a gentle voice. “I’ll take you anywhere you want. Get you anything you want. Chase whatever you want to reach.”

Jury’s head rested on her lap, her hands barely grasping at Frost’s body like how a child would cling to its mother. A hand found itself gently caressing the woman’s hair, eliciting a small smile to form on her sleeping face as Frost could only stare fondly at the woman who had stuck by her side all this time.

“… I really couldn’t have made it this far without you, you know that? All I did was scare those kids away and help you out. You could have done that all yourself… and yet you threw your life to save me as thanks.” Her voice was filled with genuine affection. “That’s why – I want to hold your hand and pull you out of this forest. It’s been 26 years for you, hasn’t it? All alone in this place…”

Jury murmured her name under her breath. The Black Forest felt serene for the first time. Frost only wished that there were stars to gaze upon as they sat there for some time, allowing Jury to rest to her heart’s content.

The woman had grown during the last 15 days, having levelled up to 75 now.






	< LEVEL : 75 >
	 
	
< Unhung Jury >


	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 8,000
	
AGI : 35


	RESIST : 30



	AGE : 26
	
ATT : 135


	 
	 



	ORIGIN : Original
	
MAG ATT : 0


	 
	 









While the changes were minimal, Frost could tell that Jury had a better handle on combat, especially against multiple foes. Additionally, seeing Jury’s stats only caused Frost to realize just how monstrous her growth was compared to the ordinary person.






	< LEVEL : 60 >
	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 9,500 ^5/Min
	MP : 2,350 ^5/min
	
AGI : 50


	RESIST : 45



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 500 (+35)
	
ATT DEF : 150 (+60)


	
O : 36


	D : 0



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	MAG ATT : 220
	
MAG DEF : 65


	S : 83
	E : 35









Frost realized she should have received a milestone for reaching past level 50. However, this did not seem to be possible until they left this place. The reason being?


< Milestone Overall Level Rewards Can Only Be Gained Within Sight of the Nexus >

< Rewards will be gained the next time the Nexus is within sight >


 

Furthermore, she had gained a level in Appraise Object and evolved it to Appraise Object I. By some miracle, the white feathers were able to be appraised.


< A feather plucked from an innocent soul >


Again, there was hardly any information. But it didn’t matter in the end. She had stored at least 4 kg worth of the feathers in her Dimensional Storage, alongside the black metal feathers and the giant, blade-like feathers of the Righteousness. The shells of the Accused were quite useless for any future usage.

A small silence brewed. It wasn’t an unsettling one, or uncomfortable for that matter. It was cozy. Calm. Tranquil. The downtimes spent while Jury rested were always Frost’s favorite moments.

Because deep down in her heart she was not a naturally violent person. When it came down to it, Frost was a victim of circumstance. All of this was required to survive, and now knowing that the person she wished to extract revenge on was still beyond her reach, she needed to get even stronger.

She took a deep, silent breath and warmly spoke again.

“You as well System. Thanks for keeping me sane.”

Even though the System wasn’t a corporeal entity and just a voice in both of their heads, she vowed to protect it equally like Jury. These two were the most important… people. Yeah. People in the world.

“You’re oddly sentimental now. Is something wrong?”

“I’m fine. We’re just so close to reaching the end that I can’t help it. The world seems vast from what I can tell. My map’s clouded with a fog of war so I can’t say for sure. But you know… I’d also like to explore it.” Frost said. “There’s Grandis and Brandar. That’s all I know so far.”

“I will summarize the world for you. Though the regions are hard to discern without access to a proper map. To the far north you’ll find a place called Dwarhelven. It is the motherland of the Dwarves. Further up lays the Caldera region and the Crystal Isles, home to the Crystalloids. Northeast lays a great desert and where the Dragons reside. In the west lays a vast marshlands home to many creatures, and further west is home to the sprawling nests of the Insectids and the Anids.”

“What’s further south?”

“Emvita; the homeland of the humans, and the sworn enemies of the Zelmori; the western continent of the Demons. You can guess what the reason is.”

“Demons and humans. How cliché. Do they think they’re responsible for the Corrupted or something?” She made a wild guess, and to her surprise, she was correct.

“Precisely. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

“Well, we’re technically sharing the same headspace. Tch… Why can’t anyone just get along?” Frost murmured to herself. “To the east?”

“Another two landmasses belonging to the Beastkin and the magical races. The Elves should ring a bell. It is regarded as sacred territory by the Justica Arms.”

“Oh. I’ve heard of the Justica Arms before… but not really what they do. No. Forget that. I don’t even know what they’re supposed to be.”

“Justice must never stray behind judgement. That is written in their insignia and onto each one of their weapons. It’s one of the Ateliers of the Nexus. An organization led by its founding Beholder. They each possess a certain technology. May I remind you of the Warped Stone? It belongs to the Justica Arms, led by Beholder Galia. They are one of the most renowned, and their weapons are among the most sacred.”

Intriguing. However, the mention of ‘technology’ and the ‘Warped Stone’ caused her to make a conflicted face. Frankly put, it was still hard to believe these were technologies.

“Teleportation technology. Man… how can you not call it magic?”

“Because it isn’t?” The System nonchalantly replied like it was obvious.

“You’re not going to elaborate further, are you?”

“No one knows for sure but the Beholders themselves. Frost. My knowledge is vast like an ocean, but the depth is that of a puddle.”

“I should have guessed… System, can I just say that I love your analogies.” Frost suddenly praised it.

“Must you attempt to flatter this artificial consciousness?”

“Don’t call yourself artificial. You’re able to think and that’s enough for me to know that you’re real.” Frost immediately said. “The words of an AI would feel cold. You’re warm, System.”

“… please do not say such needless things.”

Silence again. Minutes passed in the blink of an eye as the sound of Jury’s soft breaths filled the air. Her chimera-like appearance hadn’t changed the slightest now that she took a closer look. Before long, one final thought crept into Frost’s mind as she set her sights to a distant cluster of lights.

“Let’s say hypothetically we had to fight that thing before it began altering its environment. What would be different?”

“All of this would have been condensed into a single encounter. Ateliers specialized in locating the Corrupted would have sent another group of people to gauge the difficulty before a subjugation team was sent in. It is more likely that the Corrupted would be teleported into the Nexus as an event. All was abandoned after Paradise was lost. But in essence, it would have been far easier to handle. However…”

“Hmm?”

“The conditions. Frost. There is no recorded account of anyone identifying a condition or requirement to defeat a Corrupted. Your Blessing of the Amalgam allows you to see these things.”

“Yeah. But that’s nothing new. It’s also how I can see the statuses of the Corrupted. Tch. So on their end this creature would appear like some overpowered monster when it’s actually much less than that.”

“It is essentially as you say. A giant lumbering bird that can hardly be damaged and can instantly kill you will never be classified any weaker. Fulfil the requirements and heed the conditions, then it may be easier than one thought.”

“I see… Alright. Let’s hope that’s the case then. For our sake. Let’s go see the world when this is over.”

“I expect nothing less.”

With her promise locked, they both patiently waited until Jury was primed and ready for their last rounds with the Hanged Juries and Righteousness. Only 211 eyes remained until their showdown with the… Two hundred and Eleven Eyed Bird.

And Frost could only hope it was as easy as skewering the beast.


One Thousand Eyed Bird | HP : 63,300

            

    
        23. Their Promise

    
    
    
    
                < Decision of Forty Juries Pending >


 

Blackness. These handful of lights were the last remnants of their kind. She imagined a universe where only a select few stars dotted the night sky. The canopy could no longer be distinguished from the void of the forest as the darkness swallowed all.

Their footsteps were soundless. The bloodshed fell onto deaf ears as Frost could only focus on the number of Hanged Juries that remained. They seemingly ticked down faster than the passing seconds. She knew they had a day at most left before their final encounter with the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

Mouthful after mouthful, Frost eradicated all that existed in the forest. It no longer teemed with life and was as dead as the stars in its abyssal skies. The remaining Righteousness perished one by one to their invisible wounds after laying fire onto the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

The black ball of feathers was encased in a thick layer of thorns. The light of whatever eyes it had left struggled to pierce through its thorny armor. It was an ember in comparison to the bonfire that were Frost’s eyes, for she possessed a grand total of 960 of them now.

She should have noticed that her eyes were radiating some sort of light, just like Jury’s.

But she was unable to properly perceive it until she devoured this absurd number of them. The darkness was cut like a blade by her eyes alone, dissolving it as the light guided her in their voyage. She wished she could have at least used the additional eyes to look at herself.

It had been so long since she last saw her own body. She just wanted to make sure she was still human… as human as she could be, anyway.

But she shrugged the thought away, expelling it into obscurity as she focused on the only thing that mattered now. After all, the final remaining eyes were all within reach, each waiting to be plucked from the branches of their tree like an irresistible fruit.


* * *


< Decision of Seven Juries Pending >


 

Frost’s heart raced for what felt like the first time in years as they approached the end of their arduous journey. The dawn of the finale was within sight. The One Thousand Eyed Bird lumbered further into the forest. Even with its dwindling luminosity Frost was able to instantly identify it.

They strolled through the forest. Slowly, this time as she carried Jury on her back. The woman was fast asleep again, exhausted from their endless bloodshed. She needed to get all the rest she could before their final encounter.

Nothing but the sound of her steps and the soft breathing of Jury surrounded them in this dead forest. It had been hours since Jury fell asleep. Frost was able to mentally map the entire forest as she wandered like a haunting spirit. Her immense number of eyes made her nearly omnipotent to a terrifying degree.

She could see all save for what was obscured by the walls of trees.

It was a strange sensation to say the least. Her peripheral vision had expanded all around her head, including above and below. Yet it was also so clear that it could hardly be called her peripheral vision. She felt like she could walk blindfolded and still be able to discern where she was with uncanny accuracy.

A small hum left her lips. The tune was adlibbed. It was nothing from Earth or this world. She had long forgotten about the music of Earth after only hearing the shattering bones and splattered blood for more than 50 days straight. The visceral sounds played in her mind like a broken record whenever she tried to reminisce.

It saddened her a little.

But it also gave her hope for what other wonders laid beyond this hellish purgatory.

When was the last time I heard anything pleasant? We’ll soon be out of here. We’ll see the stars of the night sky. The light of the sun. The lands of this world. The music the world of Elysia has to share… Just a little more to go.

“Frost. Are you prepared?” The System suddenly asked, pulling her away from her trance.

“I am. It’s a shame I can’t retrieve the other 3 stakes I left behind, but no matter. I only need one stake to skewer it.” She confidently stated. “It’s been a long journey, huh System? We’ve been travelling in the same scenery for over 50 days. It feels like it’s been… shorter? Longer? I can’t really tell myself. It’ll mark the beginning of our freedom… and for my revenge.”

Frost grounded her teeth. Iscario claimed that he was no match for this beast. The truth of those words was subject to mystery. However, be it the subjugation requirement or from her raw strength alone, she wouldn’t allow anything to detract from the fact that it would serve as a morale boost for her if she managed to defeat it.

She could never forget the prejudice she was faced with.

Nor the pain of being skewered, and the hopelessness of watching him murder a helpless village before her very eyes. His words echoed in her mind like a demonic whisper.

Archetypes are very durable. But believe me, you monsters can still suffer.

She yearned for the day they crossed paths again.

Frost also had to wonder if it was even possible for her to die in the first place. Her HP had hit 0 once. Nearly twice during the first time she activated the Will of the Amalgam.

“Do you have faith in me?” Frost needlessly asked, seeking only for a voice to echo her resolve.

“Absolutely.”

“Good to hear. Haaaah. No matter what it takes I’m getting us all out of here.”

“You’ve repeated the same promise a number of times. Is there something on your mind?”

Silence ensued. It enraptured them like a heavy fog, suffocating all as Frost briefly adjusted Jury’s weight. She allowed the woman’s warmth to circulate around her as the brewed her conviction to protect her.

Frost noticed it for a while now. She just didn’t know how to acknowledge the strange disparity with the lights. Because although there were 7 left in total, she could only see 6 around her, excluding the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

The seventh eye was behind her. Directly behind her.

“The eyes. Jury possesses one of the glowing eyes.” Frost revealed with a solemn tone as she set her sights to the nearest light. “That’s why I’m… not running anymore. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid because I don’t know if I’ll be losing Jury in the process.”

It rattled her heart. It ate at it, gnawing at it little by little until an unbearable hole was left. She froze in place suddenly as she felt Jury’s hands clasp at her bare back. The woman yawned and begged to be put down with a silent struggle.

Frost reluctantly set her down and turned to face the woman with sincere eyes.

“Frost tired?” Jury asked innocently, completely oblivious of who or what she was. Or maybe she did know but…

But what?

Frost grasped at straws as she searched for an answer. Or maybe it was just an excuse. She thought Jury was already pardoned from this madness after she became an Original. But that was far from the truth. Despite her appearance and the changes that set her apart from the others; she was still an Unhung Jury. A denizen of the Black Forest.

One that had the power pass a verdict.

The eyes she possessed were destined to be the last one required to enact judgement upon the One Thousand Eyed Bird. There was no telling what was going to happen to her. But Frost vowed to never devour her even if it meant escaping from this place.

She could never do that to Jury. Not her.

“Frost!” Jury yelled, sensing the agony in her crumbled face before she suddenly clasped onto her cheeks. “FROST!”

“Y-Yes?” Her voice snapped her wide awake.

“Frost! Jury! Good! Eat big, skewered beast! Eat Jury bad! Eat Frost bad!” Jury exclaimed.

Her glowing eyes dug deep into her soul as the woman mashed their foreheads together. Jury had somehow read her mind so perfectly that it left Frost awestruck as the woman yelled:

“There’s a good Jury inside of Frost! Jury… Jury! Frost! S-Syt-System! Skewer the big bad beast of the Black Forest!” Her voice resonated within her heart, filling the gaping hole with Jury’s own resolve to fight.

Frost should have realized it earlier but… she wasn’t the only one who desperately wanted to finish this. There was a certain pain in Jury’s voice. A cry that desperately wished for salvation. Then there was hope… and an aspiration that surfaced straight from the depths of her innocent heart.

“I didn’t expect to be acknowledged by her.” The System commended, surprised that Jury would even feel so strongly about it. “It was a mistake worrying about Jury. She’s as fired up as you are to beat that thing.”

Frost was taken aback by Jury’s display of emotions. The conviction. Her passion… her pain. It caused Frost to slowly raise her hands and gently clutch Jury by the arms.

“It goes to show just how much I even know about you Jury. But… you know, you don’t have to keep holding me like this… no, actually, let me stay like this for a little while. Tch. How could anyone want to hurt an innocent soul like you, Jury?”

Frost patted the girl’s hair like a child. It was an interaction which Jury had come to enjoy.

“In the end, I’ll have a thousand eyes on my side regardless. Nine hundred and ninety-nine with me, and one from you.”

“That is how I interpreted it as well. The Hanged Juries are all on the side of the One Thousand Eyed Bird. The Unhung Jury would most certainly be on your side.”

“Jury was the only one capable of saving me as well. So long as you’re on my side, then that’s all that matters. If it means doing this hard way, then… aha. Ahahaha. S-sorry… hahaha.” Frost, for no obvious reason, suddenly burst out laughing.

Jury rapidly tilted her head left and right in surprise before Frost recomposed herself with a long exhale.

“Haaaaah… Like we’ve been doing it any differently anyway. The hard way’s been our only way since the start. Jury. System. I promise you, the next time we get to speak like this –” Frost pointed up the black canopy as Jury curiously looked up. “– It’ll be under the light of a billion stars!”

“St… stars…?” Jury reached up with her, trying to imagine what Frost was trying to depict.

There was no telling what was going to happen to Jury.

But if anything was for certain –

– She was not going to allow Jury to become the price of her paradise.


< Decision of One Jury Pending >

            

    
        24. The Battle of the One Thousand Eyed Bird

    
    
    
    
                < The One Thousand Eyed Bird Scours for the Big Skewered Beast >


This prompt held an entirely different meaning now that Frost possessed all one thousand eyes on her side. Even more feathers coated her body, fused onto her skin by the black blood of the trees. In a way, she was a chimera of all the denizens of the forest.

An amalgamation, so to speak.

She could see it now. She could see the end in sight looming just over the shoulder of the One Thousand Eyed Bird in the distance. Half of its pitch-black silhouette was masked by a layer of trees as the beast meandered aimlessly, for it no longer possessed any eyes to see.

It was like a giant ball of coal. Its feathers were ruffled up by the countless number of thorns that had penetrated its body, forming a shell reminiscent of the Accused. Frost closely clutched her pale stake in hand, almost as closely as Jury stuck by her side as they approached the climax of the tale of the Black Forest.

Her heart pounded against her chest, beating as if wishing to break free. The level 150 beast was not something that could be easily overwhelmed with their levels. But Frost had faith in the power she had gained by devouring the denizens of this forest, and in the condition that promised its defeat.

“I wonder if I can judge it immediately.” Frost wondered to herself quietly, speaking as if the bird could hear them from the hundreds of meters that separated them.

“Do you have a plan in mind?”

“Stab it with this, kill it and then eat it. There isn’t much else we can do besides that.” Frost shamelessly admitted. “It looks disorientated, and it only has one attack as far as we can tell. The 10,000-damage bite attack. Still… that doesn’t mean we can relax. System. If there’s anything I should know, now’s the time to tell me.”

“Unknown. All that was previously extracted was the threat level before the Blessed and the Ateliers of the Nexus were forbidden entry into Grandis. Years passed and this Corrupted created a domain of its own. The Witnesses. The Accusers – they are all unknown. The weeping child is the only known denizen apart from the One Thousand Eyed Bird.”

“So it’s all a shot in the dark.” Frost murmured as they drew nearer to the stage of their final battle.

“Essentially. But you have the eyes to make them all count.”

Frost firmly nodded in response. Jury also made a strange sound as if also hearing the System’s voice. The hundreds of meters quickly became tens. And before long, they arrived at the foot of the finale.

She anticipated some sort of boss room to appear like in a game.

But the forest did not change. They were in a section like any other; wide, spacious, and surrounded by many thousands of towering trees. The canopy seemed to rise higher here, however.

The thorn-riddled beast lumbered in circles, each of its step made by the comically small feet causing everything short of their courage to shake.

The size of the beast could not be understated. 10 meters was absolutely huge for a living being. Not to mention it was in the shape of a near perfect sphere. Most dinosaurs weren’t even that tall.

Its grand scale coupled with its hidden maw were the components of an everlasting nightmare.

Regardless of this, Frost could only see it as food.
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It was considerably weakened. A single attack was all it would take to kill it. But she’d be a fool to believe it was this easy. After all, the requirement specifically stated to enact judgement.

“Jury. Let’s do this!” Frost riled herself up with these few words and nodded to the woman beside her.

Jury held out her clawed hand and savagely bared her teeth, also primed for combat.

System. Tell me, is it considered a skewered beast?


 

< There is No Skewered Beast in the Black Forest >


 

< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Scours for the Big Skewered Beast >


That answers everything. Then, let me skewer you, you oversized bird!

The One Thousand Eyed Bird quivered as Frost took a step forward and pointed her stake towards it. Silence followed as it suddenly froze in place. Jury held her breath as she waited on with anticipation before Frost suddenly launched herself forward.

She moved like the wind. A gust of air swirled in the wake of her explosive movement. With one heavy thrust, Frost lodged the pale stake into its lower body. Her hand wove past the protruding thorns with ease, and in the next moment – the beast let loose of a horrific screech.

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges the Skewered Beast >


Frost instinctively released her weapon and rushed back to Jury’s side in anticipation of a sudden attack. She quickly checked it status and was shocked to see that it’s HP had not dropped at all.


One Thousand Eyed Bird | HP : 300


“FROST!? Good!?” Jury worriedly asked as the beast reared its body back and smashed its skull against the floor, further impaling the thorns into its body.

“I’m fine! System! Is it working!?” Frost required clarification immediately. She did not know if it worked or not. There was no foreign sensation or overwhelming urge to judge it.

“It’s… It’s… working I believe!”


< Judgement in Progress >


 

Could it be that easy? Did the month-long journey finally pay itself off with an easy victory?


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >


 

No. Easy? There was no such thing as an easy road to victory. The path must be hell when faced with a Corrupted of this caliber. Frost sensed this. Her guts churned as she took a fighting stance and prepared for the worst.

Her foresight showed her a disturbing image.

In the next moment; pale blobs suddenly oozed from its wounds. The pouring liquid fell upwards, unaffected by gravity. One by one, pale orbs formed like a sea of bubbles above the giant bird. It did not take her longer than a second to realize that these were its one thousand eyes.


< One Thousand Hung Juries Have Revoked the Verdict >


“STATUS!” Frost cried.
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“W-what the fuck is going on!?” Seeing the sheer number of False Juries shocked her beyond words.

“Big – Bad skewered beast!?”

“No…? No? FROST! It didn’t work!” Even the System was taken aback.


 

< Judgement Postponed Until All Hung Juries are Resolved >


 

No. These weren’t a thousand eyes. It was a masquerade of a thousand eyes. As their names implied, they were false juries. Like the mocked spirits of the Hanged Juries Frost had devoured.

This was a major setback. The last thing they expected was to be faced with the very same thing they had already set free.

“SYSTEM!” Frost roared, anticipating an attack at any given moment, even though her foresight said otherwise.

For now.


< CONDITION : The One Thousand Eyed Bird is invulnerable While its False Alibis Attest to its Innocence >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT : The One Thousand Eyed Bird Will Become Vulnerable to [Enact Judgment] After All Alibis Are Extinguished. >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT : Enact Judgement >


 

“Another fucking thousand of them!? You’re kidding me!?” Frost yelled, wanting to deny all that unfolded before their very eyes.

But she had to face this reality head on. They knew it was not going to be easy to begin with. It just exceeded their expectations. In the end, if all they had to do was take down one thousand more of these things then so be it.

Frost’s shock quickly morphed into strength as she was about to head straight into the fray. Though that did not last long. Because the second biggest shock then hit her the moment she took the first step forward.


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

This phrase had no meaning to her. But from the format alone she immediately realized that it was a skill of some sort. The only logical conclusion she came to was that it must belong to the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

Scorched trees sprung from the ground underneath them. Frost was fast enough to dodge them before its living branches could ensnare her. Jury on the other hand, was incapable of dodging this attack. She was seemingly frozen in place as she stared into the pale eyes hovering over the bird.


< [Scrutiny] >


Jury was under this condition caused by the soul-crushing gaze of all the glowing eyes. Frost was immune to it because she too possessed these eyes, and consequently, was also able to inflict it onto others. It prevented Jury from moving entirely as its false eyes scrutinized her very soul.

“JURY!” Frost called out her name as the rows of scorched trees disappeared save for the one that managed to wrap its twisted branch around Jury’s throat.

It instantly sprouted upwards to a height unreachable for her. Another branch held her clawed hand aside, keeping her immobilized as she croaked for air. Frost, now seeing only red, instantly cleaved the skinny tree with a powerful kick.

The tree was felled like any other ordinary tree as it released Jury. Frost caught her and gained some distance from the One Thousand Eyed Bird, her blood physically boiling at this point.

“Are you ok!? You didn’t lose any HP, but – are you hurt!?”

“Jury… Good!” The woman assured, clasping at her throat before she took a stand beside Frost.

But they could not relax. Not even for a good second. In this brief moment, the giant bird tilted itself forward and sprinted headfirst with its maw agape. A black void lined with countless teeth spanned its entire body as it rushed to consume them both in one fell swoop.


< [Prejudice] >


 

This was the name of its 10,000-damage attack. The 8 AGI made it horrendously slow. But when coupled with Scrutiny, it was an undeniably powerful attack. The abandonment of Grandis aside, it was no wonder no one else challenged this Corrupted.

Frost and Jury easily ran past it on either sides and joined up in the center again before Frost pointed up at the floating eyes.

“Those are our targets! Take down as many as you can!” Frost yelled and leapt a substantial 5 meters into the air.

It was a massive jump compared to the normal human, never mind herself only a month earlier. The AGI stat was largely responsible for movement, including jump height. With hers at an impressive 55, she was like a bullet in comparison to the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

Frost thrust her fists into the air and it disappeared into her Dimensional Storage. From within she grabbed onto the ends of the giant, metal feathers belonging to the Righteousness and brandished them like sabers. With the last ounce of momentum she had left, she swung them around and claimed a number of False Juries in a single attack.

She did not know how much damage they were capable of since they had yet to be appraised. And besides, they were only objects. Most of the damage likely came from her resounding 500 ATT.

The metal feathers cut into her palms as she gripped onto them even tighter. This pain hardly anything in comparison to the agony of losing.

Her landing was far from clean as well. She very rarely found herself jumping in the first place. Also, being high up in the air made it extremely difficult to move her body the way she wanted. The proximity of the False Juries was the only reason she was able to do any damage at all, and made it seem easier than it truly was.

Jury on the other hand was a natural at it. She soared up to 7 meters even with her lower AGI stat. Her body was simply built entirely different from hers. She swung at the False Juries with a spectacular cleave. The momentum of her swing somehow threw her further up into the air as she spun horizontally before sending one final downward slash to finish off her combo.

Unfortunately, she killed much less than Frost. The reason was because her ATT stat was still lower than their HP pool. Regardless, her display of mastery over her body inspired Frost as she threw herself into the air again, claiming more of the False Juries with rapid succession.

They shattered like glass, littering the ground with their luminous shells.

“Jury! Yell at me as soon as you feel anything! And System! Keep feeding me with information! I don’t care if it’s only a drop of Jury’s HP; I need to know everything that’s going on!” Frost ordered as the bird finally waddled its way back for another seismic bite.

“GOOD!” Jury responded.

“Very well. I will relay all that occurs to you. I can see Jury’s HP since she’s linked with your Blessing. She’s untouched at the moment. But she’s receiving stacks of Scrutiny at a rate of 1 per minute.”


< [Prejudice] >


“More importantly –! GIVE ME THE NUMBER THE STACKS FINISH ON!” Frost yelled as she moved to the side with Jury, watching the giant bird swallow the ground like an excavator.

A crater was left in its wake as tons of soil circulated in its maw. The beast shivered as it turned around and prepared for yet another charge. The cycle was predictable as far as Frost could tell. Dodge, head into the center and take down as many of the orbs as possible, fall back and repeat.

Scrutiny was the biggest obstacle by far. She guessed the next time it would use Biased Verdict was when Jury was hit with the Scrutiny negative condition. However, this was merely an assumption. And as if reading her mind –


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

The scorched trees emerged again. This time, both of them were able to avoid getting caught by the sprouting trees. The giant bird scraped its foot against the floor, riling itself up for another charge.


< [Prejudice] >


 

And so, the cycle repeated.


* * *


The bird itself was the least of their worries and was, quite frankly, the easiest part of the fight. It was treated like an environmental hazard. They claimed more than 100 orbs in the 10 minutes that elapsed their battle.


< Jury is under the effects of Scrutiny >


 

< [Biased Verdict] >


 

“10 stacks! The interval is every 10 minutes!”

“Good work System! That makes it easier to predict at least two of its move sets now!” Frost exclaimed as she rushed to Jury’s frozen side. They were already within close proximity, so she was able to quickly rescue her from the oncoming trees with ease.

However, she made the fatal mistake of throwing herself into the air.

“SHIT! They’re still active!?”

As a result, a small thicket awaited at her predicted landing point. She had no means of avoiding them outright. She fell into a nest of their branches like they were a giant bug net.

“This is fucking disgusting! Tch – Get the fuck OFF OF ME!” The sensation of being wrapped by cold, prickly branches was unpleasant to say the least.

Only the first tree that touched her quickly ensnared her arms together. One other branch slithered to her throat in an attempt to strangle her.

But it was a mistake cornering Frost like this. What the tree had done was akin to attaching a cornered rat to its chest. To escape, that rat was destined to gnaw its way out regardless of what was in its way.

Frost, being the lively specimen she was, snapped her jaw on the slow-moving branch. These things were slow to her in every possible regard. The only reason she was caught was because she had no avenue of escape. The tree silently wailed before solidifying like a regular tree. She towed her arms free with an explosion of bark and joined the rousing Jury below.

“Stand straight Jury… look at what we must overcome just to get out of here. What we had to do to even reach this point. What you had to endure to stand here at the cusp of your freedom from this place!” Frost roared.

These raw emotions were the steam produced from her boiling blood.

They both gazed up into the countless pale eyes and the quivering beast. The effort required to win was more mental than it was physical. Not a bead of sweat dripped from their bodies as they stood defiantly under its scrutinizing gaze.

The battle was still only in its opening act.

Frost brandished both feathery blades again. When the first drop of blood fell; they moved onwards and fought like it was their last.


* * *


Cycle after cycle, the pale waste pile grew like landfill underneath the eyes. Nothing drastic changed until 400 were finally put down to rest. The mound pulsated with an unknown energy as Frost and Jury fell back from another one of its Prejudice attacks.

But this time, it did not move after it stomped all over the waste. They cracked like glass, flinging shards all over the place as Frost prepared for the worst.

What’s going on System? It’s not moving anymore.

“Patience… I can only detect the skills being used, not before they’re used.”

You imply something else is coming. Should have seen that coming sooner or later. Tch.

“… Frost. Good eat! There’s bad skewered inside! Eat, eat, EAT!” Jury called out as if sensing what was going on.

She wasn’t fearful or warry. Rather, she seemed somewhat elated for some reason.


< [Rightful Ignorance] >


Then it happened. The same opening scream ruptured the air as the floating souls were pushed a little higher up, as if struck by a shockwave. The waste then began to move into clumps, forming balls that soon turned into the beings they knew as the Accusers.

They were pale in appearance, but their stats were slashed in half. There was not one, two or ten. But 50 of them formed after a brief period of twitching as their bones were constructed beneath their flesh.

Then, they swarmed in like a pack of wolves.

More could be seen being created behind their approaching formation. But like Jury, Frost could not be happier with this outcome. They were fodder. Full stop. Such beings could not possibly dare to challenge them.

“Just what the hell do you think we’ve been doing for the last 50 days!?” Frost spat, half-insulted by the attack. The other half was pleased to see so much food running straight for her.
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< CONDITION : The One Thousand Eyed Bird remains Dormant Until All Accusers Are Extinguished >


She had been bleeding nonstop ever since she first took hold of the Righteousness’ feathers. It wasn’t anything her magic could handle anyway. Interestingly however, was that she didn’t heal herself at all. In fact, her HP had been decreasing ever since.

Because the lower her HP became – the higher the chance she had of activating the Will of the Amalgam.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the First State >

< There are still no active or passive skills to draw on. Beat this thing and make it your first for the next time >


 

< CONDITION : Insatiable hunger. Frost. This will last for the duration of the battle. Let your emotions drive you to victory >


The hunger manifested as quickly as she began to salivate.

In her mind there was no great devourer more terrifying than herself. The Prejudice attack was like a candle flame pit against the brimming light of the sun that was her maw. The first row of the Accusers froze the moment her gaze fell onto them. They may as well be walking cadavers at that point because there was no feasible way for them to resist her Scrutiny.

They were immobile fruit ripe for the picking.

            

    
        25. Heightening Emotions

    
    
    
    
                The onslaught of False Accusers were no more than fuel for Frost. All it took was a single bite to claim their pitiful lives. The Scrutiny condition set them up nicely for a critical strike, allowing even Jury to take them down in one clean scratch.

50 quickly became 100. The maw of Frost made quick work of them, slaughtering them in the tens as she punched through them as if they were made of straw. The feathered blades also cut them down nicely.

Her breathing was rabid. Every part of her body screamed in unity for one thing only. To devour all that stood in her path to victory. The 100 slain became 300 before long. The fledgling Accusers were of no match for their combined prowess. It was their specialty in dealing with hordes of enemies to the dismay of the One Thousand Eyed Bird, which quivered periodically as it watched on.

Their attacks were unable to pierce Frost’s flesh. In a few instances Jury was hit cleanly by the bony wings. Though the damage she sustained was negligible at best.

Still, Frost healed her anyway with Greater Healing as the System force-fed her information. Thankfully, she wasn’t as blinded by the bloodshed like last time.

Her mind was perfectly lucid.

The last 100 False Accusers formed from what remained of the pale waste. It perfectly matched the number of False Juries they had slain prior. Another 600 of these awaited them at some point deeper into the battle, but for now Frost could only focus on finishing them off.


< Jury is under the effects of Scrutiny >


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

Frost anticipated this. She had been ticking down an internal timer at every 10-minute interval and was already by Jury’s helpless side as she froze mid-swing against an Accuser. She smashed its face in with a punch and threw herself aside with Jury in hand. Her foresight allowed her to determine precisely where these scorched trees were going to sprout.

And instead of completely dodging them, Frost swung her leg around at the last tree that sprouted before her in a fit of irritation. It was felled in an instant and managed to crush a number of Accusers.

“Can you stand Jury!?”

“Good!” She recovered the moment the tree was destroyed.

“Then let’s keep it up! That fucking bird can still attack from there… how annoying.” Frost spat and grinded her teeth, salivating at the sight of the giant sack of meat which was the One Thousand Eyed Bird. “Irritating. Tch. I can’t wait to judge you… Just you wait.”

It was a shame that it was invulnerable because she would have loved to sink her teeth into it.

Invulnerability was a state that completely negated all attacks or a certain type of attack. It did not matter whether it was the smite of some divine creature or the maw of an all-consuming monster like herself; nothing could ever hope of damaging it.

How did she know this? Well, Frost was already at the heel of the giant bird and snapped her jaw at it. There was immense resistance and a sudden explosive force that repelled her backwards. A magic of some sort protected it entirely.

A classic physics-breaking moment if she had ever seen one.

“Lucky you! It must be nice being immune to damage! I’m sure you can feel pain too, can’t you!?” Frost yelled something quite unlike herself as she mocked the giant bird.

It only continued to quiver as it always had. She turned back to the Accusers and finished them off with Jury. When the last one was sliced into ribbons by Jury’s claw, the One Thousand Eyed Bird shook its head left and right before it suddenly charged straight for them again.


< [Prejudice] >


 

It was erratic. Wildly erratic. Its behavior shifted almost entirely now, like it was acting out of pure desperation. It ran at full charge and allowed its sheer weight to drag it further into the forest, smashing through dozens of trees with tremendous power.

Its maw was left agape the entire time, as if hoping for something – anything to be scooped up.

“What’s wrong with you!? Are you afraid!? What the hell are you afraid for!? You tried to judge me, so why are you so afraid now that you’re about to be judged!?” Frost roared in response, her emotions somehow reaching to even greater heights.

She could not explain the sensation that overcame her, only that it caused her to act purely out of emotion alone.

What this emotion was remained unknown to her. But it was powerful. More powerful than anything she had ever experienced before.


< The Will of the Amalgam has Risen to the Second State >

< There are no defeated Eternal Night Corrupted to borrow Active or Passive Skills from >


 

< CONDITION : Minor emotional discharge until combat has concluded. Will of the Amalgam state decreases by all levels after battle concludes. State may also decrease by one level when heightened emotional state lowers >


 

This explained Frost’s sudden shift in tone. Her hunger was directed to something other than the flesh of the Corrupted, but she could not put her finger on what it was. The emotions that surged through her; that compelled her to act in such a way was not of wrath or the desire to win.

There was something that drove her deep within her soul.

“False alibies –” Frost yelled as she began the cycle of slaughtering the False Juries alongside her closest companion, felling them faster than ever before.

“– False Accusers –” The giant bird eventually found its way towards them.

A massive section of the forest was destroyed by its blind clumsiness. At least dozens of trees laid down their lives for this bird.


< [Prejudice] >


 

“– Your prejudice… What does it all mean!? Why do you judge when you cannot see anything!?”

The bird, to her surprise, did not even run straight at them. At some point it diverted its attention elsewhere and began to smash into every tree it could find, enacting its prejudice haphazardly. Frost’s words carried no inherent power.

She was merely spewing whatever came to her mind without filter. These words came from the heart more than anything, driven by the Will of the Amalgam that sought… sought?

What did it seek? What do I ‘want’…? What am I so starved of right now!?

“Frost…”

“Jury! Don’t relent! Keep on whittling down its numbers until there is nothing left!”

“Jury big good! Skewer bad beast!” Jury replied with a similar energy as they both thrust themselves into the air again completely uncontested by the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

The sound of shattering glass and the thunderous crack of felled trees became the ambience of the Black Forest. Their cacophony of only battle grew with intensity with every passing minute. The emotional tension in the strings of Frost’s heart were tugged unlike ever before as she salivated for a meal that she did not understand herself.

Prejudice… your damned prejudice lays waste to everything that isn’t even a part of our fight. Look at you judge everything in your path… and yet it was I who was called a monster. To be judged for no wrongdoing – to be judged for something I had no control of – to be judged for ‘what’ I am –


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

< [Prejudice] >


 

“CAN YOU EVEN CALL THAT A FAIR JUDGEMENT!?” Frost roared as the scorched trees returned. “YOU KNOW IT IS PREJUDICE YOURSELF!”

But she didn’t run away this time. She merely sidestepped them as they emerged and cut them down from their roots one by one.

The giant bird had intended to ensnare her and then charge in to bite her. But it severely underestimated Frost to a terrifying degree. Who was only supposed to be nearly a third of its level stood far higher than the beast could ever imagine, for this was no normal human or being for that matter.

Frost was an Archetype.

An Archetype with a human heart, and eyes belonging to the Corrupted denizens of the Black Forest.

Jury managed to flee the scene and continue her killing spree above while Frost stared down the approaching bird with unparalleled scrutiny. She yearned to judge it, for the bird had wronged her and all those in this forest with its prejudice.

She abruptly moved from its line of attack and watched it stride into the forest again.

And again.

And again.

The beast cried every hundred False Juries that shattered into the pile underneath, becoming more unhinged in the process. The thorns dug deeper into its coated flesh, nearly becoming one with it, bearing a near uncanny resemblance to a giant Accused.

After cycles of Jury’s scrutiny, the scorched trees, and its clumsy prejudice – another 400 False Juries were extinguished. And so, the bird waddled back into the center and cried:

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”


< [Fear of Retribution] >


It happened again. A shockwave thrust the last 200 bubbles even higher now. The waste convulsed and slithered into clumps, forming the pale birds that were the Innocents.

However, the names of 400 of these beings were different.
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        26. Judgement Awaits

    
    
    
    
                “Why… are you so afraid of retribution if you believe your judgement is right?” Frost spat, watching the giant bird cower now under its veil of invulnerability.

The witnesses themselves did not move. They only stared and watched with passive eyes and a prejudice that did not belong to their hearts. Regardless, Jury was the first to enter the fray and slaughter them without any care. Each swing killed tens, leaving a plume of pale feathers to soon enshroud the entire forest.

The feathers never fell. They hovered in the air like softly glowing fireflies, illuminating this dark world with their light. When all 400 False Witnesses died, the light then shone towards the One Thousand Eyed Bird. It trembled in the spotlight, turning its face away in terror.

It was bizarre. The fight against the level 150 beast was like the retelling of a story more than anything else. While she did not know the extent of the tale of the Black Forest, she was painfully aware of the prejudice it exuded.

She wondered if all the battles with the Corrupted were like this. Demanding more of the mind than the body; and demanding more of the heart and soul than the mind.

Only 200 of the False Juries now separated them from claiming victory. The end was near for this oversized bird. It thrashed around, wreaking havoc in the forest as Frost rushed to the middle and jumped for the orbs.

“Too high! Jury –!”

“Bad!” She interjected, also unable to reach such a height.

The loss of the canopy overhead crossed out the avenue of dropping in from above. Frost, however, was quick to think and immediately grasped onto Jury’s wrist.

“I’m going to throw you up at them! Take down as many as you can!”

“GOOD!” She seemed to understand her intentions and also clasped onto Frost’s wrist. With a large windup and a couple of revolving twists, she heaved Jury up into the air with tremendous force. “EAAAAAAT!”

Her body twisted magnificently in the air. The acrobatics of the woman once again left Frost dumbfounded momentarily. Jury’s pale hair danced in the air as she unleashed a devastating combo.

“Bad, skewered! Bad! Bad s-stars!”

“Y-You can use your tail like that!? Aha… you never cease to impress me.”

Jury hadn’t fallen yet. She used her tail to latch herself onto a floating orb and use it to swing herself around like a pinball. From orb to orb, she moved with complex movement only suitable for a beast.


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

The wave of scorched trees was severed before they could even dream of sprouting any higher than Frost’s hip. Her situational awareness was honed to an omnipotent level. She was like a spider in the web that was the black forest, observing all that occurred without ever needing to face it.

Such was the power of the near one thousand eyes she possessed.

And speaking about eyes – it had been a long while since Jury was inflicted with Scrutiny. The stacks lessened proportionately with each False Jury that was destroyed. The end of the bird was inevitable, and Frost keenly awaited to pass her righteous judgement on this beast of prejudice.


< [Prejudice] >


 

The near eyeless bird couldn’t tell up from down any longer. Each dwindling eye further obscured its vision as more parts of the Black Forest disappeared. Frost could see the entire forest shrink as the distant trees disappeared from existence.

Only the flat plane existed beyond this little ruined section they had for themselves.


< [Prejudice] >

< [Prejudice] >
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< [Prejudice] >

< [Prejudice] >


Frost could not feel any remorse for it. The beast still struggled to enact its false judgement upon them, and instead, ravaged all around it like the blinded blanket blame of an unjust law. It rolled, tumbled, and smashed its body rapidly against the ground in futile desperation as the light of the feathers continued to shine upon it.

It could no longer fight them. It seemed to be fighting ghosts more than anything.

“Tch. How can you still be so blind to not realize what you’re doing!?” Frost’s words were as futile as the bird’s struggles.

“Frost… The Corrupted cannot help it or be reasoned with. Jury is the only exception because you granted her your Blessing, thus, turning her into an Original.”

“I know that. I’m painfully aware of that! But I can’t stop blurting out this nonsense! This… all of this – I don’t understand it! Any of it! All I know is that I must judge that thing!” It pained Frost knowing that she could not easily control her emotions.

But in the context of battle; these overwhelming emotions were a weapon more than anything else. They drove her heart ever forward to enact the one thing that would save them from this hell.

“Something inside of me is screaming out loud! This heat in my chest – this pain – this drive – No… I- I realize it now looking at that ball of prejudice!

I must enact judgement upon it!”


< The Second State Has Manifested as Judgement >

 

< Skills with the Judgement Affinity are empowered. Only skills from Corrupted with the Judgement Affinity may be selected for the second state >


 

< Frost… what… am I reading? It implies that affinities of the corrupted exist. This – this is entirely unheard of! This Corrupted must be affiliated with ‘judgement’ somehow! >


“Born… from the notion of Judgement somehow. With the prejudice it wields – with the prejudice it tried to enact on us –!” Frost caught Jury on the way down and flung her straight up again, shouting: “– It makes it look obvious in hindsight!”

Jury made quick work of the last 200 False Juries as Frost’s emotions continued to soar to greater heights. The adrenaline that ran through her veins could not be called ‘adrenaline’. It was an infusion of pure will.

The hailstorm of their shattered remains and the glow of the feathers turning this forest into cold nightmare before all ceased. Frost immediately attempted to enact judgement as soon as the final orb shattered.

“Enact – ENACT JUDGE –!”

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

However, the battle was still not over yet.

It had only just reached its final act as the last of its alibies were created by the pulsating shards, turning them into an even split of Accusers and Witnesses. They were going to finish it here and now. Frost and Jury prepared to claim the lives of these final 200 false beasts until suddenly –

Frost’s eyes widened in shock.

“JURY! QUICKLY!” She yelled out at the top of her lungs as she snatched the woman’s arm.

Her desperate command instantly enraptured Jury as they fled towards the only source of cover available which were the felled forest of logs.

“IT’S GOING TO UNLEASH A MASSIVE ATTACK!”

“Frost!?” Jury laid low behind the log right beside her.

Frost’s foresight picked up an attack that she couldn’t pretend they could withstand. The number of trees it felled finally made sense to her. While in part she still believed it was a mindless struggle, the other part of her saw it as a last-ditch effort to maximize the effectiveness of its next attack.

What Frost saw was a storm of thorns. So many thorns in fact that she could have sworn she saw a jagged wall rapidly approach them.

This attack was what Frost believed to be its trump card.


< [Hysteria] >


 

A unified scream that came from everywhere in the forest blared like an air-raid siren. The sound alone induced panic and chiseled at their mind piece by piece. Jury clutched dearly onto Frost, suffering from the sound the most. Frost grit her teeth till she drew blood and resisted it with all her might.

She covered the woman’s fluffy ears with her hands, hoping to drown out the sound as she endured it for Jury’s sake.

“HURT! HURT! FROST! JURY HURT!” She wailed, contorting in agony.

“Just… [Greater Healing]! [Cure Disease]! [Area Healing]! [Cleanse]! Hold on… for just a little longer! We’re almost there!” As expected, none of these managed to alleviate her pain.

Healing magic had its limitations. It could not directly interfere with the source that caused damage or pain, and it couldn’t alleviate pain either unless it was caused by the wound or injury that was being healed.

That being said –

– The One Thousand Eyed Bird ejected all its countless thorns in every direction like a bomb when the sound died out. The wind was ravaged by the bullet-like projectiles as they passed overhead with a monstrous scream.

The False Witnesses and the False Accusers were struck down and impaled with so many thorns that they instantly became a black and white ball of spikes. These masses rolled around, accumulating more of the thorns as Frost clutched onto Jury protectively.

The tree they hid behind rattled so fiercely that her organs felt like they were being displaced and rearranged.

When the screams died out and the thorns subsided – Frost peered above at the final 200 enemies standing between them and the shrinking silhouette of the fleeing One Thousand Eyed Bird.

“… you coward… Where – WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING!?” Frost roared, crushing part of the log with her iron grip.
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< Frost! Do not enact judgement! These are its scapegoats! You only get one shot at enacting judgement! Everything here is considered the skewered beast! Don’t let it confuse you! >


“Tch. Scapegoats… Don’t make me laugh. So it purposefully hung its alibies up to dry!?” Frost spat, enraged by this very depiction of betrayal. “Jury… Jury.” Her tone mellowed when she spoke to her dear friend. “Can you still stand?”

Jury limped a little as she helped her up onto her feet. Other than that, she seemed fine. Her HP hadn’t dropped either and the System did not report of any negative conditions.

“H-Hurt… Jury good. Skewered beast hurt jury.” Jury tried to reassure her with a small nod. “Frost skewer the bad beast?”

“Yeah. We’re going to chase after that thing and skewer it.” Frost returned the nod and reached up to touch the woman’s ears, hoping that she was still ok. “… I’ll never forgive it. Aren’t you hurt enough being trapped in here, Jury?”

She tilted her head innocently, wondering what she even meant by that. It nearly caused her to laugh. But the sadness in that never allowed her to smile in response.

In the end she could only sigh and pat her head, relieved that she was fine.

“Never mind. 200 is all that separates us from it. The feathers still shine their light in its direction. Jury. System – Let’s finish this. The scapegoats are weak. And the One Thousand Eyed Bird is weaker.”

She noticed a pale stake among the sea of thorns and prepared herself for the finale.

“Let me skewer you like how I was skewered. Let me judge you like how I was judged. Let me end the tale of this Black Forest.”

            

    
        27. Judgement Enacted

    
    
    
    
                It did not take long to rid the forest of these Falsely Accused. Like the False Witnesses, they served to buy the One Thousand Eyed Bird precious time. Frost’s impending judgment was an inevitability. It was only a question of when.

The answer to this was now.

None of your alibies can help you anymore… you have no one else to take the blame for your judgement.

What laid before their feet were the fizzling shells of the Falsely Accused. Particles of light swayed in the air before they surrounded her like a glowing aura.

“I don’t know what this light is but… I can feel something about them. It’s warm. Sad. Yearning for retribution. System. Anything to report?” Frost marveled at the light, failing to grasp it into her hands as it slipped through her fingers.

Jury was also struck by awe. The light was beautiful. Frost shone as if surrounded by the light of one thousand eyes. She was like a beacon of hope in this forsaken world of darkness. A star in their everlasting night.


< Temporary Status Effect : Bearer of Our Justice >

< Invulnerability to all Skills with the Judgement Affinity Until Judgement is Enacted >


“Our justice… so the denizens really were victims of its prejudice as well. Without its alibies it’s nothing now. It let them all die to cover its own tail. Accusers becoming the Accused. Everything becoming an Accused when touched by the thorns of its so-called righteousness… What a joke.”

“There’s the big beast. Frost. L-Let – Let’s go skewer the beast of the Black Forest.” Jury spoke as she tugged on her hand, pointing in the direction that the countless feathers shone their light.

“Yeah.” Frost, holding onto Jury’s arm, walked up to the pale stake and dislodged it from the cracked earth. “Let’s skewer that thing and…” Her eyes naturally fell somewhere above as she trailed off.

The trees of the forest were somehow further away from them than they remembered.

The sloped path unraveled in front of them. The lights of the feathers tracked down its every movement no matter how far away it was.

But it was not something her eyes couldn’t see. At this very moment she was the sole One Thousand Eyed Bird of the Black Forest, and that giant bird was destined to be judged as the big, skewered beast.

“… get out of here.” She managed to finish after a long pause before they travelled up the gradual slope.

It was almost nostalgic traversing through this barren place. Not a tree was left in sight, and neither were the bands of Accused that once roamed. The 50 days that elapsed felt like they had gone by so fast. But her body refused to acknowledge this. Every pain. Every bite, and every moment was engraved into her being.

They ran for what seemed like hours on end. The truth was that they were moving for only minutes. Frost’s stamina was tempered to the point where not a single bead of sweat dripped despite how fast she ran. She did not allow Jury to lag behind and clutched tightly onto her hand, dragging her as her feathers, ears and tails fluttered behind.

They eventually reached the peak and dashed along the flat plains once again. She saw the giant bird waddle away amongst the distant tree lines. The scorched trees became numerous again until they finally returned to the place where it all started.

“Just stop running and accept it already!” Frost’s yell seemed to reach it.

Only a hundred meters separated them now; a distance that was easily closed before the eyeless bird even realized it. It recoiled in response and trembled, biting every tree that stood in its way in pure desperation.

“System! All of its eyes are gone! Does that mean it can’t use Scrutiny anymore!?” Frost inquired, glancing back at Jury one last time.

“It has no eyes! Jury hasn’t received a stack of Scrutiny ever since the False Juries were defeated!”

Satisfied, Frost released Jury’s hand with a small nod.

“Let’s judge it, Jury!”

Jury’s golden eyes brimmed with understanding, knowing well what must be done next as she stepped aside. The absence of her warm hand caused Frost to tighten her grip onto the cold, pale stake as she thrust herself forward towards the beast with tremendous speed.

She passed a familiar tree along the last stretch. It had a hole punched through it and by its base were the last three pale stakes. Frost snatched all of them along the way with expert dexterity, holding onto 3 in an arm whilst brandishing one as a weapon in the other.

Her emotions brimmed like a flame as the bird wailed at her approach, knowing that its end has arrived. There was no salvation for it. Only judgement waited.

And so, Frost yelled out at the top of her lungs:

“BE SKEWEEEEEEEEEEEEERD!”

One stake pierced through its back until only a fifth of it stuck out.

“Can it be judged yet!?”

“Not yet Frost! The pale stakes are only a meter long! They’re not enough to skewer it! You must have pushed a line of thorns deeper into it last time!”

“I – I still have three more stakes left!” Frost dashed around it as it thrashed its body all over the place, scooping soil into its maw in a rabid attempt to end her.


< [Prejudice] >


She appeared at its back like a phantom and lined up the second stake with the first.

She was met with immense resistance. However – this was hardly an issue.

“[PUNCH]!” Frost roared. She used her fist like a hammer and drove it in, causing the bird to scream hoarsely, as if begging for mercy.

It was too late for it now. After all it had done. All it had judged so unfairly including herself.

“WHEN I WAS LEFT SKEWERED BEFORE YOU DID YOU SHOW ME ANY SYMPATHY!?”

[Punch].

Frost punched it along its body, ruffling its feathers as she ran alongside it. The beast resisted her attacks, for its ATT DEF was insanely high. But there was one thing that no DEF stat could ever wish to protect it from. Even if its HP didn’t drop – Even if it couldn’t die until it was judged –

Frost could still bite into its protective coat. She bit around the area near the stakes as she lined up the third one.

“DISGUSTED WHEN YOU TRIED TO HANG JURY FOR STANDING UP TO YOUR PREJUDICE!?”

These emotions were physically being pumped through her veins now. The light that encased her grew with her heightening emotions as she dashed away, carrying the last stake in hand.

The beast roared with a gargled chirp, opening its maw wide as it attempted to swallow Frost whole in its final attack.


< [Prejudice] >


 

She could see it. A bulge created from the tip of the first stake protruded from the back of its throat. The countless teeth did little to stave her away. Fear was not an emotion that could saturate her blood more than her sense of justice…

No. It wasn’t just hers.

It was the entire forests.

She could feel Jury’s eyes radiate an immense heat from behind as she prepared to enact judgement on this oversized bird.

“OR FEEL SORROW –!” Frost charged straight into its maw.

Her entire body was thrown within as she thrust the spear towards the back of its throat. However, it was too far away. The jaws snapped shut like an oversized bear trap. The instant kill moved had finally claimed its prey.

But Frost, submerged in this darkness, did not lose an ounce of HP. Prejudice, as the name implied, was undoubtably of the Judgement affinity. The positive status she gained from the lights protected her as expected.

“– WHEN YOU JUDGED THE DENIZENS OF THE FOREST WITH YOUR PREJUDICE!?”

Her entire body from the lower half was trapped between its sea of serrated teeth. The site she needed to stab the stake into was right in front of her, but she could not reach it. It was like a claustrophobic cave filled with countless stalactites, making it difficult to move even an inch of her body.

That was when she held the stake firmly with her other hand and roared:

“OR GUILT –!”

Her foresight allowed her to adjust the stake and her approaching fist. She could see exactly how the stake would land before she even struck it, allowing her to line up the most perfect strike of all.

“– WHEN YOU ARE NOW THE ONE BEING JUDGED FOR YOUR WRONGS!?”

[Double Punch].

The stake flew forward from the impact of the first punch and was nailed in. The secondary force smashed it until she heard something snap deep within. The bird cried and released her from its putrid mouth. She landed only meters away as Jury rushed to her side in panic, almost shocked to see that she was somehow fine.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges the Skewered Beast >


It wailed. It cried. It screamed. But no matter what it did it could not remove the stakes that had turned it into the Skewered Beast.

“Judge… Jury – Frost – Judge the big, skewered beast!” Jury cried.


< Judgement in Progress >


 

It tried to escape. To run elsewhere to escape the inevitable judgement. But Frost, having the opportunity to finally get close without dying instantly, rushed to its scrawny legs and gnawed them clean off.

It sat like a deflated bean bag as blood redder than hers oozed from beneath it.

“Don’t – even – think about running! Your prejudice led to the rebellion of the entire forest! Your injustice! Their innocence! The Witnesses that couldn’t act! They were afraid of being smeared by your prejudice! Yet your righteousness still blamed them!”


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >


 

< Awaiting Verdict >


 

Suddenly, one by one, all nine hundred and ninety-nine of her eyes appeared behind her like a complex constellation of stars. A miniature universe hovered above her shoulders as each golden eye casted their gaze onto the bird. Jury’s eyes did the same as she tightly clasped onto Frost’s hand with both of hers, directing her entire will towards the final verdict.

“Frost! There’s a bad skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!”


< GUILTY >


 

< Do it Frost! Enact Judgement now! >


She could feel it. The heat of the surrounding light, the scrutiny of the eyes and the passion of Jury’s enveloped hands. The emotional storm reached it climax as it made its way from the depths of her heart and up to her throat.

Frost, with the combined will of all the denizens of the Black Forest cried out at the top of her lungs:

“[ENACT JUDGEMENT]!”


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Enacts Judgement on the Skewered Beast >


 

A giant scorched tree rose from underneath it. It was utterly massive. The branches enveloped the bird and dragged its bleeding body nearly 20 meters into the air. It strangled it, squeezing its body in half as giant, black feathers rained from above.

Frost could hardly believe the sight. The giant tree strangled it as if it were a Hanged Jury. The branches tightened, constricting it further until it could no more. There was a brief pause. A near cathartic silence brewed as they watched on in anticipation.

And then finally – the branches squeezed one more time and the Skewered Beast popped.


< Judgement has Been Enacted >


Golden feathers spilled like the innards of a massive piñata. They were so bright and beautiful that Frost could hardly believe such a thing would come from a monster as sinister as this. Before long, the feathers stopped falling and all that was suspended before them was its deflated cadaver.

The tree disappeared and released the body into the pile of feathers underneath. The feathers plumed high into the sky. A mesmerizing golden snow befell the world around them.


One Thousand Eyed Bird | HP : 0

 

< The One Thousand Eyed Bird has been subjugated >


 

< One Thousand Eyed Bird has been added to your collection >

< You may manifest the Active and Passive Skills of the One Thousand Eyed Bird when the Will of the Amalgam allows >


 

< You… Frost. You did it. You did it! You really did it! >

            

    
        28. The Conclusion of the Tale of the Black Forest

    
    
    
    
                “Why… do you sound so surprised? I thought you had faith in me.” Frost could hardly believe it herself as she reached a sudden catharsis. “… not that I can blame you. It’s… over, huh. Aha… I’m so tired…”

“… thank you, Frost. Thank you for your hard work.”

“The pleasure… was mine. And besides, don’t thank me for trying to survive.” She deeply exhaled; her voice now more somber than ever.

The emotions that drove her forward faded away almost instantly now that the battle was over. What she was left with was the warmth of Jury’s hands as she watched the golden feathers sway in the air like leaves to…

To what? A wind? No. It was a breeze. A cool, winter air brushed by them from a world beyond this dark place. Frost couldn’t find exactly where it came from. The world was still so dark.

Regardless, they slowly approached the body of the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

It was strange looking at it now without its eyes and… with her shouting at it. She still harbored hatred towards it. Even being within its proximity irritated her. But it was food. And it needed to be eaten. Though strangely enough –


< Unique Ability Gained >

< All Unique Abilities of the One Thousand Eyed Bird Condensed >


 

< ABILITY : The Eyes of Judgement >

< EFFECT : See what all cannot, and what judgement could never >

< One Thousand Good Deeds Yet They Cannot Be Seen >


 

– She did not need to directly consume it to gain its ability.

“System… what are you trying to tell me?” Frost was confused by the blurb at the end as she reached down and began stuffing her mouth with its body, all the while Jury childishly played with the floating feathers.

“It is what is written underneath the Eyes of Judgement. The one directly underneath the Effect is what you would call ‘flavor text’. There are many weapons that possess this...”

“But this is an ability, no?”

“Precisely. It is as you say. It should not have this blurb at all.”

“… one thousand good deeds that cannot be seen. It sounds like an unfair judgement. It’s related to this ordeal, no doubt.”

“Connected to this story in some way…”

“No. It’s not connected anymore. This… This is the conclusion of the tale of the Black Forest.” Frost corrected. “There is no Black Forest any longer.”

“A reference it shall be then. I’m thankful you’re alive.”

“Thankful!” Jury exclaimed, gathering a bunch of the feathers.

She then scurried to Frost’s side and held it in front of her face like a bouquet.

“… and I’m glad I’m still alive to experience these new things. Call it a silver lining after all the crap we had to deal with.” Frost whispered and, after wiping her hands, took the feathers and warmly smiled at Jury. “It’s beautiful Jury… it really is beautiful. I’m glad you’re still… still by my side.”

“Frost! Jury! System!” She exclaimed.

“Exactly. That’s the sort of energy I wish I had right now. I’m just… elated beyond words.” Frost nearly choked on her emotions.

She managed to fend off the tears as Jury joined in on the feast. It was not a time to cry. It was a time to celebrate their success. And what better way to do it than to eat…

Good food?

“Jury. This will be the last time you ever eat anything like this. I’ll make sure of it” Frost said as she stuffed her mouth with more of the creature’s meat.

“Eat skewers?”

“Yeah. I’ll make skewers for you. We’ll store some of its meat. Or, actually, how about boar meat? I’m sure you’ll love it.”

“Good?”

“Amazing. Just you wait.” Frost was swept away by the moment as the gentle breeze steadily began to seep into this lonely world.

The darkness that once prevented the light from entering the Black Forest dissipated like a fog as rays of orange light penetrated from above. And before long, the orange glow of the sunset blessed the lightless land for the first time in years.

Jury looked down at herself as she felt its warmth for what Frost realized was the first time in her life and smiled motherly, watching the woman’s curiosity in action.

“… Frost?”

“That’s… that’s the warmth from the sun. That giant orange ball in the sky.”

“Warm…?” Jury tilted her head slightly “Frost. Frost warm. W-Warmer.” She hummed, sounding almost afraid as she shuffled closer. “There’s… skewer?”

As she did, she brushed a hand against something in the pile of feathers underneath. Frost, wondering what it was, dragged it free and was rendered shocked by what she had found.






	 
	
Coat of Prejudice
< Its feathers ruffle at the truth >


	 



	AFFINITY : Judgement
	
ORIGIN : Object


	Type : Apparel



	DEF : 350
	
MAG DEF : 250


	RESIST : 100








EFFECT: Resistance to the Judgement Affinity. Immune to Scrutiny.


The coat was made of a glorious meld of black and gold feathers. They were irresistibly soft to the touch. The outer layer was made primarily of the black feathers, whilst towards the shoulders giant feathers protruded upwards, creating what appeared like the hem of a fur coat. The insides were lined with the same golden feathers found within the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

It was no doubt a comfortable piece of article… and a much needed one considering she had none at all.

“This thing even has an origin.” Frost commented.

“A wear made from the remains of the Corrupted… an Object. There are a number of artefacts similar to this, some coming from the Corrupted themselves. It was thought they were merely unique weapons not… ‘entities’ if that makes sense.”

“This is a living coat?” Frost took a closer look and found nothing that pointed that it was… well, alive.

“Can you call the Corrupted living creatures?”

“… yes and no. Alright. You got me there.” Frost had no real way of answering.

The System nailed down how much of an enigma the Corrupted were with those words alone. Jury looked up to Frost expectantly, as if waiting for her to put the coat on.

How could she say no to those eyes?

And so, she slipped it on. The coat was long. Extremely long. It reached as low as her calves, and the giant, feathered hem behind her neck acted as a pillow in a way.

It fit her nicely. Too nicely, actually. It felt like a second skin. She basked in the disappearing sunlight with Jury for a while after. The black world overhead became a beautiful orange horizon dotted with countless whisks of clouds. Little by little, small shimmers of light appeared before the light surrounding her body disappeared.

And with it, so did the lights of all nine hundred and ninety-nine of her invisible eyes. But she could still feel their presence with her. All the eyes she had gathered were all just rebranded and combined as the Eyes of Judgement.

Frost noticed Jury curiously gaze off into the sky as she finished devouring the last of the One Thousand Eyed Bird.


< Stats from the One Thousand Eyed Bird Gained >


 

“Jury. Stand up. C’mon… let’s go see the stars.” Frost whispered as they both moved up to their feet and began to walk in the direction of the setting sun. “The food… music… adventurers – everything.”

They wondered for some time before they reached the border of the Black Forest, which met with the main path and the woodlands across. Frost walked out, but she couldn’t hear Jury’s footsteps follow.

The woman had stopped at the edge, clutching onto a tree as if frightened by the outside world.

Frost turned around and walked up to her. She stopped at the very edge of the forest and wore a smile devoted only for this woman who offered her own hand in her darkest hour.

“Jury. Here. Take my hand. Let’s go see the world. Together.” She clasped onto Jury’s hand and dragged her free from the Black Forest.

Her dark work shattered as she was pulled into the light of Elysia. The world somehow turned slowly for the two as Frost watched tears form around Jury’s shimmering, golden-opal eyes.

Jury, with tears suddenly tumbling down her cheeks, happily sobbed with a heartfelt voice:

“Together!”


* * *


< The First Milestone Level Has Been Reached >


< HP and MP have increased >

< A new Profession has been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >

< New title has been granted >


< Title has been revoked >


 

< The Amalgam >

 < Of course no title would be able to override it >






	< LEVEL : 66 >
	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 30,000 ^5/Min
	
MP : 5,350 ^5/Min


	AGI : 55
	RESIST : 50 (+100)



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 2,000
	
ATT DEF : 500 (+350)


	O :42
	D : 0



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	MAG ATT : 350
	
MAG DEF : 450 (+250)


	S : 83
	E : 35









< PROFESSIONS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	BRAWLER : 42
	COUNTER OFFENSIVE : 0
	GREATER HEALER : 83
	APPRAISER : 10
COOK : 25









< ACTIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Punch III [0/10]
Double Punch O [2/10]
	Solemn Counter [0/10]
	
Greater Healing III [8/10]Cure Disease I [2/10]
Prolonged Stasis III [0/10]Area Heal [0/10]
Cleanse [3/10]


	
Appraise Object I [0/10]

Home Cook II [5/10]











< PASSIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Tooth and Nail
	Fine Line
	Hyper Saturated BloodMedical Attention Please!
Coordinated
Mana Profusion
	Dimensional Storage I (17kg/20kg)









< ABILITIES >





	
Archetype of AmalgamationBlessing of the Amalgam
The Eyes of Judgement











< CORRUPTED COLLECTION >

JUDGEMENT


ETERNAL NIGHT | One Thousand Eyed Bird


< CORRUPTED SKILL COLLECTION >
JUDGEMENT


Second State


ACTIVE
Prejudice
Biased Verdict


PASSIVE
Rightful Ignorance
Fear of Retribution


UNIQUE
Hysteria
Judgement


< EQUIPS >

NEX : 0

Coat of Prejudice

Accuser Feathers
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< Unhung Jury >


	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 8,000
	
AGI : 35


	RESIST : 32



	AGE : 26
	
ATT : 137


	 
	 



	ORIGIN : Original
	
MAG ATT : 0


	 
	 









            

    
        29. Onwards to a New Beginning!

    
    
    
    
                Frost followed the dirt path towards the Village of Virt. The aftermath of Iscario’s massacre was almost exactly as how it was left. The stench of death and decay filled the air as she walked along its primitive roads in solemn silence.

She paid her respects to the innocent people that were killed by Iscario that night. They hung lifelessly on their pale stakes, imprisoned with their last expression before their death. Jury still held onto her hand as they traversed through the village remains, surrounded by decaying ghosts.

“… Children. Women. The elderly. The men. He didn’t spare anyone at all.” Frost softly spoke as she closely examined a familiar body that sat atop a small hill, which overlooked the entire village.

The body was riddled with tens of stakes, completely unlike the rest of the corpses. The stakes were like giant, invasive fungi. It was hardly recognizable at all, but Frost knew who this person was straight away.

This body belonged to the Village Mother without doubt.

“Village Mother. I was happy that I was able to bring you some happiness by restoring your sight. But I am also sorry that things turned out like this. I hope you were truly happy until your last moments.”

It was not her first time seeing off the dead.

Her profession required her to work with corpses, and to watch the unsavable draw their last breaths. She briefly recalled the first time she had to clean a body before it was sent off to the morgue.

How she had to speak to a cadaver knowing that it couldn’t reply. Just like now. This was different, of course. It was more… melancholic because these people did not die from natural causes or an illness. They were murdered without a second thought by a monster.

“Do you blame yourself for their deaths?”

“Partially.” Frost admitted. “But I’m not so self-loathing to let their deaths weigh down my consciousness. I didn’t kill them. Iscario is the one to blame. But I doubt that thing would spare them any room in his head.”

She looked up to Jury then asked:

“… Jury. Can you give me a hand? I want to give them a burial. It’s the least we can do for them in exchange for their stuff.”

She hoped to use this moment to further fuel her fury towards Iscario.

What he did was unacceptable.

Jury suddenly took her hand and pushed her face close to hers. She could tell Jury hadn’t a clue of what a burial was, but the eagerness in her bright eyes caused Frost to smile in response.

“Alright. Just follow my lead. And… try not to eat them.” A part of her said this as a joke.

She actually didn’t know if Jury ate humans. Originally, the woman was a Corrupted. One of those things…

But then her mind went back to the helpless, young child that endured the stoning from the kids. She could have easily killed them, and easily lured unsuspecting victims into the forest.

Yet all she did was warn people about the monster. For… a long, long time.

No. Jury’s heart is as pure as anyone’s. She wouldn’t eat anyone.

The woman tilted her head. Frost could have sworn she saw question marks appear over her head. Jury’s overt curiousness and confusion always sobered her, no matter the situation.

With a small smile, Frost took her around the village as the sun steadily fell across the horizon.


* * *


Individual graves were excavated around the Relay Site at the furthest end of the village. The crystal Relay Site was shattered now. Fissures ran through its crystalline body as an enigmatic light sept into the air.

Something, or someone had destroyed this. Iscario was the likely culprit. Returning to the Nexus from here was impossible now, although, if it meant leaving Jury behind then she would rather keep it that way.

She thought of where to head off next they lowered each body one by one into their graves. What was next from here? What direction should they follow? Their freedom in this boundless world felt constricting all of a sudden, but nevertheless, so long as she could live in this world with Jury and the System by her side then she was… content.

Almost content. The Corrupted were another source of her curiosity, as was the Nexus itself.

Then there was the invitation of the Arbiter.

Iscario was afraid of something. The doors of the other floors of the Nexus. He didn’t want them to open. Does that mean other Archetypes exist besides the Arbiter and myself?

A beautiful graveyard surrounded the broken Relay Site. Small, white flowers which naturally grew in the woodlands were bundled atop each grave.

These flowers were one that Frost recognized. They were chrysanthemums. A flower known on Earth to symbolize death.

They laid in front of their respective pile of rocks that acted as their headstones. They were finished now. All 50 of the villagers were laid to rest. Frost looked down at her hands and used [cleanse] on them. The sensation of having the dirt disappear like magic was always odd to her, but she digressed and took Jury around the village for a brief tour.

Along the way Frost explained some of the village facilities. If she was going to take Jury with her, then it would be wise to teach her these things while she had the chance.

From the kitchen in the central hut, to the oil press and the tanning racks – Jury received her very first ounce of knowledge in the world beyond her dark forest.

They eventually found themselves at the foot of a small hut. It was the humble home of the Village Mother.

“This is a house. There’s a bed over there. And that’s a mirror. Aha! – Jury – you haven’t seen yourself before, have you?” Frost laughed when Jury instantly took a defensive stance as soon as she stepped foot in front of the mirror.

“J-Jury?” She asked confusedly, pointing at her own reflection. “F-Frost!? Frost! Frost…? Frost.”

“Ah! So that’s why you were looking at my eyes all the time!” Frost also exclaimed as the woman rapidly shifted her eyes between Frost’s reflection and the real one.

It was beautiful. They were exactly the type of eyes that were… her type so to say. The razor-sharp ones that pierced straight into your soul. Not to mention they were a brilliant gold, just like Jury’s.

Additionally, her body overall hadn’t changed much. Somehow her hair hadn’t grown an inch longer either. It was bizarre looking at her pristine self. There was not a scar to be found on her body despite the number of times she was torn, cut, and stabbed.

Magic… It’s a convenient way of explaining the impossible, huh?

It took a while for Jury to understand that what she saw was a reflection. The mirror infatuated her enough to carry it around the village as they took what they could.

A pair primitively made, brown leather boots for the two of them.

Brown pants and a tunic made from a combination of linen, cloth, and leather.

And finally, a white blanket that Frost retrofitted as a hooded robe for Jury. Knowing of the extreme prejudice that existed towards non-humans like Jury, it was for the best that they hid her animal-like features.

Her fuzzy, flapped ears; the bundle of feathers that protruded from various places around her body; the tail with the feathered, bulbous organ at the end and finally – her left, clawed hand.

All of these made her susceptible to the prejudices of the world.

Frost vowed to not let a single person judge her for as long as she remained by Jury’s side… Just as she had protected her from the judgement of the One Thousand Eyed Bird. She could tell it was uncomfortable for Jury to wear, but the woman didn’t complain. She seemed almost aware of this and wore a rare, solemn face.

“Jury. Smile.” Frost reached up to the taller woman’s face and pushed her thumbs to create a smile. “We’ve been through the worse already. It can’t get any lower than our hell.”

A warm hand clasped onto one of Frost’s as Jury pleasantly smiled.

“Mhm!”


* * *


“You know, I’m actually surprised their bodies were still mostly intact.” Frost randomly said.

They were travelling along the main road now, with the black forest on one side and the emerald woodlands on the other. The celestial Nexus loomed over them alongside a rising full moon. The darkness of their night sky was not like the lonely one from the Black Forest.

Jury stared up in awe, marveling at the billions of shimmering lights and the colorful cosmic dust.

“The villagers?” The System replied.

“Yeah. It only takes around 30 days for the body to start liquifying. They were still in the bloating phase. A state that usually happens right at the 10-day mark after death. Does decomposition work differently in Elysia?”

“The rate should not be different from your world. That is odd. We have been inside of the Black Forest for over a month now.”

“50 days, depending on the environment, is enough to completely decompose a body naturally… strange. It’s like we weren’t even gone for that long.”

“The domain of a Corrupted can manifest peculiar anomalies. The alteration of time can be one of them. It is possible that we have only been absent from this world for roughly 10 days as you pointed out.”

“50 days were condensed into 10 days. The laws of what I know are nowhere to be found again. At least my knowledge of the body hasn’t let me down just yet.” Frost stretched out her arms as she looked out towards the sky. “And speaking of nowhere in sight – Grandis really doesn’t have any mountains, does it?”

“Grandis is not flat region mind you. Its mountains tend to be on the larger side.”

“I know we’re in a forest, but all I can see are the stars.”

“Stars!” Jury yelled excitedly.

“Only the stars you say? You can’t see any mountains?”

“No, I can’t. Can you?” Frost asked it as the road took an abrupt turn.

The System remained silent for an unknown reason.

The woodlands and the scorched, black forest ended at this point of the trail. A small, flowery path of land stretched for what Frost believed as far as the ocean.

But this was an illusion. Because the moment they approached its edge –

– Frost’s eyes lit up with boundless wonder to the world that unfolded before her very eyes.

“A-Ah… S-So that’s why there weren’t any mountains. W-woah…” Frost was at a loss for words, her voice sounding exhausted as Jury idly stood beside her at the small patch of land at the edge of the world.

“The… the world…?” Jury’s voice brimmed with awe to the sprawling lands that laid beneath the cliff and afar.

“Unbelievable. The Nexus really does sit above a city. It’s huge. Like an archipelago, except surrounding the city are ruins of an old one.” She spoke to herself in a quiet voice.

The vast world of Elysia was cascaded by the moonlight. Woodlands, rivers, civilizations, valleys, and mountains dotted the world below as Frost realized the reason why she hadn’t seen any mountains.

It was because they were atop the highest point in Grandis already. The high winds swept by, causing the flowers to dance around them as their clothing fluttered aside. Their hair joined into one momentarily.

This was the sight she needed to see. The sight that really proved that this world wasn’t just filled with an abyssal darkness like that of the Black Forest. That it was in fact as beautiful as any other fantasy world depicted in fiction.

Under the starlight sky the world seemed truly alive for the first time. And she was proud to be alive to witness such a sight, and happy that she was able to share it with Jury and…

“Frost. Can I make a confession? I cannot call what I sense ‘sight’. They are not comparable to your traditional senses.”

“You couldn’t see anything this entire time?” Frost was genuinely surprised by this, but in retrospect, the System never really stated that it saw anything now that she realized it.

“No. All I think I can see is a color I cannot describe. But… there is a strange sensation I feel when you describe the world.” The System spoke with a voice different from its usual cold, monotone one.

It was filled with warmth.

“It makes me wish I could see it for myself.”

“Then how about this. One day… One day – we’ll come back here.” Frost suddenly promised.

“For what reason?”

“To show you the world. What else?” She said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I don’t know how hard it’ll be, what tribulations we’ll have to face but I think I’ll be worth it if you can see the same things we can.”

“Why… Why would you make a promise on such an impossibility?” It asked.

“Because it’s the first thing you’ve wanted, System. You call yourself an artificial consciousness, but you don’t realize that you have aspirations.” Frost explained with a hopeful smile.

The System fell into a long silence.

It was taken aback by her words.

Frost devoured the world with her brimming eyes. Before long, the fell towards a place to the far south. Past a faraway city located at the side of a mountain, she saw a massive stretch of land by the ocean.

The land was carved like the stage of an unholy battle. A kingdom larger than anything she had ever seen before laid in ruins upon those lands. A strange light rose to the sky from the center, like the embers of an invisible flame.

If the city underneath the Nexus was Atlas, then those broken lands to the far south of Grandis must be the remains of the mega city of Paradise.

Paradise Lost. It wasn’t an exaggeration after all. A dozen winged bird annihilated all of that in a singe night. It makes the One Thousand Eyed Bird sound like a hatchling in comparison.

“Aspirations from a heart I don’t even own… You can say some bizarre things, Frost. Can this really be called an aspiration?”

“You’re the one who called it a wish. Don’t backpedal on me. I won’t let you.” Frost smirked. “And besides, I’m not the only one who says weird things from time to time… Nav.”

“Nav?” The System questioned.

“Nav?” Even Jury wanted to know what this word meant.

Frost, after drawing a long breath of air, explained with a comforting smile.

“I thought about for a while, but System isn’t really a name, is it? If we’re going to be travelling together, then you may as well have a name.”

“And Nav is what came to mind?” The Syst – Nav, tried to comprehend the train of thought that even landed her at that name.

“Nav. Short for Navigate. You’ll be our point of reference and referral for our journey. Like a GPS. An electronic guidebook!” Frost hummed before her eyes gently narrowed. “And, as a friend.”

“Nav… I shall take it as my own. Until you find a better name.” Nav accepted it.

“System Nav?” Jury leaned in and asked.

“Yeah. The System is called Nav now.” Frost nodded right as the woman’s face lit up.

“Jury! Frost! Nav! Let’s see the world together!”


* * *


After their excitement died down the group of three followed the trail with the scenery of the world at their side. The path twisted and turned down a gradual slope which was connected with the lands below. Now that she realized it, they were at least a few kilometers up in elevation.

“Frost. Do you have a place in mind?”

“Where else other than the Nexus? We’ll head in its direction and see where it takes us.” Frost looked out to the floating mass.

It was useful as a universal point of reference.

“A journey to return to the Nexus. To the floor that awaits your presence. We are located towards the south of Grandis. The next region over will be Brandar. Northeast is the way.”

“Then our first objective is to leave Grandis. Wherever this trail may lead, and wherever we may find ourselves – Let’s take comfort in knowing that none of us are alone.”

“Together!” Jury cheered.

“Well said. You have a way with words.”

“Well, my whole job revolved around buttering my words… for better or worse. I just want people to smile.” Frost spoke from the heart as she set her sights to the trail ahead.

They didn’t know what else awaited in their journey.

But if there was one thing for certain –

– It was that all that stood in Frost’s way was destined to be devoured.

“So, let’s get those skewers I promised you Jury!”

“Skewers!”


< NAME : Nav >

< … Nav… >

            

    
        30. But One Chapter in the Grand Tale

    
    
    
    
                They slept underneath the starlit sky of Elysia for the first time. Coming from a city, Frost never had the chance to experience what it was like sleeping outdoors beneath the stars. She remembered the city lights. The sound of vehicles and machinery. The convenience of the modern world…

She didn’t miss them as much as she did anymore.

The sweet, savory scent of a roasted boar and the crackling of a smothered campfire lulled them until the break of dawn.

The soft grass was a godsend compared to the soil of the Black Forest. No to mention how comfortable her coat kept her. It was laid on to the ground like a makeshift bed for both her and Jury to share for the night.

She found it amusing how easily she ended up falling asleep. The woodlands of Grandis were teaming with life. Both with prey and predators alike. The howling of wolves was a frequent occurrence, as were the growling of distant bears, and the chirps of birds.

And yet she slept like a rock, unfazed by these creatures. This was because they feared her. They instinctively kept their distance and avoided her at all costs, allowing the two to sleep uninterrupted until dawn finally broke.

She winced when the fresh rays of pink light fell onto her through the thin leaves. The grogginess she remembered she used to experience was non-existent now. An unnatural amount of energy coursed through her in the morning of all times as she turned to Jury who was still sound asleep.

“… I want to sleep like that as well.” Frost complained in a whisper, annoyed that her body only required a little amount of sleep to function. “Maaan… eating has replaced everything for me, huh?”

“So it has. Will you find food to begin our long journey?”

“I’m already being asked a question so early in the morning… Haah.”

“You have the energy to respond. Please don’t pretend like you’re tired.” The System coldly spoke, causing Frost to make a strange face.

“Northeast, right? I have some of the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s meat already. But I want to try eating a wolf or a bear. Think I’ll get an ability from them?”

“Stats at best. Do you think wildlife have anomalous properties like the Corrupted?” The System said almost sarcastically.

“Well, I’m sorry for assuming that the wildlife of a different world aren’t like the ones back on Earth.” Frost groaned, holding back a small laugh. “But it wouldn’t hurt to give it a shot while Jury’s still asleep. I’ll make her something before we head off. I want to level up as many of my skills as possible.”

“You certainly do have the mana to facilitate rapid growth.”

“The mana to facilitate… You know, I have a question about that.”

Frost began as she carefully pulled herself away from Jury, only now realizing that the woman had been cuddling her arm.

“Sorry Jury. What a carefree soul. As I was saying – what’s the average MP for my level?”

“It depends entirely on the professions and skills. But 5,000 is more suitable for a level 120. And that is on the higher end. 1,000 to 2,500 would be fitting for your level.”

“Y-You’re kidding right?”

“Do the feathers ruffle?”

Frost quickly glanced down and saw the feathers of the coat ruffle to Nav’s voice. How the coat even heard it in the first place was a mystery and left her bewildered. The coat does indeed ruffle to the truth.

That aside –

Her MP was ridiculously high, although she did not have any skills to properly use such a vast amount of MP.

In RPG games, the strongest magic or skill usually costed immense amounts of MP. Like an ultimate attack or a trump card. That was when she remembered the skills she had received from the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

“Can I have a look at the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s skills?”


< ACTIVE: Prejudice >

< All that mattered was that they were right >

< Deal 10,000 damage to those caught by your maw >

< Cost: 4,000 MP >


 

“T-Ten thousand…?” Frost almost yelled, shocked by the immense power of this skill. “I thought it would be weaker. That’s insane. Normal people only have up to a hundred HP… I almost feel sorry for anyone on the receiving end.”

It was tempting to spin up the Will of the Amalgam to test this skill out.

But she decided against it for the time being. As far as she was concerned, the was nothing out here that could last long enough for her to reach the Second State.

And that flavor text. It suits the tale of the Black Forest, alright.

“The others?”


< ACTIVE: Biased Verdict >

< They judged in order to not be judged themselves >

< Summon the forest to ensnare your target >

< Cost: 2,000 MP >


 

Prejudice costs twice as much as this one. I can see them working together nicely.


< PASSIVE: Rightful Ignorance >

< They turned their heads the other way knowing it was wrong >

< Open all one thousand of your eyes. They have come to your aid >


< PASSIVE: Fear of Retribution >

< One day it would be their turn to be judged >

< Emotions will heighten even faster >


Exciting and certainly useful. What about the last two?

“I unfortunately cannot find any information on Hysteria and Judgement. Your Will of the Amalgam must reach the second state and manifest as Judgement again.”

“I’m guessing they’re my trump card of sorts then.” Frost nodded to herself, satisfied with Nav’s rundown. “It’s just a matter of time. Thanks Nav. Let’s get going then. I want to test out the new skill I got.”

“Solemn Counter?”

“Yep. Exactly that.”


* * *


A red eyed, brown bear was chosen to become her test subject. Frost stood defiantly before the roaming beast with nothing but her bare fists. It easily towered over her when it stood on its hind legs. But the bear’s mass could not compare to the immense pressure that was oozed from her body as naturally as her breath.

It instantly shrunk and suppressed a roar.

Just by looking at the bear it was instantly frozen in terror. She didn’t even inflict it with Scrutiny. Its fight or flight instincts simply perished in the presence of being like herself.
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“It certainly doesn’t see me as a human. That’s for sure.” Frost murmured, disappointed with the situation.

While it was a massive boost to her ego to have a gaze that could make creatures prostrate themselves, it was problematic when she wanted to actually fight. Additionally, she also had to wonder how this would affect other people.

“Hey… don’t tell me it’ll be like this for everything we come across.”

“Try to relax maybe? You obviously see it as an enemy. Maybe try closing your eyes.”

Frost, listening to Nav’s suggestion, shut her eyes tightly in the face of one of the only few creatures that were truly feared back on Earth. The reason why she did this so nonchalantly was not solely because of how weak it was or her experiences in the Black Forest.

Rather, it was because she could still sense it with the invisible eyes.

The bear refused to budge. In fact, it wouldn’t even be a surprise if it stopped breathing right there and then to spare it of the agony of being eaten by whatever Frost was.

And so, she simply crushed its head with a single strike.


Red-Eyed Bear | HP : 0


There was no point in taking pity on a beast. Not when she needed to eat. If she were as weak as it was, then the bear would have had no qualms in eating her either. Such was life. Eat or be eaten.

The blood that stained her clothes were cleaned with Cleanse as she feasted on it.


< Minor stats from the Red-Eyed Bear gained >


What was left was dragged back to Jury and prepared into skewers. Her Home Cook skill somehow enhanced her butchery work. She had taken a knife from the Village of Virt solely for cooking purposes and used it to carve it into cubes.

Afterwards, they were skewered on sticks and laid out onto the re-lit campfire to cook. Jury shot awake at the slightest scent of charred meat and rolled towards the campfire, her hair amess.

“Morning.” Frost hummed.

“Sun rise.” She replied, almost drooling at the sight of the cooking meat.

“Close enough. Let’s have some food before we head out. It’ll be our first big trip. Nav. Do you know any places we’ll come across?”

“I only know of major locations fitted with a Relay Site. The next place we’ll find ourselves is a large town called Little Tais if we continue northeast. Mind you, I do not know the circumstances surrounding these places. I only know of their existence and some context around them.”

“It’s more than enough for me. Little Tais. Any idea what sort of town it is?”

“A trading town. A place were people come to hire and come to be hired. Usually as carriage or merchant escorts. Lots of good circulate there. I do not know any specifics, but I shall leave that to your imagination.”

It did not take a genius to understand what Nav implied. Slave trade and perhaps other sinister things were at play in that town. The mere thought of it pushed Frost off the idea of visiting the town. The words of warning Cer gave her returned.

She had turned into a girl, was a Blessed, and she could heal.

… I’d probably fetch for a good price. Then there’s Jury. Tch… I don’t even want to think about it.

However – it had a Relay Site. It was possible that they could return to the Nexus through it. As if reading her mind, Nav suddenly explained:

“Jury can be Hyperlinked with you to the Nexus. She has access to the facilities of the Nexus. The only problem is that neither of you have Nex to spare a single second within the Nexus.”

“I, the Amalgam, must pay my Nex like tax?” Frost hung her head in disappointment, thinking she would have at least been exempted by being an Archetype. “Haah… but I haven’t even earned any Nex. I’m still dry.”

Jury, whilst listening to the conversation, gobbled up the skewers happily.

“That’s where the Repository comes in. Nex can be gained from completing quests given to by the Adventurer’s Guilds or the Nexus. The Repository assesses for proof and then rewards them. It also acts as a mass dimensional storage compartment, requiring Nex to use. It is a method of preventing the Blessed from stagnating or becoming lazy. Archetypes are no exception.”

“That’s like the actual house itself kicking out the homeowner.” Frost sighed as Jury looked on in confusion.

“Your analogies are bizarre.” She felt Nav seemingly sigh.


 

< Home Cook has gained a level >


 

* * *


For now, Frost followed the main path which saw no other living soul in sight. These roads were weathered by nature and saw little evidence of human usage. She had hoped to find someone along the way just to know how much time had passed but it seemed like these parts were abandoned by civilization.

The elevation eventually lowered and evened out as they came across a major fork in the path. The trail they had been following was like an animal path compared to the bricked, road that stretched both towards the northwest and directly east.

A broken, splintered sign was the only point of interest here, aside from the stunning mountains that surrounded them on all sides. The world finally opened into a vast, amber plains which led to more woodlands, and then the foot of mountains.

Kilometers into the distance she could vaguely make out a walled structure. It was no doubt a town, though it looked quite small for one. Her vision was phenomenal, but it also had limits. The distance was too great to make out what it exactly was.

Either way, they would arrive at that place sooner or later.

Their speed was unmatched along these plains. Giant bird-like creatures roamed these parts and ran along in herds. These were called Gracebirds; a giant duck-like creature with a thick neck and a large head. Their beaks were lined with soft teeth, used to chew plant matter.

Other avian creatures also freely thrived in these plains, and near the summit of mountains a flock of dozens of giant feathered beasts could be seen hopping from peak to peak.

“Teraddans. Level 90 creatures that feed on those that stray too close to their nests. They are otherwise harmless.”

“I wouldn’t mind eating those. It’s just that I don’t exactly have any long-range skills.” Frost reminded. “Grandis has a thing for birds, huh? Two of their biggest Corrupted were bird-like as well.”

“It is a common theme.”

“Iscario also wore a coat of white feathers. Do you think he received that coat from a Corrupted like mine?” Frost needed to ask.

If that was the case, then she needed to exercise extreme caution the next time they met.

There was no telling what anomalies the Corrupted Objects were capable of.

“It is highly likely that is the case. It could also be an Atelier item specifically designed for him. Iscario has certain ties to Grandis, no? I recall your exchanged dialogue.”

“He does. He absolutely does. He called Paradise his entitled kingdom. Was there a prince of Grandis? How the fuck didn’t anyone catch onto him if that was the case?” Frost asked as the blur in the distance steadily became clearer with each passing second.

“The Kingdom of Puritas. It is the name of the Kingdom that controls the majority of Grandis. I do not know of any known prince. But there is a story that revolves around its late princess.”

“Another story? Not again… wait – princess – could that be his sister!? The one I apparently reminded him of!?” Frost painfully hesitated to utter these words.

It disgusted her more than she was willing to admit. Being compared to anything remotely close to Iscario made her skin crawl, and her blood boil. Just remembering his face was almost enough to cause her to reach the First State.

But Nav’s following words suddenly sobered her.

“Perhaps. It is the story of the little girl who ate the fruit from a tree that the King had forbid all to eat from. A story of blame and guilt. Of death and suffering. Of the judgement of many for the sin of one.

This is the story of the Price of Paradise. Frost. We have completed but one chapter in this grand tale.”

And in the distance, she realized that the town they approached was in utter disrepair as smoke began to rise.

“The price of paradise… don’t make me laugh. You’re only just telling me this now?” Frost questioned Nav with severe edge.

“Believe me when I say this Frost, but someone’s voice who I cannot hear is reading this to me.”

            

    
        31. Accidental Scrutiny

    
    
    
    
                A black smokestack rose from the small town ahead. The long grass leading up to its undefended walls of stone were folded over as if a herd of wild beasts had trampled through.

But upon closer inspection she noticed they were singed, and that their tips burnt with a bright orange ember. A sweeping flame had slashed through the damp grass leading up to the smoking town. Charred marks were left along the cracked road, leading deeper through the open metal gates.

They were greeted by an unattended checkpoint of sorts, built like a medieval gateway where guards were supposed stand by. The terrible commotion within and the scent of burning metal must have drawn them away.

A large number of people gathered by a fountain not too far away from the entrance.

“Unacceptable!” A burly voice shouted amid them all as flames bellow into the sky. “It’s only a trip to Little Tais!? Why should I have to pay the trip fee when I can easily protect the carriages myself!?”

A skill? Fire magic or something? Frost wondered to herself, watching the flames lick the sky as those gathered recoiled in fear.

A man with crimson hair and red, steel-plated armor seemed to be the source of these flames, as well of this small town’s troubles.

He was easily the most armed of them all, even compared to those bearing weapons as their attires mostly consisted of a metal chest piece and leather tunics. Others wore unique sets of clothing and bared weapons like swords, maces, and spears. It was like a gathering of different-classed RPG characters to put it bluntly.

Save that this town was far from beautiful. The structures could just barely pass as homes or facilities. They were weathered by both nature and signs of previous conflicts. The flames of this person only further tarnished them.

“We all have to pay for the trip! The forests to Little Tais are filled with those damned Anids! Who else is going to carry our cargo and feed us along the way then!?” A woman retorted, brandishing her war-axe. “Drop your magic and get your ego out of your ass!”

“She’s right! Stop fighting already! Just pay up for the trip! We’re – We’re already desperate enough to leave!” An old man hoarsely coughed. “A lot of our families were up there in Divas Pass! Please don’t delay this any longer!”

Nav, any idea what’s going on?

“Unknown. They seem to be fighting.”

I can see that. Frost refused to sigh at this.

“Divas Pass was the next and final place with a Relay Site after Little Tais. It is the bordering city between Grandis and Brandar. It appears that something has happened there.”

They all seem eager to leave for that place as well. Is it worth getting ourselves wrapped in this mess? I think I’d rather we move on foot to Little Tais.

“I believe so as well.”

Frost briefly checked their statuses. The average level here was 25, with some reaching the high 30s. The man donned in the red-plated armor was a healthy level 75. The strength he boasted was not a stroke to his ego after all.

However, before she could turn around to leave – the bickering suddenly reached an interesting point.

“My ego!? It has nothing to do with this! My fire magic is unparalleled to the likes of you! I am a Gold Ranked Adventurer, with a Red Soul rank! Whatever is up there in Divas Pass cannot possibly be of match to me!”

Never mind. His ego’s about as high leveled as he is… but Soul Ranks and Adventurer Ranks, huh. That’s right. Those are a thing as well.

Frost remembered that Soul Ranks existed, as well as Adventurer Ranks. While she knew that Soul Ranks were equivalent to levels, Nav briefly explained that Adventurer Ranks reflected one’s proficiency and reliability in both the Guilds of Elysia and within the Nexus.

Soul Ranks were mostly useless to her since she could see their levels directly. Still, it was important to know that Incandescent Souls were of the highest Soul Rank. They began at level 140 and reached as far as the currently known maximum level; 250.

However, only the Blessed were able to progress past level 140. The few non-Blessed that has reached this pinnacle of power were named after a colour, and their Adventurer Ranks became ‘Unbound’.

Summarily, the Adventurer Ranks were in the increasing order of: Tin, Copper, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond, Radiant and Unbound.

As for the Soul Ranks, they were: Green, Yellow, Blue, Red, Violet, Black, White, and Incandescent.

“One of the Incandescent Souls is known as the Red Barron. I’m sure you’re very familiar with this name.” Nav revealed causing Frost to inadvertently gaze upon the group with bloodlust.

This was one of Iscario’s supposed friends.

The bickering instantly ceased. It perhaps didn’t even exist in the first place with how sudden they all sealed their lips. The flames quelled in that moment. None could move, for they were under the gaze of all her one thousand eyes.

“Shit…” Frost uttered beneath her breath, realizing she had accidentally bestowed the Scrutiny condition onto them.

Various colored flames appeared in their chests. Most were pale and blue, while there were very few that brimmed red. Though it lasted for only a few seconds, the silence continued as they glanced around in confusion.

Then, someone spoke.

“… what the hell was that?” A man murmured to himself.

“So that wasn’t just me that felt it? I thought something was going to devour me. I feel sick.” The same woman bearing the battle axe commented.

“This old man can’t catch a break with his heart, can he!?”

The red-haired man appeared the most affected by this, as if incapable of comprehending that he was frozen in place by an overwhelming presence that far out shadowed his own. Naturally, many eyes fell towards the entrance where Frost and Jury nonchalantly stood.

They stuck out like a pair of undecipherable beings. Especially Frost with the spectacular coat she wore which made her appear like a sacred envoy from a land afar. Her sight was not needed a second time to silence them again.

They were in the presence of something incomprehensible. Even the children could sense this.

This is troublesome. We still have the option to run.

“Will you run?”

Frost carefully weighed her options. She could hightail it now and continue with their journey to Little Tais. Or she could use this opportunity to further consolidate her knowledge of this world.

The latter seemed redundant since she had Nav on her side… no, in her mind, but Nav’s information of these places were patchy at best. They missed vital pieces of context, which was something she could only gain by interacting with the world.

Additionally, there was the story regarding the late princess of Puritas that she wished to unravel. If there was anyone who knew about it, it would be the residents of Grandis. That way she can gain clues to the whereabouts of perhaps other Corrupted.

Of course, their main objective was to first gain Nex by completing a quest. Afterwards, they would be able to return to the Nexus via a Relay Site, most likely the one in Little Tais. Where there was a Repository, there was an Adventurer’s Guild; and Little Tais had all these facilities.

Frost eventually made the decision to stand her ground. She needed to absorb as much of the world as she could through these people. And what better way to do it than to barter her healing magic for information?

Although… this atmosphere certainly made it difficult to speak. She needed to change her mannerisms to match this tone.

And so, she draped herself with a façade and spoke with a deep, dignified voice.

“If all you can do is stare speechlessly at me like I am unwelcome, then I will take my healing services elsewhere. I thought this was the place I could find a carriage to take us to Little Tais. I appear to be mistaken.”

A choir of voices rung out almost immediately. ‘Healer’ was the word that surprised them the most. As one of the Villagers of Virt said; healers were a rarity and highly regarded. Their shocked faces proved this to be correct.

They were not going to let her leave that easily. She knew this.

This also confirmed that her healing magic would work nicely here as a bartering tool.

It’s a lot more chaotic than I thought. But I feel like I made the right choice.

“H-Heal!? – wait, Y-Yes! You’re in the right place! S-Sorry!” A woman blurted out and ran ahead of the crowd.

They seemed to be one of the superiors of this place; donned in a bright blue robe and carrying a staff with a blue gem in a hand. A few others quickly joined her before suddenly racing towards Frost with swift strides.

“I am Via, one of the patrons of Grandis’ highways. What’s left of them, I should say. But! You’re a healer, you said! If that’s true, then please – I beg of you – COME WITH US!”

The amber-haired woman bowed so deeply that she nearly scraped her scalp against the ground. Her exaggerated act left both Frost and Jury equally as stunned, but their faces refused to show this.

… Nav. I think I might have made a mistake.


 

< Your internal monologue falls on deaf ears >

            

    
        32. Healers are Important!

    
    
    
    
                “Healers… people like you are practically myths.” Via uttered, holding her staff low as a form of respect before Frost and…

She suddenly held her breath for an unknown reason when her blue eyes fell onto Jury. “Um… UM! is- is that your…!”

“SHHH! You know that’s just an urban legend! I’m so sorry about her. Via has a lot going through her mind right now… as we all are. A healer would make the trip a lot less perilous. You’ve come to the right place if you’re looking for a ride to Little Tais.” Another Patron: a man donned in silver plate-armor, hissed at the woman’s rudeness.

“You easily assumed I was telling the truth. You don’t need a demonstration?” Frost questioned them.

It was odd that they believed her so quickly and without proof.

However, they had blue hearts. If her theory of these being linked to intentions was correct, then they bared no ill will towards her. Furthermore, she could see the desperation in their pleading eyes.

They yearned for her help.

Healers were undoubtably of great importance for a reason she wished to understand, aside from their rarity.

“Don’t be… ridiculous. To parade yourself as a false healer will only get you and everyone you love to be killed by the ‘potion makers’ from those celestial heavens. They call those people…” Via found it hard to look at Jury all of a sudden. “… Wayfarers.”

“Again, with the urban legend!? Wandering Healers and those fairy tale Elven Wayfarers don’t exist!” The same man scolded before suddenly shoving her aside. “What she actually meant was that you’d probably meet a fate worse than death by pretending to be one. Healers are valuable. Our world lacks them, and Brandar holds the majority of them. All ridiculously high ranked and are protected around the clock. You best watch your back out here. Grandis fell off long ago. You’ve just painted a target on your back, my friend.”

Though his words were sharp and critical, they were spoken with genuine concern.

Healers were far more valuable than she realized.

“I appreciate your concern. But my partner is all the protection I require.” Frost smiled. “She does not talk much, so I would appreciate it if you only spoke to me.”

“N-No problem at all, miss healer!” Via exclaimed with child-like energy, raising her hand up high.

“Frost. Please just call me Frost.” She humbly requested from this whacky woman.

Nav? Potion makers!? Her inner voice was drastically different to how she overtly presented herself.

“They mean Inflow Direct. Another Atelier of the Nexus. To the greater world they’re only known as the potion makers. The ‘only’ known potion makers.”

Potions as in ones that restore healing and mana points? Do those things exist?

“Precisely. They are also the ones responsible for creating the Infusions with their technology. All healers in Elysia operate directly under their command. For what reason is unknown, but it is certainly beneficial in many ways for them. Many healers are not allowed into Grandis for the reason of being a Blessed as well. Thus, the reliance on these potions become quite high.”

That explains the reason of their absence here… but still, a healing potion manufacturer that also controls all healers in the world? Sounds scummy. Nav, are all the Ateliers like that?

“Morality is subjective in the grand scheme of things, not that I would understand any of it. We shall leave it for another time.”

Right. And we’ll leave the question of that voice in your head for another time as well.

“Indeed.”

“Miss Frost! U-um! You said you wanted to head to Little Tais, right!? Right! We’d all be grateful if we had a healer aboard! Hop aboard my caravan! You won’t even have to pay the fee!”

Somehow, she could feel the gaze of a particular hot-headed man amongst the crowd behind. Thankfully, even that man understood the importance of a healer and kept their mouth sealed shut. Frost and Jury had become the object of fascination to the entire town, as the residents peered through cracked windows and doorless homes at her.

She did not need to think twice and accepted Via’s generous offer.

“An offer I cannot refuse then. But I am in a hurry to leave. When will you be departing, if you don’t mind answering?”

“Right now! We just ran into a little… trouble earlier. T-that was you, wasn’t it!? I mean… your companion here who stopped the fight!?” Via questioned as the man, and the other patrons eagerly waited for her answer.

“I’ll leave that to your imagination. For now, allow me to heal the injured.”


* * *


The smoldering flames that once engulfed the skies of this town subsided. The movement of around 50 people drew the interest of this near dilapidated town’s residents. Most of the people living in this town had been here for the last 30 years.

It used to be a spectacular town that was highly frequented when Paradise still existed. A town that offered its facilities to travelers and the like. However, the fall of Paradise and consequently, the Kingdom of Puritas, saw a power vacuum consume Grandis.

Wars arose between its seven kingdoms. Many of the intermediate towns like this one were constantly under fire by all sides. In the end, only 3 kingdoms now remained.

A resurrected Puritas, the strongest and by far the largest kingdom that controls the south.

Bellum, the kingdom of the west which laid past Mount Salus; the highest mountain located in the center of Grandis.

And finally, Diavola, the kingdom of the northeast. It was said to be responsible for the loss of Paradise. What happened or why this was the case was unknown. All that anyone knew was that the king of Puritas denounced them days after the Dozen-Winged Bird disappeared.

These wars ended 5 years ago.

Frost allowed this fresh information to stir in her mind for a moment. Via was awfully knowledgeable despite her erratic personality. Either way, it was not like she was a bad person.

That being said –

An array of armored steeds harnessed to huge, wooden caravans laid in wait as these people were boarded on one by one, only after paying a fee of 20 silver coins to the Patron responsible for their caravan. The currency of human kingdoms were simply coins, starting from copper, which was the lowest, to silver, gold and then platinum.

The conversion rate was exactly:

10 copper coins equaled 1 silver coin.

100 silver coins equaled 1 gold coin.

10 gold coins equaled 1 platinum coin.

“Healing magic! Waaaaaw!” A child exclaimed, seeing that their cuts and abrasions were no longer present.

Frost’s magic sparked the town with unparalleled fascination. The white particles that appeared whenever Frost casted her healing skills onto the injured was a sight that left many baffled, and Jury proud.

“May the deities of the celestial tower bless your heart. My skin no longer singes. That bastard needs to be more careful with their magic.” Another person thanked.

Most of the people she healed were the town’s residents. A good majority of them were rather thankful and had the same, pleasant mannerisms of the village of Virt. However, it was quite unfortunate that not all could behave themselves.

“A Blessed healer in our lands once again! C-Could you two be the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer –!?” A man suddenly asked like a crazed lunatic, flailing their arms like they were trying to prove something. “S-She must be an Elf! Under that hood she must have those Elven ears –!”

“Shut up.” Frost commanded in a hiss.

He was silenced in an instant by Scrutiny right before the steel-plated Patron, Jaris, wrapped a finger around his collar and threw the resident aside like a sack of potatoes. A pair of guards were quick to apprehend the man before he could cause any more trouble.

They suspect Jury as a non-human already. I can’t say I blame them. The hood makes her suspicious enough. Tch. I have a terrible feeling that blood is going to spill in Little Tais.

“Conflict is as common as the words written in a book. But I must ask you Frost; is now a good time to reach the first state?”

No. It’s not. I’ll calm down.

“I apologize for that nonsense, Frost. We should leave. Now. Via. Spare her a good seat. Your caravan will take the central position. These damned people and their fairy tales… Please don’t mind them.” Jaris sighed.

“Not at all. I am used to being mistaken for this urban legend. The Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer is a common tale to hear in these lands.” Frost spoke as if she knew, when in truth, she understood nothing at all about this urban legend.

Not even Nav did. Her first train of thought landed her at a Corrupted, but then again, were the Corrupted even capable of anything other than misery in the first place? The stories she heard from Cer depicted them all as disastrous beings, and as far as she was concerned, this was the truth.

Jury did not count because she was not the main Corrupted. The One Thousand Eyed Bird was. Jury was more akin to the minion of a boss, just like the denizens of the Black Forest, if that made sense.

“Too common for its own right. No one even know if they exist. You two are bound to attract trouble with those childish rumors… goes to show how disjointed Grandis has become.” He growled right before the sound of clanking metal approached.

“Sir! We’ve almost boarded everyone and their belongings! We have the supplies to last 3 days in the Sericum Forest! As for the potions –!” A woman dressed in chainmail called as Via waved over to Frost and Jury from a rather lavish caravan.

“We have a healer, so forget the potions. Use them sparingly. I doubt they’ll be cheap to restock in Little Vais. Bastards will use the situation in Divas Pass to pinch as many coins as they can.” Jaris complained with severe edge.

“Leave your healing matters to me. I’m more than willing to spare my hand.” Frost assured before she left for Via’s caravan.

These things were roughly half the size of a shipping container, boasting incredible space for the ten or so individuals that found themselves seated along two rows of cushioned benches. A triangular roof was held up by multiple wooden poles to protect them from the weathers, and the half-walls were lined with murder holes for archers to lay waste to attackers outside.

It closely resembled a giant chariot made for war now that she realized it.

            

    
        33. New Faces

    
    
    
    
                Once aboard, they chose a vacant seat closest to the front where Via drove. Many eyes begged her to choose a seat next to them, only to be ignored as she slipped by. Frost was not so naïve to not notice that she had become an object of desire.

Scrutiny in a different sense. Or probably just rampant desires. Haah… what a pain. 

Thankfully, she had tough skin herself. Being under the scrutiny of thousands of different kinds of eyes was a part of her profession, after all. Though this was different. Wildly different. She was a woman now in a different world that lacked the common sense of modern civilization.

Therefore, she needed to assume that people wouldn’t just be after her healing magic.

Still, admitting it was rather…

… Strange to say the least. It left her mind in a quandary state. She genuinely did not know how to feel about it. But there was disgust. At least that much was obvious.

Nav, can you wipe my memory real quick?

“No. I am not even capable of that. I would have suggested you smash your head against a ridged object, but your head is probably sturdier than most things.”

Frost mentally sighed.

Directly adjacent to the chosen seat was a mother with her daughter. The young girl rocked her legs as a normal child would do. Beside them was a young man who seemed lost in deep thought.

“Do you mind if we take this seat?” Frost kindly asked, snapping the man out of his trance.

“G-Go ahead! Don’t mind us – er, me.” The young man shot wide awake in surprise.

He wore an inconspicuous outfit with a coat that closely resembled an open suit. There was not a hint of protection in the attire he wore, and neither did he have a weapon on him. A leather satchel and the small pendant in his palm was all he had.

“Oh~ The pleasure is ours.” The woman, whose green hair was tied into a long, braided ponytail hummed. “It’s nice seeing such clean faces. Baths are hard to find around these parts.”

She said this while cupping her cheeks. Her voice was oddly melodic, to the point where Frost was convinced that it was the work of magic. She imagined Sirens in popular fiction would have sounded just like her.

“… you’re concerned about baths more than the Anids?” The man chattered nervously.

“You also have a daughter yourself, don’t you?” The woman didn’t need to elaborate any further as Frost and Jury took a seat across them.

“That I do. That… I do. You’re right. The Anids should be the least of my worries.” The man exhaled and tightly clutched the pendant in hand.

Ah… they don’t want to scare the little girl.

Frost caught on as Jury silently gazed at the girl, tilting her head curiously in sync with her.

“Healer and… a knight! I bet you’re a knight, right!?” Her eyes sparkled when she came to this sudden conclusion.

The girl pointed at Jury, baring a vibrant smile that any parent would be proud of.

“It is rude to point, Alice. I’m sorry about her. Please pay her no mind. She’s just excited to finally return home.”

“It’s fine. Children should be free spirited.” Frost smiled before introducing herself. “My name is Frost. And this is my companion, Jury. She doesn’t talk much, so please speak to her through me.”

Although she said this –

“Speak to Frost. Not me. I’m sorry, but don’t speak much at all.” Jury spoke and nodded once.

This surprised Frost in more ways than one. She barely just managed to hide her shock. Not only was her manner of speech fluent, but she seemed to understand the meaning of the words, as well as the context of their conversation.

… Jury, are you genius or something? I know she’s just repeating what I said but man, I didn’t expect her to learn this much already.

“It may have something to do now that she’s an Original. Do not forget that her sudden physical growth was also attributed to it.”

That could be it. But I’m still unconvinced. It’s all speculation at this point.

Whatever it was, there was no doubt that Jury was a sponge for knowledge.

“Hellen~ The pleasure is mine.” The mother hummed.

“Alice!” The girl exclaimed.

“Jury?” Jury ended up saying, not wanting to feel left out.

Eventually, their eyes fell onto the man who absentmindedly gazed afar, as if lost in some distant memory. No one said a word for a good few seconds before the man jolted when he realized he had become the center of attraction.

“Sorry?” He jolted wide awake again.

“Your name?” Frost asked, wondering if he was alright.

“Oh… what was it again? A-Ah, Calfasio. Sorry. I’m just hoping nothing too big happened in Divas Pass.” He deeply sighed before the caravan suddenly shook.

A loud choir of whistles nearly drowned the beat of galloping hooves. The caravan groaned as it was suddenly towed forward by the might of half a dozen horses. A total of 6 horse-driven caravans moved at once in a long line along the highway, rocking rapidly in response to the uneven roads.

“The news only reached us a day ago, didn’t it!?” Via exclaimed, trying to beat out the sound of cranking wheels and rattling wood. “They said a natural disaster struck there 10 days ago! A huge storm and winds swept along! A lot of villages were ruined along the northeast as well, you know!?”

10 days ago… Wait. 10 days ago was when Iscario made it to the Village of Virt. He never used the Relay Sites to reach me, did he? He used a thing called Infusion S.

“Infusion S. The granter of speed at the cost of one’s most important organ. Destruction is usually left in its wake. Frost, it is likely that the destruction of Divas Pass is related to its usage.”

Frost’s eyes sharpened. But this time, she was careful with where she looked.

Was the Village of Virt not the last straw to realize what he was doing? Nav… can people really be that blind?

“You’re asking something that is blind themselves. I don’t understand this notion.”

Frost silently groaned, attempting to waft the thought away in favor of the situation at hand.

“Let’s hope that they are safe and sound.” Frost offered him words of comfort in his trying times. “Hey. Calfasio. Tell me about your daughter. What’s her name?”

“Ah… my daughter. Yeah. She’s… Aha. Her name is Ignis.” The man’s face suddenly brightened at the pleasant memory. “… thank you for asking.”

“Hmm~ How old is she turning? Alice here is about to turn twelve soon.” Hellen chimed in, her motherly intuition sensing Frost’s intentions.

These people seemed… rather normal compared to the others. Perhaps that’s why they were placed here in the safest caravan. Amid the sound of mechanical clambering and their pleasant conversation, Frost drew her eyes to the ceiling and softly smiled.

This is a nice change of pace. Haah… Nav. I think it’s a good time now to fill me in with what the Anids are, because they sound like a short version of arachnids. I’m probably just overthinking it.

“Good assessment. I hope you are not afraid of giant spiders.” Nav simply said, causing her to blankly blink. “Anids are a monstrous race with an appearance not too dissimilar from arachnids. High in intelligence as well.”

Frost’s heart froze solid like it had been plugged into an arctic sea.

… Nav. Please tell me you’re joking. I’m begging you. Give me the punchline already.

But to her dismay –

“I will ask you again, Frost; do the feathers ruffle?”

Her battle with the One Thousand Eyed Bird suddenly felt like a tutorial mission in comparison to the monstrosities that were a race of giant, intelligent spiders.

            

    
        34. Into The Enshrouded Forest

    
    
    
    
                By now the road had smoothened out enough for them to hear the grass dance and the leaves of stray trees rustle in the wake of their caravans. The clopping of hooves did little to drown the sounds of nature.

They approached a towering wall of trees in the distance. A vast landscape of a mountainous forest sprawled almost as far as the eye could see. A distinctive blue haze coated these overgrown mountains, making it impossible to see what exactly laid further beyond even with the Eyes of Judgement.

The forest appeared haunted. Foreboding. It was eerie looking at it in comparison to the rest of the clear world. If it was anything like the Black Forest, then Frost needed to keep her wits about.

“Miss Hellen. Does your daughter know what sort of place we’re about to travel through?” Via suddenly spoke, turning around to briefly greet them with a stern look.

“For the most part.” She simply said.

“Let me ask again. Does she know about the Anids of those forests?” Via specifically asked.

“No, I’m afraid. As a mother, I don’t want her to be exposed to those things. Even verbally.”

“Miss Hellen. I regret to tell you that it’ll be impossible to avoid a confrontation with the Anid nest. I know most of you here can’t fight and want to get to your families as soon as possible, but please think about yourselves first.”

“… that’s easier said than done.” Calfasio admitted, sympathizing with Hellen’s parental instinct to protect her child. “But you’re right. We’re not really strong enough to fight in the first place. Isn’t that why we paid a gold coin for this trip?”

“We specifically wanted people who could fight.” Via reminded. “But we Patrons have a heart. No one wants to live in regret. What happened in Divas Pass is an extenuating circumstance. Couple that with the movement of the Anid and you have yourself a recipe for disaster. Still, that didn’t stop people like you Mister Calfasio. And neither myself.”

“You’re not trying to hide that we’re at a high risk of dying in the forest.” Frost slowly spoke. “No wonder you wanted us aboard.”

“Oh! But that’s half of it! Everyone – EVERYONE – calls me a liar, but in truth they’re all just scared. Jaris was afraid of you and your friend. He’s the type of guy to look strong on the outside but deep down those horror stories really get to his head.”

“I didn’t notice. I thought he was just abrasive to those tales.” Frost stated.

She actually did not notice that he was afraid. The month she spent absent from social interaction left her ability to read people’s emotions slightly weakened. It was either that or that man was in a masterclass of wearing facades.

“You… don’t believe in the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer legend?” Via suddenly asked in a quiet voice. She was wary. Timid to even ask, but something compelled her to fight her hesitation. “I’m sorry if I keep harping on the same thing again and again. You’re probably sick of it already.”

“I wouldn’t know. Like I said, I’ve only heard of the tales. You sound adamant on them being real. Why, do you believe that we’re from that tale as well?” Frost narrowed her eyes critically.

“N-No. No, not at all. They can think what they want, but I know that it’s not you. Not anymore. Call me a liar or whatever, but I’ve seen them with my own eyes! And I’ll take that to my grave!”

The feathers of the Coat of Prejudice ruffled to her surprise.

“That legend was born out of desperation, and the vengeance of the healers. It’s not… something to say lightly.” Hellen gently pulled Alice into an embrace as she said this.

The mood’s taken a turn for the worse.

“And that’s why it’s a surprise you’re even helping us for so little. You must have a good heart.” Calfasio solemnly commended her.

“Good or not, I believe it is the duty of a healer to heal, no? Otherwise, what for do we have these powers?” Frost’s simple explanation left them stunned for some reason.

Did I say something wrong?

A strange silence brewed before Via turned back around and said with a voice filled with critique:

“Then you should come under the expectation of not being made a slave. They’re protected so heavily because of their inability to fight. That’s why in the urban legend they’re depicted as being protected by their Wayfarer. No one could seem to see them walk amongst the crowded streets. But I could. I can never forget the faces of the ones who pulled me out of my hell.”

She deeply exhaled, managing to recompose herself before she broke into a smile.

“That’s why I ran to you so suddenly. I’m still so sorry about it. You two definitely had similar appearances to them so I thought that maybe they had come back. A healer dressed in pale-white, and a Wayfarer clad in a black coat. It’s the complete opposite for you two.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just grateful that we were given an opportunity to ride along. But if you’re really sorry, then can I ask you a question?” Frost warmly smiled at this, causing Hellen to make a surprised face.

“Oh~ I thought you were sterner because of your eyes! You really are a woman after all~”

“What the hell did you take me for?” Frost laughed.

“A question?” Via hummed.

“Yeah. Are you familiar with the tale of the princess who ate from the forbidden tree?”


* * *


“That isn’t a tale. That’s our history. It’s how… things began to spiral out of control in the Kingdom of Puritas. And then the larger part of Grandis as a whole. Then, the fall of Paradise itself.”

The feathers ruffled when Via revealed this.

“The princess ate from the forbidden tree in the King’s sacred garden. When the King realized one of the fruits were missing, he gave out an order to find out whoever did the deed. Put one and two together and you have people being falsely accused left and right for a sin they didn’t commit.” Via’s voice echoed.

They were in the mouth of the forest before long. Pine trees rose like pillars into the sky, reaching up to tens of meters. The thick fog quickly separated them from the world like they had entered some sort of foreboding dimension.

“Do you believe that we should be judged for the sin of one, Miss Frost? Like it is inherited? I like to wonder myself.” Her voice echoed again.

Via did not expect an answer, and so Frost only listened to her agonized voice.

A permanent pale hue smeared the forest, making it impossible to see more than a few dozen meters ahead. Frost on the other hand, was able to see much further than this thanks to her eyes. However, that did not change the fact that she was still about as blind as they were.

“When they tied me down and took my precious things despite my pleas; they told me that my sins were already written down long ago. My voice was never heard. My screams replaced by written words I have never spoken. Our sins were written in blood all because one princess sucked out the sweet puss of an apple.” Via’s expression never changed.

The happy, eccentric woman she knew up to this point disappeared. A tortured soul replaced her as she wore eyes deader than a fish. There was untold agony in that absent gaze.

“… I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to make you dig up painful memories.” Frost solemnly uttered as the carriage suddenly fell silent.

The sorrow of this tale… no, their history ran deeper than blood. The magnitude of this tragedy was as far reaching as she realized. It was not just localized to the Black Forest and Paradise, but to all of Grandis.

“Oh please. Don’t waste your sorrow on me. There are people worse off in these lands. My story is as common as these trees. The Anids, Miss Frost. I hope you never have to see what they do to people. How they impregnate them with their eggs and weave their innards into strings.” Via warned, before suddenly slapping her cheeks as she shouted: “But You know! I have a new purpose now! Check this out, Miss Frost!”

She pulled out an item that caused Frost’s eyes to sparkle with awe. A blue, ethereal parchment of paper was held in her hand. Except this paper was made from a string of an unknown origin.

“Someone occasionally delivers one of these to me. Once a month, sometimes once a year. You Blessed probably know those people responsible. I only received this yesterday. Wanna know what it says?”

“You might as well tell me.” Frost smiled.

“Well, I won’t. because it’s. A. Secret!”

Her smile suddenly cramped.

… at least she seems fine now. She mentally sighed. Nav. What is that weird string-like piece of paper?

“It may be a Script. Surprising for one to exist so far away from the Emvita region.”

That doesn’t explain what it is.

“Exactly what its name implies. It is a script containing a set of commandments tailored for an individual. Should one fail to follow them then they will be killed within the hour. The cause is unknown. They are created by the technology of Act X; a product of the strings which cannot be cut, burnt, or damaged in any way.”

Should I be worried about what it says?

“That I do not know. The Scripts are an enigma.”

Clearing her throat, Frost asked but one question.

“Does it say anything about harming Jury or I? Or a betrayal?” Knowing how, for lack of a better word, weird the world of Elysia was; there was a chance that something sinister was written on that Script.

“Huh? Why the hell would it!?” Via exclaimed, almost insulted that she even asked. “I can’t believe you’d ask that! Look, I get you’re a healer, but can’t you just trust me a tiny bit more!?”

The feathers of her coat thankfully ruffled.

            

    
        35. Jury's Dream of a Place with Books

    
    
    
    
                The 6 caravans voyaged on into the unknown, following a carved, dirt path that twisted and turned at the seams. It scaled mountain sides and descended from similar heights. The elevation here varied greatly.

But even when they were faced with a cliff on one side of their path –

“You can’t even see the bottom.” Alice’s voice oozed with awe as she peered the half-wall. “Mom… how far high up are we?”

“Not that high, darling. Come, sit down. There’s nothing to see out there.” Hellen quietly spoke. Alice followed her mother’s instructions without protest.

“She’s a good girl. A lot easier to handle than my Ignis.” Calfasio sounded amused.

“It’s because she’s quite frightened right now. You should see her when we reach Little Tais.” Hellen hummed.

The world slowly grew darker as they travelled further into the bowels of this forest. The pine trees seemed even larger now, to the point where it was impossible to see their branches anymore, let alone a single leaf.

After 12 long hours they finally parked their caravans along a flat stretch of land. The mountainous part was over, and now its was just a matter of going forward. If it were up to Frost, she would have powered on.

But these people were not like her. Even Jury required some rest as she found herself occasionally yawning into her cloak, expertly hiding her many jagged teeth.

The woman eventually found herself asleep, her head resting on Frost’s shoulder. She held her hand from underneath the cloak, causing Jury to mutter something in her sleep.

“… thank you… Frost… Warm…”

“For a guard, she’s awfully close to you, isn’t she?” Hellen hummed.

“She’s… well, she’s a lot of things to me actually.” Frost softly admitted. She refused to elaborate further despite how Hellen’s eyes urged her to continue.

“Hmm~ Do you have children yourself?” She then asked.

“N-No thanks. I’m not even remotely interested in having any either.”

“What about love~?”

What is this supposed to be? An initiation of some kind? I feel like I’m being interrogated.

“Love is… I guess I have Jury already, so I think that’s enough for me.” Frost tried to dodge the question.

Unfortunately, it was like trying to dodge a bullet.

“So you are close for a reason. Talk about forbidden love.” Calfasio chimed in. “But you look more like a mother and child. I think that’s what Hellen was getting at.”

“Hmm~ Give it time and it’ll blossom nicely.” Hellen clapped her hands together.

“Wait, wait just a second. You said forbidden love. Why, is it because we’re both women?” Frost curiously asked.

They were confused for a split second. Like she had just said something odd.

“No? It’s because she’s not human, is she~?” Hellen pointed out.

Well… it was obvious from the start.

Frost didn’t respond and only stared at them with eyes begging them to elaborate.

“Non-humans are prosecuted here in Grandis. Isn’t that why she wears that cloak?” Calfasio began, carefully speaking as if navigating through a minefield.

“Having them as a lover is frowned upon. But none of us here can judge. Not me at least. My wife is part Demi-human, so I can sympathize with you.” He smiled, reminiscing his lover’s face. “Divas Pass… is about the only city in Grandis that doesn’t harbor the cruelty of our past. I hope everyone’s safe. Oh please be safe…”

“Your daughter would be more worried about you if she saw you like that.” Frost said.

“Aha… you’d be right. But you know, I’m not a fighter or anyone strong myself. Everyone here is just trying to get by in these lands. Normal people like us that have no power to change anything.”

His voice resonated within the caravan. Everyone seemed to wear the same, sorrowful expression.

“The healers. The non-humans races. Ourselves. Grandis has a long history of persecution.” Hellen said as she stroked the hair of a sleeping Alice. “And we bear the sins of those crimes we never committed. That’s why I want to at least bring Alice to Brandar. Children should be free spirited, right Frost~?”

Footsteps could be heard outside. One by one, armed Adventurers set up a perimeter around the caravans. They would be staying here for the night.

There was a lot to digest. Her iron stomach churned and yet nothing managed to sit right. Now that she realized it, Grandis was filled with tortured souls. The King of Puritas cared not for his people.

And his presumed son, Iscario, was equally as worse.

Frost had to wonder how these sorts of people managed to remain in power for so long. The same was true throughout Earth’s history. It always baffled her, even though she knew the answer all along.

Power and violent persecution. Fear ruled the weak. And in a world of magic and power beyond comprehension, it was even worse.

She looked out towards the sky hoping to find the Nexus but saw only the black opaqueness of an overhanging fog.


* * *


The sight remained the same at the dawn of the next day. She hadn’t closed her eyes once. These thoughts stirred in her mind, creating a concoction of emotions that she herself failed to understand.

There were no stars to gaze upon that night. No stars to guide these people in this dark forest. Eventually, when yawns and people began to rouse at the break of dawn to the sound of a loud whistle –

– Frost looked down at Jury’s innocent, sleeping face.

Why can’t the Nexus do anything about this?

“Unknown. But…”

But?

“You are the Amalgam. If the Arbiter was able to enact change within Nexus with the Arbiter’s Trumpet, then perhaps there is something you can do.”

Something I can do, huh.

“Do you backtrack?”

No. Definitely not. I just… want to understand what’s going on in this world first. So, let me help people along the way until we reach that point. I have strength that they don’t have. I think it’s unacceptable that normal people have to suffer like this.

Nav. I’m glad we didn’t end up running off on our own.

“Have you picked up a new resolve?”

Frost smiled to herself, shaking her head.

If it was ‘new’ then I wouldn’t have tried to save Jury from those children in the first place. I wouldn’t have fought to keep her by my side at all costs. And… I wouldn’t have cared about that village.

She held tightly onto Jury’s hand as the woman roused awake, rubbing her cheek alongside Frost’s face.

“Morning… I had a… weird dream… Frost.” Jury whispered groggily. “That I was in… a place filled with books. Many, many, many books.”

Frost’s heart skipped a beat.

“Huh? Jury? A-are you feeling ok?” She did not know how to react accordingly to Jury’s sudden mannerism.

Her voice was fluent. Too fluent. She even managed to place an emphasis on one of her words. The Jury who tried mimicking her words only yesterday had a voice that was entirely that of her own now.

“You’re supposed to say morning back. Am I wrong, Frost? Ah… you’re so warm.” Jury snuggled close unexpectedly.

She needed to unironically pinch herself.

This was Jury, right?

The warmth was still the same. Her appearance hadn’t changed either, and the golden eyes she adored since the start undoubtably belonged to her. Frost found herself holding onto her more tightly than before.

Thankfully, no one else was lucid enough to see what was happening.

“Good morning… Haaah. Jury, where did you learn how to speak like that?” Frost went straight to the point.

“My dreams. I was in a place with lots of blank books.” Jury said muffledly as she spoke into Frost’s stomach. “… that’s all I can remember.”

“A library?”

“Is that what a place with lots of books is called?” Jury looked up at Frost with curious eyes.

Yeah. This was Jury alright. Just a Jury that can finally… finally speak to her like a normal person. She placed a warm hand onto Jury’s cheek and tenderly smiled.

“Mhm. It’s called a library.”


* * *


Suddenly, something moved along the trees. Her omnidirectional vision managed to catch a rapid shadow appear and disappear almost at will. It was a tiny creature, roughly about the size of Frost’s palm.

But she didn’t know what it was exactly.

Its speed made it impossible to track. However, she managed to pull up its status before the critter could disappear further into the forest. But not without the sound of a camera shutter playing in its absence.
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There was a Corrupted here. Only a low-leveled Corrupted.

But one with the Affinity of ‘Hope’.

            

    
        36. The Mouth of the Nest

    
    
    
    
                Jury could not elaborate on her dream any further. But the idea of a library was interesting. If there was a place where a tale would belong, then it would certainly be a library.

Nav unfortunately did not know anything about this place or if it even existed.

This strange library became food for her thoughts as the horses moved slowly now.

These steeds were the first to sense the presence of something sinister ahead. Weapons were held close by and near the murder holes as everyone observed their surroundings now.

Faint glimmers shone every so often behind the tree lines. These were the thread of the Anid. They became thicker as they entered the mouth of their nest, which appeared inconspicuous compared to the rest of the forest.

If one lacked the knowledge of the Anids prior, then they wouldn’t have even known they were walking straight towards their deaths. They were confident in their group, boasting a good number of combatants, with one being vastly more powerful. Additionally, they had a healer on their side to alleviate the need for the slow-working, low-grade potions they had on hand.

Interestingly, only high-quality healing potions were capable of regenerating wounds. The low-grade stuff they had could only replenish HP.

These dull-colored flasks rattled in the back of their caravans, playing as the ambience of this silent forest. The threads spanned and swayed to an invisible wind.

Alice held her breath as she clutched onto her mother’s waist, all the while Calfasio tightly gripped onto the pendant in hand and another object within the pocket of his suit-like wear.

All were afraid for what was to come.

Frost noticed movement behind the tree lines and at the ends of these strings. Something was weaving them together before they suddenly slipped away.

Thankfully, she was not the only one who noticed.
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“Trianids already… they’ve expanded this much in only a month?” Via commented warily.

Trianids?

“The three-legged variant of the Anid. They are the weavers of the outer nests. The first thing one usually sees. They are as normal as any regular spider. Mostly harmless as well. Just…”

Just?

Nav did not even need to finish its sentence. The smaller Trianids were suddenly replaced with giant, adult sized creatures all bearing the same three, segmented legs. Frost’s blood chilled to near absolute zero, all the while Jury looked on and whispered into her ear:

“They look kind of yummy.”

“You see them now, I presume? Many of the Anids can grow to about the size of an adult human.”

I… I can see that.

Frost desperately wore a straight face. As much as she despised having to deal with giant spiders, in the end, they were all destined to end up in her mouth one way or another.

The Trianids in question were a lightly armored three-legged spider, colored a pale-white. The three beady eyes were plastered across their face. They were smooth, as if their exoskeletons were made from metal.

“The Quadranid scouts have already took notice of us. Stay sharp! DO NOT RELEASE A SINGLE ARROW NO MATTER WHAT! DON’T GIVE THEM A REASON TO BELIEVE WE ARE A THREAT!” Jaris’ voice reverberated through the forest. “STAY VIGILANT!”

If the Anids only assumed they were here before, then they definitely knew they were here now. As alarming as it was, everyone kept themselves composed.

Everyone that could fight, that is.

The people in the caravan with Frost trembled with debilitating terror, the fear seeping through clenched teeth like a mist.

It was even worse for Alice, who had to imagine the horrors of the Anid. It would have been better if she knew about them beforehand. The mind was capable of terrors that exceeded any reality, after all.

To make matters worse – these creatures didn’t even emit a single sound. Their scuttering around the forest were as silent as the windless breeze that brushed past their strings.
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The four-legged Quardranids ran deeper into the forest with impressive speed. Their sharpened legs left stake marks in the dirt, and yet not a single sound was made. An eye resided on four different sides. These creatures were able to move in any four of the cardinal directions equally.

They did not latch onto the trees like traditional spiders, or the Trianids for that matter. They appeared incapable of doing so.

“The scouts of the Anid nest. Quadranids are the four-legged variant that relay information back to the inner parts of the nest.”

To what exactly?

“A Decanid. At least one must exist for a nest to be a ‘nest’. They are what you would call the central nervous system of an Anid nest. At least for a basic one. They are a creature capable of reasoning and holds control over the Anids in its territory. Lesser-limbed Anids are at the mercy and control over those higher up in the hierarchy.”

The roles are related to the number of limbs they have, huh… I-Interesting. How many limbs can an Anid have up to?

“The Millinid is believed to be the last form of an Anid. It is the presumed mastermind of the entire Anid race, located in the region called Gnawer just northwest of Grandis, past the Great Marshlands. Their societies are quite spectacular according to my knowledge.”

It alluded to the Anid being a highly eusocial race.

No. It actually confirmed it. There were defined castes in their nests; a role that only certain-limbed Anids were capable of fulfilling. The major difference between the Anid and most highly organized insects was that they had no queen to reproduce with.

Other races needed to be assimilated into their race as broods by the Hexanid as a result; the six-legged Anid that oversaw reproduction.

Frost’s face twisted when Nav revealed this information.

“… so fucking disgusting.” She uttered beneath her breath as Jury wore a face that wondered why this was so.

She didn’t need to explain. Neither did she want to. Jury was as innocent as a soul could get, and she did not want to tarnish her with this forbidden knowledge.

“Aren’t they? But try not to say that out loud. The Anids are capable of understanding you Blessed. Strange how you can speak to almost anything. They’re monsters, but… some people see them as beautiful creatures.” Via quietly explained as the webbing grew thicker. “And to the hopeless few; they are entities of salvation.”

The fog may as well be non-existent at this point. The silken strands were so thick that they blocked the light itself, capturing it like climbing ivy desperately reaching for the light of the sun.

More of these creatures roamed these parts now. The silence persisted, almost drowning the sound of the clopping hooves and the creaking of their caravans. Before long, the strands resembled something so closely that Frost needed to double check if she was seeing things correctly.

“Steel wire?” She whispered out loud.

The strands were woven into braids that bared an uncanny resemblance to pale, steel wire. They sprawled this inner part of the forest like the walls of a fortress.

“Those are the strands of the Octanid, created by reconstituting the sinew of its victims. They are the soldiers of the Anid nest. Careful not to cut their strands while they are taut. It can spell a disastrous whipping. The thinner Octanid strands are just as deadly for the same reason.”

I can only imagine. You wouldn’t even be able to see it coming. They’re not setting us up for an ambush, are they? I don’t see anything that looks like it’ll come our way but… I’m on edge now.

“Doubtful in many ways. The Anid don’t outright kill unless necessary. If a being cannot be used as a brood, then they can at least be used as material to spin their strands.”

Huh. Then what created the strands from Via’s Script?

Frost was curious. A strand that could not be damaged, burnt of cut must have come from an unfathomably powerful Anid.

However, Nav disagreed.

“It is the product of Act X’s technology, founded by Beholder Marionette. That is all what I know.”

Regardless of this, Frost believed they were at least related in some capacity.

And there, she saw them. The eight-legged behemoths the size of a large car. Where the previous Anids were silent, she could feel the ground thump as they marched forward along the path, with others flanking through the tree lines.

They were plated with so much armor that it flared from their segmented joints like shields. A tank came to mind. The pale Octanids were as terrifying as they were breathtaking.

How could such sinister creatures look so… so refined?
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“So those are the Octanids.” Frost’s voice was heard by many as they instantly peered out from the half-walls but were unable to see a single thing.

“Huh? What are you talking about?” Via whispered.

They dismissed it for moments until they finally saw their silhouettes emerge from the fog, instantly causing every horse to freeze. The reins did not have to be pulled to remind them that they were in the heart of hostile territory, and in the presence of many of these creatures.

“You… how did you… see them?” Via was flabbergasted by Frost’s vision. But this was quickly transformed into caution as the Octanids slowly approached their carriages. “Stay here. All of you. But if you can fight, then stand up and head out with us. Just… don’t do anything sudden.”

Calfasio hesitated. He wanted to help but his weakness prevented him from lifting a single finger. He trembled like the rest as Hellen tightly held onto the hand of her shivering daughter.

“And Frost. Jury. We’re absolutely going to need you out there.”

“We’re one step ahead of you.” Frost stood up with Jury by her side, ready to fight.

“No… I don’t mean for you to fight. Hmm… Now’s a good time to explain the other half of the reason why I brought you aboard.” Via hopped down from her driving seat and moved to the back of the caravan.

“There was a second half, wasn’t there?” Frost spoke sharply when the doors flung wide open.

At least 40 other people were gathered outside, each brandishing their weapons as the Octanids drew nearer. They were surrounded from all sides now by these beasts.

“Healers have an interesting relationship with the Anids. Remember when I said that some see these creatures as entities of salvation? 50 years ago, Grandis and the greater part of the world persecuted the healers to do their bidding. Slavery. Rape. Drugged. Magically bound. Kept as prized possessions. Shackled. Tortured and forced to heal themselves just to persist in their miserable existence.” Via uttered, her eyes set firmly on the eight-legged monstrosities that were easily the size of their caravans.

And when Frost stepped out, the Octanids suddenly froze in her presence, somehow becoming calmer. Tame. Passive, even. She didn’t need to use scrutiny to understand that the flames in their hearts were blue.

They all took an instinctive step back, as if commanded by a higher authority.

“But the Anids were different. They were their salvation. The earliest rendition of the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer legend depicts a humanoid Anid wandering our lands with a pale-haired healer.” Via spoke as if reciting sacred scripture, confident in a plan that the other Patrons disregarded with all their heart.

“… shut up… these things could attack at any moment… and you’re still blabbering about that myth?” Jaris scoffed beneath his breath.

“Miss Frost. The second half is that you are our bargaining chip to get through this without causing needless blood to shed. They called me a liar, but I know it’s all true… Because the Wandering Healer I saw told me of this tale… So please Miss Frost, do you think you can communicate with the Anids?”

Her coat ruffled before them all. Frost shut her eyes momentarily. She did not need to think twice about helping them. She just needed a moment to digest the horrifying history of the healers.

“Help them?” Jury quietly asked, staring down an eyeless Octanid that eventually stopped right before them. It lifted one limb and pointed directly at Frost.

“… N-No… is it really… true?” Jaris could hardly believe his eyes. He was the only one to speak from the crowd, also unable to comprehend the sight before them.

With a deep breath and heart clad in steel, Frost finally gave her answer:

“Yeah. We’ll help them. However –” She carefully walked towards the Octanid as the others took many steps back, save for Via who watched on with elated eyes, knowing that she was right after all.

The Octanid consumed her vision. It was far larger than she realized. The metal armor that was its integument was easily thicker than her forearm. No bladed weapon was destined to puncture through this armor unless it possessed physical-defying characteristics.

Even bullets wouldn’t make it halfway through.

“Are you an enemy?” Frost sternly asked, getting straight to the point.

The limb rocked left and right as her coat ruffled again.

What a relief… this coat is unbelievable sometimes.

“Can it speak?” Jury questioned as the limb rocked sideways again. “No?”

“Oh, right. You can also speak to it since you’re a Blessed as well. Are the voices of anything that isn’t a Blessed gibberish to them?”

The limb moved up and down, as if tugged by an invisible string.

“No complicated questions then. Alright. Will you kindly let us all pass?” Frost spoke with a powerful voice.

She could not afford to make herself appear weak before them. There was still not guarantee that they were safe.

It didn’t move its limb. Instead, it beaconed her before it turned the other way.

Such an eldritch feeling… So this is a monster. Not wildlife. I finally understand the difference now. Plus, they’re capable of reasoning. Thank goodness for that.

“To follow huh. They’re a lot less…” Frost trailed off as Via quickly issued an order to return to the carriages.

“Scarier than you though?” Jury finished, tapping Frost’s head.

“Yeah. Huh… Did the library teach you how to read minds as well?” She needed to joke just to set her mind straight.

Her voice was quiet enough for only Jury to hear.

“No, but the gibberish written in the books taught me that reading your face is a lot easier.” Jury, to Frost’s surprise, joked back.

“… aha. Is my face really that readable?”

“Only to me.” Jury proudly stated.

Frost managed to break into a small smile.

But the uneasiness remained in Frost’s heart. They had only seen 3 of the supposed 10 Anid types in this nest so far. Additionally, there was no telling where they were being led to.

However, should the situation arise where the Anids bare their fangs towards any one of these people behind her –

– Then she’d have to bare hers as well.

            

    
        37. The Inner Nest

    
    
    
    
                The caravans moved again. Much slowly this time. They moved in two columns, with Via and Jaris’ caravans leading the pack far ahead. Everyone sat within the safety of the caravans, save for Frost, Jury and another 4 individuals.

The level 75 red-haired Adventurer and the battle-axe wielding woman walked on one side of them, while another two flanked them in the other. It was a grey-robed mage who possessed a wooden staff, and the other a swordsman wearing very rudimentary armor.

These people were roughly around level 35. Frost did not know if their hearts were in the right place or if they were wearing a brave front.

As for the red-haired Adventurer, he did nothing but wear a stringent look throughout their journey. His gaze fell onto Frost and Jury periodically as if trying to determine what they exactly were.

This man’s name was Furio.
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For sapient races like humans, she needed to know their names before they appeared in the status prompt. Nav pointed out that she could only see certain titles, like that of the Corrupted, or wildlife and monsters, such as the Red-Eyed Bear and the Anids.

But still, seeing a level 75 with those stats really hammered home just how monstrous she was compared to them all. She was only a healer in their eyes when in fact she could kill them in just a single hit.

It was like trying to compare a grape to a watermelon. She simply needed to roll over in their direction and they’d be squashed.

“Where are they taking us?” The axe-wielding woman asked Frost in near silent whisper, afraid to attract the attention of the surrounding Octanids.

There were at least 8 of these massive creatures, each moving in perfect synchronization as if controlled by a higher being. The abstract network of steel, near transparent strings lasted for only a hundred meters before it was replaced with more softer looking webbing.

“I have no clue. It just said to follow them.” Frost admitted with an emotionless voice. “If all goes wrong then place your faith in our strength. But if you’re so worried then you can return to the caravan like the rest.”

“… alright. Lead the way oh healer.” She whispered her name like she was a sacred entity.

“This… is odd. What happened to all the Octanids from last time?” Jaris commented. “Weren’t there around 50 roaming these parts just last month? Or am I the one that’s now delusional here?”

“You’re right. There used to be so many more. The trees used to be filled with Octanids. What could have happened to them?” A Patron from a caravan behind muttered in disbelief. “The Octanids are never supposed to leave these parts unless there’s a threat to the nest.”

“Ah. Bizarre. What could have possibly happened?” The old mage questioned.

“You senile old man. Do you not think that the devastation in Divas Pass may be connected?” Furio spat at their inability to piece this together. “What other significant event could have attracted the Octanids? That storm may have even touched Little Tais. What monster wouldn’t take the opportunity to ravage a wounded town?”

“You like to run your mouth an awful lot. Why don’t you just stay silent like you’ve been doing since the start of the trip.” The battle-axed woman hissed underneath her breath. “What a garbage mouth.”

“I’ve paid my fees for this trip. Don’t scold me on non-existent rules when we’re in the heart of an Anid nest. You’re begging to be left for dead. Be thankful that we have this healer. Else it would have been your body on the line.” He hinted at something sinister.

This is getting obnoxious now.

“The emotions are running high.”

“… fucking bastard… You talked so much back then when in truth you can’t do a single thing against an Anid nest either.” She growled. “You think fire magic is going to kill an Octanid –?”

Suddenly, a ball of flames appeared at the palm of Furio’s hand. He was about to strike the woman in a fit of rage but was quickly apprehended by Frost who simply stared at him a little harder than usual, inflicting him with Scrutiny.

“Can you two shut the fuck up?” Frost angrily snapped, causing even the Octanids to seemingly look at her as if unable to believe that a healer of all people said this. “Pull your heads together. Think about how many lives there are behind you.”

“… ugh…” The axe-woman grumbled, feeling the gaze of all one thousand eyes prick her flesh.

“… I’ll keep that in mind.” Furio clicked his tongue as he inspected his body, perplexed by Frost’s ability to freeze him in place. “Since when did healers have that kind of personality?”

“Meaning?”

“Are you clueless?” He said, but immediately held his breath as soon as Frost’s brows furrowed. “… Healers like you are supposed to be kinder. I’ve never met a healer as rash as you in all my time spent in Brandar. It is traditional magic and yet its only found in those with passive souls. I’m second guessing that now.”

“I guarantee you I just said what every other healer desperately tries not to say when their party’s falling apart.” She heavily jabbed.

There are different classes of magic, I’m assuming?

“Three major types. Traditional, Racial, and Original. The Blessing of the Nexus merely transforms these into skills and makes them much easier to use, interpret and cast without having to spend decades learning these things. However, there is one major downside.”

The System decides what skills you get in tandem with your professions.

“Precisely. Development is tied directly with the Blessing of the Nexus. It is possible to influence it, but it is ultimately out of your control.”

Nav further explained the three major umbrellas of magic.

Traditional magic included elemental magic such as fire and water. It also included other magic such as the ability to summon or construct creatures, as well as the ability to strengthen one’s body.

Healing magic was also considered traditional magic, but it was rare to have an affinity for it.

Furthermore, before one could learn magic, they needed to possess an affinity for said magic.

This was usually gained from birth or developed later on in life, although the latter was reserved for prodigies or the most dedicated.

Racial magic on the other hand, was inherent magic found only in a given race, such as Elves being able to control nature itself. Humans were among the few races that did not possess a racial ability or magic.

Original magic was where things became interesting. It was magic that only one individual could wield. These were the rarest and most powerful magic known. Aside from the deities of the Nexus, there were few outside who have developed their very own original magic.

These people were called Incandescent Colors.

Once again, the Red Barron came to mind.


* * *


Before long, they came across various pale sacks made from a thick layer of web. They appeared like giant balls of yarn, held only by a small stem. Others were half-buried into the ground whilst some could be found attached to the trees.

These sacks pulsated as they passed by, reacting to the finest of movements. Now that Frost realized it, they closely resembled the nest of a funnel web spider.

Suddenly, a creature propped up from one of the sacks to investigate.
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A seven-limbed Anid with vastly longer limbs crawled out to observe them. Its limbs were highly flexible, almost tentacles in a way. It was what also allowed it to maneuver so quickly. An eye could be found where the limb connected with its tiny central body.

The outer part of its integument was hardened like steel, whereas the inner parts were coated in a fur-like material. It looked soft. Cozy in a way, but Frost didn’t dare to imagine herself getting caught by one of those things.

“… they’re always so gross to look at.” Via muttered underneath her breath.

“Kidnapping scum. Yeah, keep watching us from over there… you Anid piece of shit.” The axe-woman vented through clenched teeth. “Kidnapping girls from undefended villages is all you fuckers do.”

Kidnapping?

“Septanids are responsible for bringing broods and material into the nest. You can imagine how difficult it would be to escape the grasp of one as a normal person. You’ll also find a stinger directly underneath its belly. It injects their victims with a paralyzing neurotoxin. Your RESIST stat should suffice, however.”

I was wondering why its ATT stats were so low… that explains it. Tch. I thought I couldn’t be repulsed any more than having to eat the flesh of an Octanid. That’s the worst one.

“So far.”

Ugh…

“Since you have met with the Septanid, you are not that far from the heart of the nest.

And the broods are there, aren’t they?

“Indeed. So is the Decanid.”


* * *


They eventually came to a place where the trees were hollowed out into what appeared to be like rooms. Underneath certain trees were a clumped mass of pulsating sacks. They appeared like giant fungal spores. Blood dyed them from the inside out as worm-like critters wiggled out from a hollowed tip in the sack.

These tiny creatures, which were only roughly the size of one’s forearm, were called Mononids.
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These were born from the cavities of the living. The deflated sacks showed evidence that they also fed on their mothers after birth. The macabre air stirred their hearts as all fell silent. The silhouettes of those within those sacks could only vaguely be seen when placed in front of the light.

She saw unmoving people with bloated stomachs within, ready to give birth to their young. Frost held her breath. She nearly thrust herself towards them but froze only because she realized that these people were already far past the point of return.

A nine-legged Anid scooped them from these sacs and delivered them deeper into the nursery.
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The ground here was coated in white silk, created by the Novanids who were responsible for the nurturing of the Mononids, Duonids, and the broods that had not yet reached the impregnation stage.

These creatures were fleshy, fuzzy almost. At the end of their nine appendages were soft-looking pincers used for fine-motor movements. They could be seen nurturing the Mononids in one secluded section as Duonids roamed the areas.

The Duonids, unlike their name suggested, were not two legged Anids. Rather, they were the adolescent version of other Anids with only a quarter of their stats. It was here where they rapidly grew, usually in a span of around a day for most Anid castes.

And then, there were the Hexanids, and the nests containing their brood.
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They were weak creatures with only six appendages, although a certain ‘seventh’ existed in its fleshy, furry underside. Frost, for the first time since arriving in this world, gagged. Their existence was an affront to all she knew.

“Those are the slaves, aren’t they?” Someone pointed out.

Hidden behind countless silken veils of privacy were the broods. Women from other races such as Elves, Demi-humans, and even Insectid races could be seen roaming these parts.

Not just roaming. But they seemed entirely unharmed. Well dressed. Even fed. No, she could even see the Novanids bringing foraged goods from the forest to them.

Frost was left speechless.

Needless to say, it was hardly the horror she expected to see.

“… I thought they would be…” Frost muttered to herself, utterly lost at this point.

“Bred ruthlessly? Resisting results in death, so it is the better choice of the two.” Via explained. “Either way, you’re dying in the end. But this is strange. There’s hardly anything left in this nest.”

“What a miserable life. They know they’re going to die sooner or later. Hah. That’s why Demi-humans are so pitiful… Little Tais must have sent them here as sacrifices to keep them at bay. Either that or they ran here on their own.” The swordsman standing beside them spat.

“Who the fuck asked you to speak?” Furio snapped at him, instantly causing the swordsman to freeze in fright, knowing well how strong this man was.

The Octanid leading them abruptly stopped. It turned to face Frost with its eyeless face and pointed in the direction of the broods. At first, she thought it wanted her to become a brood, which nearly caused her to kill it on the spot.

But then she realized something in the direction it pointed at.

There was blood. Copious amounts of blood near the base of one of the pine trees. And there, she saw them. A small collection of wounded women from various races, each bandaged to her surprise.

“I see. Do you want me to heal them?” She managed to compose herself. Just barely.

The appendage waved up and down and she deeply exhaled.

“Jury. Come with me. Just in case.”

“Mhm.”

“Wait – you’re leaving us with this thing –?” The swordsman hissed in a whisper.

“I’m just going to heal them. Octanid. Will you harm anyone here?” Frost asked, and the limb rocked left and right. Her ruffled feathers were all the proof she needed. “There, see? But I’m also going to warn you as well, Anid – you only want me to heal, correct?”

It nodded once.

“Haaah. Let’s go. Via, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Please. Take all the time in the world. I’d rather have to wait a few minutes than to lose more people to the Anid. Last time we had to bargain with a few slaves from Little Tais. I never want to resort to something that sad again.” It pained Via to admit this, but not everyone agreed unfortunately.

It agonized Frost to no end.

            

    
        38. A New Corrupted Emerges

    
    
    
    
                She approached the site with Jury by her side. There were 6 of these women, each bearing a different injury. The bandaged webbing was saturated in blood. Wounds from an unknown source riddled their bodies, from fresh laceration along the torso to scars from a distant past.

The nearby Anids steered clear and patiently watched from aside, as did the other healthy women.

“The Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer came back! Or… a different one?”

“A Wandering Healer… it’s been so long!”

“There’s a different Wandering Healer this time?”

“It’s only been months miss healer! Wait, you’re not the same…?”

These women sounded like they were familiar with the Wandering Healer, just like Via. It would explain why they appeared so pristine in the first place. But they mentioned something rather intriguing.

“Please hold onto your thoughts until I heal them.” Frost commanded with a powerful voice.

Months, huh? Nav, did they lie to me about the Anids being terrifying?

“Strange. Impregnation takes only days. But they are plenty terrifying. This one seems to be in disrepair if there were only 8 Octanids in total. Expanding the nest must not be a priority.”

Well, I’m just happy that things didn’t end up going ‘that’ route.

Frost mentally sighed in relief.

“Hello. Ah, I guess you wouldn’t be able to answer me back in that state. Hey, I’m going to start healing you, alright?” She spoke with a kind, gentle voice, one that made Jury envious of these women.

“… hello…?” One of them managed to groggily reply, right before Frost healed them one by one with Greater Healing. “A-Ah. The pain is – It’s going away?”

“… agh… you are…? A-A healer?” Another gurgled.

“That’s right. I’m a healer.” Frost spoke in a quiet, gentle voice to these 6 souls. “… what happened to you all? Can one of you please explain?” She looked towards the others surrounding her.

The wounds were unnatural now that she had a closer look. It was not made by a weapon or object. The skin was peeled around the sites of injury, exposing weeping tissue underneath. It looked more akin to a burn injury, but magic was the most likely answer.

“That… we don’t know. Our masters in Little Tais suddenly threw these girls into these woodlands while screaming out at the top of their lungs.” A bunny-eared girl uttered. “I saw Octanids charge deeper, but they have never returned.”

“I think there’s a fight between the nest and the town. I wouldn’t put it past them to use slaves as sacrifices to appease the Anids.” A bee-woman spoke. “… but the Anids didn’t do anything either.”

She had the abdomen of a bee protruding from her tailbone. The giant, fuzzy ball was a marvelous sight. She was an Insectid, no doubt.

“What happened in Little Tais?” Frost asked the healthiest of the injured women, but they didn’t respond. They were still mentally recovering from the ordeal. “… I see. Does anyone have any diseases I can cure in the meantime?”

“We’re all fine. The previous Wandering Healer did everything for us already. U-Um… do you not have…?” A fox-eared woman timidly said as she pointed her hand, which was posed to look like a set of claws. “The fluid?”

“Fluid?”

“Potions. The Wandering Healer we’re frequented by had the claw that injects us with high quality potions. She said they last in our system for a long time. An inoculation, she called it.” The fox-woman said, smiling fondly at the memory.

… I don’t know how to feel about that smile. It’s painful to see, but I’m glad these people can at least smile in the first place.

“You’re not afraid of the Anids, are you? I thought they did horrible things to people.” Frost commented, further investigating the wounded. She check for their pulse, breathing rates, warmth, everything that could hint at an abnormality in their bodily functions.

Thankfully, they appeared fine.

“Coming from a healer? You have a splendid sense of humor~ A lot of us… had horrible lives, as you can imagine. Like you healers, we came here to die. But we were given a purpose instead. Even if it meant that it would spell our end.” The bee-woman said. “Funny that an Insectid is saying this, I know. We have purposes of our own within our societies. But emotions tend to push us into uncharted directions.”

“At least that way we could live a fulfilling life. Miserable, isn’t it. But you of all people should know this pain.” The bunny-eared girl said as she clutched at her chest. “We’re still their broods but they’ve only kept us comfortable in their strings.”

“U-Um! Can I ask you something, kind healer?” The fox-woman asked, inching closer to the bandaged women.

“Ask me anything. Answering you is the least I can do.” Frost’s mind was in disarray, only barely kept together by the familiar warmth of Jury’s presence.

Hearing the suffering, the pain and misery from their voices caused untold emotions to stir in her heart. It was made worse by how they accepted it like it could not be helped. A natural cycle of eat or be eaten in life.

It was unacceptable.

“Will you execute these ones?”

“Huh? No... No. No way. And I am not one of your Wandering Healers. My friend here isn’t a Wayfarer either.” Frost revealed to them, eliciting a brief silence. “We’re just travelers. Travelers caught in this web of madness. Tch… Are you sure you’re safe here?”

“I’d rather stay here and die as a brood than to live another second with those humans. Funny that monsters are more ‘human’ than humans themselves. By the way, what race are you from kind healer? You don’t smell like a human. But you sure look like one!” The fox-woman suddenly exclaimed; her eye sparkling with curiosity.

“I’ll leave that to your imagination.”

Demi-humans are sharp. So there’s a racial scent?

“Pure intuition and instinct. They are part Beastkin among other races. May you never forget that.”

Cer, Ber and Res must be the most incompetent wolf-girls for failing to sniff me out. But then again, my origin was still Human back then. Man… I didn’t expect to get hit this hard.

“Emotionally?”

Yes. Emotionally, spiritually, everything. Haaaaah. Shit… Oh?

“Frost. They’re waking up.” Jury noted, before suddenly –

“AAAAAHHH! AH AH! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! W-W-where… where am I!?” A cat-eared girl cowered as she screamed out at the top of her lungs.

“Calm down! It’s ok! No one’s going to hurt you here!” Frost tried to calm her down, but to no avail as another one began screaming.

“I confessed everything I did! We all confessed to the sins we never committed! Stop… please stop laughing at us!” Another clutched at her ears and sobbed in terror.

“No one’s laughing! U-um! T-The Decanid’s coming over!” The fox-woman pointed out as Frost desperately tried to figure out a way to calm them. “There’s trouble over here mister Decanid!”

“Screaming! So much screaming! People… why were they turning against each other! Why did the red slabs of text drive us insane!? O-O – our skin peeled whenever it laughed! Please… no more… please don’t hurt me anymore!” A much younger girl with dog-like ears sobbed, clutching at the parts that were previously missing flesh.

“NAV! What the fuck is going on!?” Frost yelled all of a sudden as a looming presence approached.

“How terrible…” Jury bared her inhuman teeth.

“Unknown… but you should be wary of a Corrupted presence.”

“And I shouldn’t be worried about that Decanid?”

“No. I believe it wishes to speak with you.”

A giant ball emerged from the foggy wall. Its 10 limbs curled inwards like an unbloomed flower. But the longer she stared at it, the more it appeared like the curled fingers of a pair of hands merging into one.

In the center laid a single, pale eye that observed all.
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And underneath it, were a pair of massive metal claws, hoisted by shimmering strings of an unknown origin.
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No. These were not mere claws. They were in fact Anids puppeted as a pair of claws.

And so, with a voice deep enough to reverberate within her bones, the Decanid spoke from an unforeseen organ as its 10 limbs moved like they were its lips.

“Requesting… aid… from… Archetype… Devastation… lays… ahead… Our… nest… destroyed…”

“You… how do you know what I am!?” Frost demanded.

It did not respond immediately.

“Beings… of… higher… orders… will… inevitably… detect… beings… of… the… highest… order… I… will… ask… once… more… Archetype… Will… you… defeat… the… enemy…? In… exchange… passage… to… that… town… will… be… granted…”

An enemy of an unknown origin that somehow caused these people immense misery. From the talk of the stone texts and people screaming their lungs out, Frost could not help but to imagine that this enemy it spoke of was a Corrupted.

“… It’s blocking our passage as well. Decanid. What about you. Will you fight?” Frost wanted one answer, and gazed into its giant, singular eye with unparalleled conviction.

The misery that these people were subject to was enough to boil her blood. The suffering needed to end.

“I… must… protect… these… ones…” It lowered its hands towards the women, cupping them as if carefully trying to scoop up a small, injured critter.

A satisfactory answer.

“But… they… are… close…” It revealed as Frost sensed something in the distance.

No. She could hear something.

A choir of screams, and amongst them, was the laughter of one.

“FROST! Scarlet Logic has not issued an official risk classification to the oncoming Corrupted! I will quickly calculate it based on the Arbiter’s parameters!”


 

////////< WARNING >////////


< MONSOON >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET INSPIRES >
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Regardless of this, new skills and abilities awaited.

But so did brand new horrors.

“AHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

            

    
        39. The Listening Bird

    
    
    
    
                < CONDITION: The Listening Bird can only be damaged by the loudest. The most silent will be forced to expose their sins when the Listening Bird demands >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Listening Bird is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

An unharmonious collection of screams shook the entire forest. The voices of hundreds emerged from the depths ahead as Frost and Jury quickly rushed back to the caravans to warn them of the threat. She entrusted the lives of the women to the Decanid and its fellow Anids.

Only the Octanids remained, standing guard over the caravan as people began to gather outside in utter confusion. Their arms were primed for battle, but they did not know what this enemy truly was.

“THERE IS A CORRUPTED COMING! IF YOU CAN’T FIGHT THEN STAY INSIDE OF THE CARAVANS!” Frost’s roar was heard by all.

The confusion persisted, with some questioning the legitimacy of this information while others, like Furio and Via, instantly prepared themselves for the worst and began to fortify their position.

“Jury! We’re heading straight for them!” Frost exclaimed. “Keep your voice up! The condition wants us to keep shouting!”

“Right beside you!” She nodded, finally revealing her clawed hand in all its magnificent glory. “It’s a Monsoon-classed Corrupted! It won’t be nearly as hard as the big, skewered beast!”

“I had a feeling as well! Plus, it’s HP is considerably lower! But I’m more concerned about them than us.” Frost admitted.

The reason why they dashed head-first into the fray was to keep the Corrupted as far away as possible from the others. There was no telling what it was capable of. Not to Jury or herself, but rather to normal people.

People who did not possess ridiculously high health pools like themselves.

They moved like bullets in the eyes of the Adventurers. Even the level 75 Furio found it difficult to gauge their speed. Frost’s image of a healer wavered before their eyes, but that was the least of their worries, as the screams continued to grow louder.

And second later, Frost and Jury came face to face with a truly horrific enemy.

A 2-meter-tall bird emerged from the reddened fog, draped in a cloak of grey feathers. Its wings were non-existent, and neither did it possess any obvious limbs. The cloak dragged along the dirt, hiding its legs as it cocked its owl-like head to the side.

Its eyes were hollow, and from its ears oozed blood that formed coagulated letters as it dripped onto its shoulder. These letters moved around its cloak, forming incoherent nonsense as it laughed with a permanent, twisted smile.

“AH HA HA HA HA HA!” It laughed as Frost yelled out at the top of her lungs in response, adhering closely to the condition. She only just managed to beat out the combined screams, and with a devastating [Double Punch], she cleanly mashed her fist into the face of the Corrupted.


Listening Bird | HP: 72,650


Her punch was easily strong enough to send it flying. Thankfully, she had gripped it with her free hand and imprisoned it here with every intention to pummel it to death. Jury cleaved into its feathers with relative ease as they both exchanged the intensity of their shouts.

Unlike the One Thousand Eyed Bird, these feathers were relatively normal.

“AH HA HA HA HA HA HA!” It laughed as it had its body beaten, stabbed, cut, and gnawed off by Frost’s maw.

It tasted of iron. Rich, bitter iron, and her jaw sunk into it like it was made of a congealed liquid.

She quickly realized that this creature lacked any DEF stats. All her attacks were hitting their maximum values. Yet there was hardly any damage on its body to show for these. To her shock, it simply regenerated its lost body parts with the coagulated words, as if its entire body was composed of this like a fantasy slime.

Additionally, it also seemed to be immune to her Scrutiny.


Listening Bird | HP: 61,000


< “They were always so happy to see us… so loud as well.” >


 

Nav recited these words from nowhere.

“Nav!?” Jury exclaimed, confused by these words.

“What are you talking about!? Is it going to attack!?” Frost became wary, even though her foresight saw nothing of the sort.

“No… These are from the Corrupted itself. Something is being relayed to me by it!”

Frost had no idea what it meant until she had a closer look at the Listening Bird. The letters that dripped from its ears formed this exact phrase along its feathered coat. Before she could understand it any further, the sea of screams suddenly caught up to them.

Their attacks were instantly rendered useless, for they could no longer beat out the combined screams. Something then emerged from the reddened fog. Abominations of flesh screamed as they dragged themselves forward, all missing their eyes as their mouths were permanently pried open, and their skins peeled to show only the vibrant-red flesh underneath.

In the center of their chest was a heart in the shape of a bitten apple.
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“W-What the fuck… are those…?” Frost uttered. “What is a Screaming Gallery…?”

“Those are – they’re people!” Jury yelled at the exact same time a prompt appeared.


< [Dismissed Confession] >


A sudden surge of pain engulfed Frost in her briefest moment of silence. The Listening Bird used this opportunity to flee from her clutches with immense speed.

“Frost!? What’s happening to you!?” Jury cried as Frost fell to her knees, clutching at her throat as she found herself compelled to utter terrible deeds that he had never committed.

This was not something her foresight could have seen. Her foresight only allowed her to see visible attacks as well as any observable changes in the future, including the state of herself.

However, this creature attacked her without moving once. And even though she saw herself fall, she failed to understand the reason why this occurred until it was too late.

“AGH… J-JURY… GO… CHASE IT!” She heavily resisted this urge to confess as she felt her flesh peel from underneath her wear. Before long blood began to drip as she looked up at Jury with eyes assuring her that she was fine. “LEAVE ME HERE! G-GO! I’ll… COME SOON ENOUGH!”

She did not heal herself. Not until she activated the Will of the Amalgam.

“Just be careful Frost!” Jury, understanding the severity of the situation, instantly gave chase to the Listening Bird. “Its speed is – why is that thing so fast!?”

It did not even run. Rather, it flung itself from tree to tree like an oversized jumping spider.


< [Unlying Tablet] >


The coagulated letters dropped onto the ground as it moved erratically, forming giant stones with red, etched text that hummed with a choir of unintelligible confessions.

Invisible chains pinned Frost to the ground as she periodically took damage. A total of 2,000 HP was depleted. Her massive HP pool gave her immense leverage against the Listen Bird, as did Jury’s.

But the same could not be said about the people behind them.

The screams of the Screaming Gallery were at their loudest as they surrounded her, screaming out at the top of their lungs. There were hundreds, each of varying heights, weights, age, and race.

But the one thing they all had in common were their skinless flesh, and the apple-shaped heart.

It was then when Frost realized why they were screaming. They were not so much the agony. Rather, they were screaming to drown out the sound of everything else. That way it would be impossible to damage the Listen Bird.

Even though she was freed from her chains, Frost felt the weight of the world rest atop her shoulders. These people must have been turned into these abominations by the Listening Bird. From how her flesh peeled to the insane drive that compelled her to scream like them – she realized something that caused her heart to wrench.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the First State >

< There are no defeated Monsoon or lower Corrupted to draw skills from >


< CONDITION: Insatiable hunger… >


 

She salivated. But she could not bring herself to see these things, who were originally people, as food. Rather, she did the only thing she could do to end their suffering. Since [Cure Disease] and the rest of her healing magic failed to work on them, she, with a heavy heart, eliminated them one by one in a fit of rage as her breathing became unstable.

Her head told her they were no longer people. That they were dead. But her heart insisted that they were. Ultimately, they were Corrupted. They were already dead, but their cadavers and a piece of them were repurposed by the Listening Bird.

No matter how many she killed it was never enough, and so, she found herself retreating towards the caravan where the others garrisoned themselves for the oncoming attack. She had no skills or magic capable of taking multiple out at once.

It would take far too long for her to do alone. Jury was also incapable of accomplishing this feat quickly. But there was a certain red-haired Adventurer who could help immensely.

They were essentially fighting a clock. A clock that periodically chose the most silent to undergo a tragic transformation.

And just as she tried to relay this information – a scream broke out from within their ranks. One of the 3-meter-high tablets rose in between the parked caravans.


< [Sinless Repent] >


A man screamed out at the top of his lungs.

“I never di… I… I AAAAAAH! Y-You’re right! How… how could I have been so blind! It’s written there! I –I ATE IT! I ATE THE APPLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE! THE TEXT IS RIGHT! I WILL WEAR EXPOSE MY MISDEEDS RIGHT NOOOOOOOW –!”

Pop.

The sound of a fleshy explosion caused hysteria to break loose as people instantly scattered all over the place, fearing for their lives. In the place the man was now a Screaming Gallery. And in its chest was the same, apple-shaped heart.

Frost’s hunch was correct.

This was not going to be a dance of life and death between her and the Corrupted.

It was going to be theirs.

            

    
        40. Her First Corrupted Manifestation

    
    
    
    
                Unlying Tablet | HP : 2,000


These tablets were not mere objects. They were statless entities. Many had suddenly sprouted along the forest floor now, littering it like a sea of giant headstones. The texts each pulsated and sung a unique choir of confessions, matching exactly what was written across the tablet.

Even though the texts were arranged in characters completely unfamiliar to Frost; she could sense their meaning. The sensation was akin to a worm wriggling beneath her skin.

She kept her voice loud as she shouted and took down as many of these things along the way.

Thankfully, Jury arrived at the caravan first and slew the Screaming Gallery in only a single hit. The body dropped like a sack of flesh, unmoving with its teethless smile permanently affixed, as if still screaming after death.

“Everyone! Keep on shouting! Don’t stop!” Jury warned to the panic-driven masses. “Stay close to the caravan if you want to be protected!”

Her words had little effect on many of them. Frost watched this all unfold as she rapidly approached, seeing at least 10 people flee into the forest behind them and another 10 of the armed travelers suddenly pointing their weapons towards Jury for attacking one of their own.

Tch… pieces of shit! Nav! Tell Jury to destroy the tablets! Leave those people to me!

“I knew we shouldn’t have trusted you! You betrayed us! We let this Demon abomination to travel with us!” The lightly armored swordsman who had been walking alongside them exclaimed and was about to point his blade towards Jury’s throat.

However, the axe-wielding woman instantly deflected his attack and took a stance before Jury. It was not to protect her. Rather, it was to protect him from also being killed. Jury, noticing her kind display, quickly turned her attention towards the tablet and unleashed as many attacks as she could along its sturdy surface.

Jury did not say a single word to them, only nodding at Frost in the nearby distance.

There was a clash of voices that agreed to hurt Jury, and others that heavily protested. Furio had no say in the matter and instead closely watched Frost as she finally made it to the fray wielding a face that yearned to crush these ungrateful people.

“JURY! You only need to protect Via’s caravan and focus on the tablets! Everyone else – don’t stop running you mouth! The most silent is going to transform into one of those things!” Frost revealed, instantly silencing them just as Jury shattered the tablet. “And you – If you can’t even muster an ounce of thanks despite your uselessness, then don’t say a single fucking word!”

She inflicted scrutiny upon this entire group of 10 as she punched his blade with her bare hand and shattered it, proving her strength before their very eyes. She deeply understood that people didn’t want to die. But what she could never wrap her heart around was the notion of pinning the blame onto another when all hope seemed lost.

Frost nearly found herself wishing for their deaths, but she kept it together. If all else, these people will act as fodder for the transformations. Basically, a part of her had denoted them as a resource to gain precious time.

“Look at what we’re dealing with for a second! Do you see it!? The Corrupted up there!? The mass of walking flesh looming behind the fog!? Via! Jaris! All of you Patrons gather anyone capable of fighting to focus on the tablets with Jury! Octanids! Help them!” Frost recited a battle plan on the spot, gathering the attention of Via and Jaris who allowed themselves to be devoured by her all-consuming eyes.

“The tablets!? Are you sure!?” Jaris questioned her, desperate for answers as he quickly rallied those that could fight alongside the other Patrons.

“We don’t know what the tablets do, but I’d be an idiot to not at least suspect it has something to do with what happened to this man!” Frost did not need to explain in depth.

She just needed to expose the causality to them like it was a fact.

And it was not something anyone was capable of disproving either. Frost’s odd ability made them realize that she was not exactly a normal person. A healer capable of other magic and speed like her was unheard of and sparked some of their morale to return.

“G-Get ready everyone! Spread out and start attacking the tablets! [Water Sear]!” Via screamed, wielding her staff as she summoned a ball of blue liquid. This transformed into a spear made from water which was directed towards a distant Unlying Tablet.

“Go, go, go! DON’T STOP MOVING! Take as many potions as you need!” Another Patron relayed.

“No need for standardized party formations! Just keep the tablets down!”

“FIGHT! JUST FIGHT!”

“AND FURIO!” Frost suddenly turned to the red-armored man as shouting began to circulate the forest.

The cries, screams and roars of children, Adventurers, women, and a man who wished to see his daughter acted as the horrific ambience for this situation.

It was hardly inspirational.

“I know! You want my fire magic! Leave the oncoming masses to my flames! Finally, it’s about time someone recognized my worth! Bring the mana potions here!” He commanded. “And Frost… what the hell are you?”

Thankfully, the man saw this as an opportunity to showcase his power. His ego was big, but not in a terrible way. Frost was happy that she didn’t have to resort to eating him. Not that she would have in the first place… unless…

She didn’t want to think about it. Furthermore, she could only take abilities and stats from other beings. Skills only came from the Corrupted…

… As far as she could tell.

“You’ll find out soon enough. Just focus on opening fire.” Frost uttered before she gave chase to the Listening Bird.

As dust was thrust into the air; the man shielded his eyes and yelled one thing:

“What the hell does opening fire mean!?”


* * *


The plan was foolproof to the layman. But reality was different. There was no such thing as a perfect plan. Never against the Corrupted. Sustaining a scream was harder than it sounded, but to their surprise, no one had turned into another Screaming Gallery just yet.

However, they had lost 3 of the 8 Octanids. As creatures inherently incapable of speaking, they were the first to perish. It was unknown how the man was initially targeted over them. These Octanids did not become Screaming Gallies. Instead, their innards burst forth as a Screaming Gallery crawled out.

The biology of an Octanid was a nightmare in of itself. During adolescence a Novanid will feed it a strong, suitable being which would act as its innards until the day it dies. It was always debated whether the victim perished or persisted within an Octanid.

This confirmed that their victims lived, even if they were reduced to a slurry of red syrup.

These Screaming Galleries were a sight that instilled fear into the depths of their heart. Some were even petrified in the face of such an abomination.

And yet they had the audacity to call Jury one…

The tablets were taken down as soon as they arrived. Jury, having superior sight to these humans, relayed where these coagulated letters were going to land in advanced. It granted them enough time to slay them before anyone could be afflicted by its curse.

In the background of this chaos emerged the army of Screaming Galleries. They staggered forward like zombies, their combined screams easily drowning out the sound of metal striking stone. A massive, flaming column was fired into their ranks, easily incinerating many at once.

Furio made good work of them, blazing them down with torrents of flames. A supply of blue mana restoring potions were bundled right below his feet. He would take a swig of these low-grade potions every so often as he laid down his wrath.

The stench of charred flesh and fresh blood stung their nostrils. For now, the only thing they had to worry about were the Unlying Tablets and the effects of Sinless Repent, which was responsible for transforming people into the Screaming Gallery.

For Frost it was a matter of catching the Listening Bird.

It was fast. Too fast. Her 55 AGI was like a crawl compared to its 80 AGI. Not to mention it was able to fling itself up to tens of meters into the air and use the trees to springboard it from place to place.

She desperately needed to hit the second sate just to be given a chance to catch it. For the last 10 minutes she had been running around like a headless hen, running to the places she predicted seconds into the future.

However, what was the point of having this ability if she was too slow to even act upon it?

It was frustrating to say the least…

And her hunger was getting worse.


< “Ignoring them was the right choice.” >

< “Hello? May we read out your sins today?” >

< “Will you engrave these words into your skin like us?” >


 

These words were spoken by Nav, but they belonged to the heart of the Listening Bird. Frost did not know what they meant or what significance they posessed. But she could tell that it somehow related to the origins of the Corrupted… or rather, what the Corrupted itself was.

“Via’s story of her suffering… doesn’t this reflect them, Nav? The people who went around blaming others for things they never did? For sins that were written down like they were determined long before they were born!?” Frost said aloud, equating this Corrupted with this story.

No. It was no story. To call their trauma a story was an insult of the highest caliber.

This thing was a physical manifestation of those traumas, hence its designated Origin being Trauma. Seeing this now with her own two eyes confirmed that the Corrupted, at least for Trauma ones, were created by intense emotions.

It was only a theory from the start but now she could not see it as anything but the truth.

The affinity of Judgement also seemed to be what these emotions related to. And it was not hard to see why this thing’s affinity was Judgement either.

“Intense emotions that create the Corrupted. The truth…”

“No one can convince me otherwise!” Frost roared at the exact same time the Listening Bird attacked.


< [Dismissed Confession] >


She was not hit by this insane urge to confess this time.

The most silent was.

A soundless scream came from yet another Octanid as she passed by the caravans again. Her hunger took rein over her body as she charged straight into the malfunctioning Octanid, which was being pummeled by the sharpened limbs of its fellow Anids.

A stone tablet had been erected behind their ranks and they were too late in destroying it before the next attack landed:


< [Sinless Repent] >


Frost seized this opportunity to eat. To gain something – anything that could help her out in this situation. The attacking Octanids instantly backed away upon sensing her presence as if they were in the headlights of an oncoming train.

Her bit into the plated armor of the Octanid and chewed on it like it was no more than jelly. She tried to avoid the innards like a plague, but that proved to be impossible as she inadvertently slurped it in utter torment.

She knew that these had… origins from a sapient being. Like a…

“DON’T SAY IT! DON’T THINK! JUST – EEAAAAAAT!” Frost needed to scream just to drown out the notion of these innards belonging to a human.

The Screaming Gallery formed before her very eyes; the blood clumping together like mushy clay before she quickly devoured it. As much as she tried to resist this urge, it proved to be impossible.

They were enemies to begin with. Therefore, they had to be eaten.


< Stats from the Screaming Gallery gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : The Voice of Our Hearts >

< Hear what all cannot >


 

It was… vile. Putrid, and caused her great torment… yet her stomach had no problem with it.

She suddenly felt something snap inside of her. Her heart anguished as emotions pumped through her ravaged heart.

“… What… kind of a monster… are you…?” She heard Jaris utter in disbelief.

He was nowhere close to her. In fact, he was located halfway across the battlefield. The constant yelling would have also made it impossible for her to hear. And yet she did. Not only his, but everything else with so much clarity that she could not spare a single thought to herself.

People uttered how afraid they were of her.

How she was undoubtably a monster.

But amongst them were the few that held their breaths and placed their faith in her. She recognized these voices and hunkered down on her resolve. If it weren’t for these voices, then she would have considered leaving these people for dead.

She did not think of herself as judgmental. However, it was hard to empathize with these people who could only bicker, blame and judge in the face of trouble.

Piece by piece, limb by limb, she devoured not only one Octanid but the other ones that had fallen prior without interruption from the other, living Octanids. They simply allowed it. And thus –


< Stats from the Octanid gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : Steel Thread >

< EFFECT : Create steel thread from the living >


 

– She gained its unique ability. To create steel thread from flesh like an Octanid.

Though this was not the highlight.


 

< The Will of the Amalgam has Reached the Second State >

< One Thousand Eyed Bird is the only Corrupted available >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


 

Suddenly, the crimson-fogged forest was illuminated by the emphatic light of one thousand golden eyes, including the two on her face.

All her invisible eyes had come to her aid, and they banished all shadows with its righteous light.

“W-what is… happening…?”

“Is that… her doing?”

“Her hair it’s… it’s changing.”

“Are we saved…?”

“Frost… you can’t possibly be human. You – what exactly are you…?”

These were but a fraction of the voices that spilled from their parted lips.

Certain strands of Frost’s hair turned a pale white like that of Jury’s. While she did not look entirely different than usual, the aura she possessed was undoubtably stronger. It felt like a giant, invisible maw surrounded her at all times, ready to snap at anything that dared to come close.

The manifestation of the One Thousand Eyed Bird was not just merely borrowing its skills.

It meant to merge with it. To become an amalgamation of the Corrupted she had devoured.

This was the true power of the Will of the Amalgam.


< The Second State has manifested as the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


 

< ACTIVE: Prejudice >

< ACTIVE: Biased Verdict >

< PASSIVE: Rightful Ignorance >

< PASSIVE: Fear of Retribution >

            

    
        41. Using the Corrupted Skills for the First Time

    
    
    
    
                No matter the screams. No matter the laughter. And no matter the constant chatter of battle – the world somehow fell silent before her presence.

The luminescent eyes were like dazzling stage lights.

But as equally as mesmerizing as they were, they carried a certain eeriness to them. To stare too deeply onto one was akin to staring into the the abyss. Those lights felt like they were watching. Observing from its great height like stars.

These stars constantly moved like an ever-changing constellation, enrapturing them before their attention naturally returned to Frost.

They should have been screaming their hearts out. Yelling. Crying and shouting but only exasperated utters left their parted lips.

“The healer. C-Could that be her doing…?” One stammered, glancing around in shock.

“A healer…? That? Don’t be a fool… that is something else entirely. Who… no, what else could devour an Octanid of all things? With her bare teeth no less…” Another pointed out right after finishing off an Unlying Tablet.

“The Blessed are something else entirely… Did they change after all this time? Such magic is impeccable!”

“N-No you fools!” Someone suddenly cut through the chatter with a howl. “Our healer… she must be one of them! A deity of the celestial Nexus!”

“A-A God!? Gods don’t feast on corpses. And for what reason would one be here with us!?”

“Maybe the Blessed truly did return to Grandis after all… to rid us of these nightmarish creatures.”

“… A deity? A God? Can a healer… even be capable of possessing that kind of magic? What is that power?”

The consensus was split amongst them as each voice carried emotions of reverence and awe, hope and inspiration, while others had their hearts dipped into a sea of trepidation and unrest.

There was no telling what Frost exactly was. Whether she was a deity of the Nexus or something more sinister mattered little in the end.

Because she was their only hope of overcoming this ordeal.

And so, she spoke with her back still turned to them.

“I am a Blessed with a designation I cannot reveal. And you think now is a good time to be asking questions?” Her voice was low, yet somehow loud enough for all to hear.

Frost felt their scrutinizing gazes all over her as she turned to face them. They were inadvertently judging her, half in fear and the other in reverence.

Where she took one step forward, the cowardly took two steps back.

She did not wish for the situation to devolve any further. She needed to make it clear that she was on their side. As obvious as it was for some, many drew their aggression towards her for she could not possibly be anything other than a monster.

And because of this moment of distraction –


< [Sinless Repent] >

< [Sinless Repent] >

< [Sinless Repent] >

< [Sinless Repent] >

< [Sinless Repent] >


 

Idiots… what the fuck did you think was going to happen when you stopped yelling!? 

Multiple people were transformed all at once. They stopped speaking on their own accord and paid the ultimate price. The many confessions broke out in their ranks before the explosions of flesh erupted.

It seemed like the number the Listening Bird could transform people into a Screaming Gallery was tied to the amount of Unlying Tablets were in its possession.

These fleshy monstrosities induced immense terror rather than physically attacking. The sound of flesh and bone meeting steel rung through the air, as did screams of horror.

“Tch… WHO TOLD YOU TO STOP SCREAMING!? WE ARE IN THE MIDST OF A BATTLE SO RAISE YOUR VOICES OR YOU’LL DIE JUST LIKE THEM!” Frost abruptly roared as she pushed forward with Jury by her side, instantly shattering these Undying Tablets.

She even managed to devour one, although she did not receive anything in return. Not even any stats.

As a result, she naturally turned her attention to the only thing that could sate her hunger.

“I must eat… that damned bird! All of you! Don’t stop fighting for a single second! Via! Jaris! Patrons! Why are you still so silent!?” Frost’s voice reverberated through their bones as the sound of battle returned all at once.

“K-Keep fighting! O-Our healer – It – She’s here to help us!” Jaris trembled in the wake of her command.

“The Corrupted is for her to fight! Just – JUST FOCUS ON YOURSELVES DAMMIT!” Via hoarsely screamed. “Help us Frost! If not for them, then do it for us! For the people that can’t fight! I’m beginning you! From the bottom of my heart, please help us!”

She was at the verge of tears. This sentiment was shared by most of those who knew they were incapable of surviving this mess. Tears were already being shed within her caravan. The daughter of Hellen wailed as her mother was left unable to assure her, only screaming with a voice just a pitch lower than her daughters to keep her alive.

At the same time; Calfasio repeatedly yelled out his daughter’s name.

“Ignis! Ignis! Please Ignis! I promise to come home safely!”

She imagined the man clutching his pendant close to his heart. This Corrupted, in the grand scheme of things, was a pushover compared to the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

But there was so much more on the line.

Because it was no longer about becoming victorious. It was about rescuing these people.

“Frost! Leave these people to me! Go and deal with the Listening Bird!” Jury affirmed, failing to hide her surprise towards Frost’s manifestation.

Seeing the trust brimming in those golden eyes caused Frost’s heart to ignite with passionate flames.

“I’m counting on you then!”

“Mhm!”

Frost, carrying the combined will of everyone present to survive, thrust herself into the forest in hot pursuit of the dashing Laughing Bird. It rode the trees high above, making it impossible for her to reach.

“Furio! Keep some of those things alive!” Frost commanded as she passed him like a whizzing bullet.

“What for!?”

“FOR FOOD!” Frost did not need to waste time elaborating.

“… you… what the fuck are you taking about?” Despite his confusion, she knew that he would comply.

It was not like he had any other brighter ideas either.

And food she specifically meant ‘mana’. Because these new skills she gained were not exactly cheap to begin with. She closely monitored its movement with her foresight before unleashing one of her Corrupted Skills.

[Biased Verdict].


MP : 3,350 | 5,350 | ^5 MP/Min


An odd sensation coursed through her veins before spreading outwards into the surrounding forest. One by one, massive, scorched trees shot up from the ground and reached out to ensnare the Laughing Bird with perfect success.

The branches wrapped it nicely, strangling it in place as she quickly scaled the tree.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Frost hissed, digging her fingers into the bark to create handholds.

She did not even climb it in the traditional sense. Rather, she was thrusting herself upwards, almost leaping with only her upper body strength.

The Listening Bird only laughed as she approached. Once at the top, she grabbed it from its shoulders and began to pulverize it with only her forehead, headbutting it while using [punch] to maximize the effect.


Listening Bird | HP : 52,250


And like the ravenous, starving beast she was – she could not wait to eat until it was dead. Chunks of its near gelatinous face were taken between each headbutt. Her screams were only momentarily interrupted with a few chews and a gulp as the creepy-owl-faced Corrupted could only smile back and laugh.

“AH HA HA HA HA!”


< [Dismissed Confession] >


She was not the most silent, so this attack was entirely futile.


< “Their confessions were never right. The texts were the infallible truth.” >

< “They screamed so loudly… we needed to block out their guilty cries at all costs…” >


 

This was not spoken by Nav.

Frost heard the Listening Bird speak with a soundless voice. It was like a murmur. Stray thoughts that came from its inhuman heart. The ability she gained from the Screaming Gallery allowed her to hear these innate voices of the Corrupted.


MP | 4,000 | 5,350


“How sick in the head were you people… To judge them for what was written!? Like it was the truth!? Unlying!? Tch – HAVE A TASTE OF WHAT IT’S LIKE BEING ON THE RECEIVING END OF YOUR PREJUDICE!” Frost’s eyes glimmered with a piercing light.

She was by far the loudest in this forest.

[Prejudice]. This was also by far her strongest skill. The cost to use it just once was 4,000 MP.

It better have been worth it!

A black mist enshrouded Frost like an aura. The familiar golden lights that once surrounded her in the Black Forest were blackened like sooty particles. But they glowed somehow, and eventually took the form of a massive, giant maw which was lined with countless rows of razor-sharp teeth.

The entire shadowy aura was around 10 meters in size, just like the body of the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

And with just the motion of her jaw; the entire thing snapped shut like an oversized bear trap. It disappeared as quickly as it appeared, vanishing once the maw completely closed. What remained was hole-riddled Listening Bird and the remains of the scorched tree.


Listening Bird | HP : 2,250


It used this opportunity to slip away. Frost found it near impossible to keep a collection of near liquified blood between her fingers. Though this was only half the reason.

“… a critical strike… What an insane combination.”

Indeed. Prejudice had a damage value of 10,000. Ensnaring it caused it to enter a vulnerable state, and thus, allowed her to multiply the damage by 5 times.

She almost devoured it in only a single bite.

But that was not all she devoured.

Nav… I knew Prejudice was strong but…

“But?”

Frost needed to gulp. If it weren’t for the many lives at stake then she would have chosen to simply hang atop the scorched tree in a dazzled state. Perhaps even for hours on end just to digest an ounce of what she saw.

“… I don’t even know where to begin… Healer…? Elysia be damned if you’re a healer!” She heard Furio’s response to the devastation she caused to the forest.

Yes. Devastation. The power of a Skill from an Eternal Night Corrupted could not be understated. Although funnily enough Frost obviously underestimated its power.

Her mistake was that she only gauged it by its damage alone and not how this damage was applied.

It was like realizing your skill in an RPG game was far more powerful than the description alluded to. That it was entirely capable of egregious friendly fire and utter devastation when you believed otherwise. What was supposed to be a single-target attack somehow wiping out everything across the screen.

The scorched tree was not the only tree that was eaten. A wide arc of trees directly in front of her were missing massive chunks of their flesh.

Parts of their trunks were cleanly bitten off with thousands of teeth engraved into their wood. The enormous canopies quivered, snapped, and collapsed one by one, for the measly trunk that remained could no longer support its sheer weight.

“It’s strong. Far stronger than I could have ever imagined. And that’s more than a 10-meter radius!”

“Larger than the One Thousand Eyed Bird's reach. An area of effect, you may even call it.”

“Area of devastation more like it!"

At least a dozen trees were felled, and another dozen left just barely standing.

She quickly descended and momentarily locked eyes with the Listening Bird. It was on its last legs.

However, it seemed to move faster this time.


AGI : 120

            

    
        42. Subjugation of the Listening Bird

    
    
    
    
                “AH HA HA HA HA!”

The Listening Bird wove through her golden eyes with ease, using them as footstools. It was so fast that she could no longer maintain eye contact with it to utilize her foresight.

She had blundered by not being thorough with her kill. In her defence it was not easily possible to predict if a critical strike would hit. And neither could she see future values in the System unless she solely focused on the open prompt.

And neither did she expect Prejudice to completely annihilate everything within reach. Regardless, it only required one more good hit to end this madness for good. The problem was catching it now.

Biased Verdict was out of the question until its speed could somehow be brought down. Neither did Jury have any means of fighting it. Frost tried to wildly move the floating eyes, but the creature was simply unhampered by any attempts of intervention.

“Nav! It doesn’t have any other tricks up its sleeve, does it!?” She yelled, returning to the sea of red Screaming Galleries to replenish her mana as she scrambled her mind for a method of combat.

She briefly observed the forest. How it was enshrouded in a white fog on all sides but one, which was dyed in blood like a red mist. How the Adventurers fought for their lives, screaming out their hearts as the wails of children run at the same pitch as the Screaming Galleries.

“Monsoon entities are powerful, but simple in comparison to Eternal Nights! We have reason to believe that it is just a matter of dealing the final blow!”

“Leave that part to me! We just have to figure out a way to slow it down! You know, now would be a great time to use magic! But all I have are my fucking fists!” Frost’s yell was complete and utter nonsense to the onlookers, save for Jury who proudly watched on. “Furio! Shift your target to the skies and open fire!”

“Again with open fire!? I’m taking that you want me to attack above!”

Open fire isn’t really a saying here, huh!?

The man redirected his columns of flames to the skies. It suddenly transformed into a giant cloud of fire. He commanded a miniature firestorm from the flat of his palms, charring the trees and incinerating the webbing of the Anid nest…

That’s right. They were still in an Anid nest.

She had almost forgotten about that. The strands gave her an idea, and upon glancing at the last remaining Octanid she remembered the thick wall of steel strands that served to protect the inner parts of the nest… like…

“… like a giant bird cage.” Frost grinned as her face immediately lit up.

“Oh? Do you have a plan in mind already?”

She then bared her teeth.

“We’re in an Anid nest. Filled with webs, and that thing’s bouncing around like an insect! I have the Octanid’s ability to construct steel stands!” She began, finally reaching what remained of the Screaming Galleries and quickly gnawed at their hideous flesh. “If I can’t predict where it’s going, then we only have to limit where it can go!”

She didn’t know how the ability exactly worked. Cer’s tutorial of the Dimensional Storage came to mind again. And so, just from touching their living flesh with the intention of turning it into steel strands –

“It works… Nav, we have a method of dealing with it now!”

The flesh of the Screaming Gallery flash boiled at the site where the strand was pulled form. The little geyser of super-heated steam seemingly formed these stands by some unknown method. Magic. It had to be magic.

Not that it mattered, but it definitely stole her attention for much longer than she realized.

Nevertheless, Frost tugged it straight from the chest of the Screaming Gallery like it was a living loom and presented the unbroken strand to the world.

“Nav. Watch me. I’m going to turn this forest into a giant bird cage!”

“With what method? You are incapable of moving faster than it, never mind leaping from tree to tree.”

“I don’t need to. I have one thousand eyes to do that for me!” Frost revealed, managing to surprise Nav with this outrageous plan.

Would it even work? Frost did not know. However, if there was anything she did know about these eyes was that they were essentially an extension of herself. Not just as eyes, but as limbs. Her own flesh and blood.

They possessed the exact same AGI, MAG ATT and MAG DEF stats as her, and carried about a tenth of her total HP.
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It had no other information than what was listed. She could only imagine how powerful these would have been if they could attack.

“… Healer Frost!? You – You’re a Nilhinid!?” Jaris’ face warped in shock. “One of the… taboo Anids… Born from the wombs of healers…”

“Nilhinids can’t create strings! So how can a humanoid – no, a healer do what those humanoid Anids cannot!?” Another exclaimed as their knowledge of everything they knew crumbled before their very eyes.

Nav briefly explained that Nilhinids were Anids that were born limbless, hence the name. Nearly all Nilhinids were born stillborn, and very rarely did they pass the adolescent stage of growth as they required immense, intensive care around the clock as one would imagine for a limbless child.

Not only that, but they were also the only Anid incapable of producing their own string.

They were quite a useless existence when one thought about it.

That aside –

The glowing orb brushed against the back of a Screaming Gallery. With the same intention to draw string from their flesh; the orb dragged out a long, taught strand of steel string.

“It… works! Now to get the rest!”

“You never cease to surprise me. You’ve discovered yet another outrageous synergy.”

Frost felt like a grand puppeteer as more of these orbs gathered by these plentiful screaming mounds of flesh. They each pulled thin strands from their beings as the others spared her glances in between their bouts of combat, unable to comprehend Frost’s magic.

“A healer that fights like an Adventurer. That weaves strings like an Anid… and bears the appearance of a human. All those stories of the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarar sound more believable than this.” Furio eventually surrendered to the reality before him, somehow revelling in it.

“Stop the flames, Furio! The Listening Bird isn’t taking any damage from you!” Frost said bluntly, causing the man to click his tongue as he reluctantly vanquished his flames.

Before long, at least a hundred strings were dragged into the forest sky like the innards of a monumental, grand piano. The damage these strings caused to the donor was far from substantial and it hardly affected their miniscule HP as well.

But when Frost tried it on herself, she immediately realized that the pain would certainly make one wish that it did eventually kill them. The horrors of the Octanid’s biology returned to her again.

What a nightmare it must be to become the innards of an Octanid…


< “I must scream so they can hear my confessions.” >

< “We were judged by what was written… forced to wear those sins on our sleeves…” >

< “I smile… so I won’t be judged again… and I’ll scream internally ever after.” >


These words came from the Screaming Galleries. It caused her blood to boil and her hunger to soar to new heights. She still could not manifest the Second State as Judgement to use the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s unique skills, but that did not matter the slightest.

Not when she already had the Listening Bird right where she wanted it… conceptually, for now.

Frost, like a spider, wove a steel web around the forest. The countless eyes dashed together, creating fine barriers as they wrapped around many trees. The strands were so sharp and taut that they bit inches into the trunks of the pine trees, bleeding out its sticky sap.

She remained silent throughout the procedure, allowing herself to tank as many of its Dismissed Confessions as possible. No matter how painful it was, how much blood pooled underneath her feet, or how many layers of dermis its attack stole from her – she never relented.

It only served to further her resolve to save these people.

“The Blessed… we’re… what are we in the face of those people?”

“Unbelievable. Strings. Healing. Eating… S-someone… FUCK. Don’t’ stop fighting! Don’t stop yelling! Let her keep doing her own thing!”

“Don’t give up! Frooooooost!” Jury’s words of encouragement reached her heart.

She smiled as she took more of the attacks unflinchingly. Her HP was so ridiculously high that she did not even need to heal herself. This precious mana was for the finale.


HP : 10,000 | 30,000 ^5 HP/Min


A network of grey strings encased the forest like an iron shell. From here it was just a matter of slowly closing in on the Listening Bird until it was too late. Like deadly tripwires, Frost began to layer wires from one end of the cage to the other. Before long the various pieces of the bird were severed as it passed through these near invisible strands.

While it did not take any damage, it certainly did slow down as a result.

The others, however bewildered they were, needed to act fast. Copious amounts of Unlying Tablets began to form.

“DON’T RELENT! THIS IS OUR LAST PUSH! GIVE IT EVERYTHING YOU HAVE!” Jaris rallied their hearts onwards.

“Frost is so close! Just hold on a little longer!” Jury assured them. “The small unlistening beast is going to die any second now!” She said this, hoping to get a reaction from Frost.

And as expected, Frost could not help but to smile to those words. They were a parody of the one phrase she was only able to speak for the longest time. Hearing it repurposed for this bird caused Frost’s heart to swell as she prepared for the finale.

She was going to end this here and now.

You Corrupted make no sense. The other one had a sense of self-preservation, however fake that was. But you… YOU only fear the loudest. Tch…”

“The issue is that you are trying to make sense out of beings that lack it. But if there is anyone that can, I believe it would be you.”

Yeah, because who else is going to?

“Able to, you mean.”

Chunk after chunk, the Listening Bird gradually lost more of its outer coat until its hideous, apple-shaped innards were exposed to the world when it met one unsuspecting wall of strings.

“AH HA HA HA…”

Its momentum was destroyed in that moment. And Frost seized it faster than the bird could bleed from its wounds. Seeing its future position now with her foresight, Frost rushed towards this location deep into the forest and roared loud enough to cause the hidden canopies to shudder.

“[BIASED VERDICT]!”

The scorched tree ensnared it once again. This time much closer to the ground. She tugged on the strand that still connected her to one of the Screaming Gallery and towed its body towards her.

“GET. THE FUCK. OVER HERE AND BE EATEN!” Frost, reeling it straight into her arms and chomped down on its bleeding body.


MP : 4,050 | 5,350


With her mana now replenished, and with the Listening Bird dangling only a few meters above – Frost let loose of a voice that easily trumped all within the forest.

“[PREJUDICE]!”

The black mist devoured the Listening Bird in one fell swoop not a second later. The sound of a colossal snap reverberated within the forest, echoing alongside her voice and the remnants of the Listening Bird’s eerie laughter.

Its body spilled open, drenching the ground with not blood, but with feathers much like how the One Thousand Eyed Bird died. These feathers were grey, and they piled up to a meter high by the base of the half-eaten scorched tree.

Within that pile Frost knew that a certain Corrupted Object yearned to be unearthed.

What remained thereafter was silence. Complete silence…

… and a gaping hole in the fog above where the vibrant-blue skies of the world beyond beaconed them.

Her breaths were the only sound now, as were the rushing footsteps of her closest friend.

“Nav… Jury – good work.” Frost deeply exhaled as soon as Jury arrived at her side.

“That’s another chapter closed in this tale of the Price of Paradise. Although it is important to note that this was intended to be the first chapter. You began with the second… hence why it was so easy… the voice just spoke to me again.

Regardless – congratulations, Frost.”

Frost melded into Jury’s sudden embrace.

This nightmare was finally over, and in the absence of the creature came a triumphant choir of cheers from the Adventurers.


< The Listening Bird has been Subjugated >


 

< Listening Bird has been added to your collection >

< You may manifest the Active and Passive Skills of the Listening Bird when the Will of the Amalgam allows >


 

< Easier than the One Thousand Eyed Bird by a long shot…Good work, Frost! You too Jury! >


< Stats from the Listening Bird gained >


< Unique Ability Gained >

< All Unique Abilities of the Listening Bird Have Been Condensed >


 

< ABILITY: Language of Judgement >

< EFFECT: Understand what all cannot, and what judgement could never >

< One Thousand Good Deeds Tainted by One Sin >

            

    
        43. The Aftermath of the Listening Bird

    
    
    
    
                Flames razed what was left of the Screaming Galleries. It turned out that the death of the Listening Bird had no effect on these things. Only the Unlying Tablets disappeared, and when the last Screaming Gallery was slain, silence befell the forest at last following their triumphant cheers and tears of relief.

“It was nothing like the One Thousand Eyed Bird and the Black Forest. Hmm. Are you ok, Frost?” Jury asked, still cupping Frost’s head into her shoulder.

“I’m fine… really. But thank you for always asking.” Frost spoke muffledly before she pulled herself away. “What about you? No, what am I saying. It looked like you had everything under control.” She smiled. “I’ll heal you as soon as my MP returns. Or maybe I can just take a swig of a couple of those MP potions… Jury, they’re coming over now.”

“To thank us?” Jury wondered, as did she.

Frost listened to their footsteps. The Patrons and a small handful of people including Furio and the battle-axe woman approached. All eyes were suddenly fixed on her as the Will of the Amalgam disappeared, as did the pale strands of hair and all one thousand of the glowing eyes.

The forest dimmed. The ever-prevalent fog took over and slowly sealed the gaping hole above.

She did not know how they would react now that things were fine. Would she be called a monster again? Judged and be told to disappear? Be blamed for this unfortunate encounter?

No. That would be unreasonable. This wasn’t fiction.

As bizarre as Frost’s identity was to them it did not change the fact that she saved their lives. And therefore –

“… thank you… you… saved us.” One of the Patrons desperately held back her tears, grateful for Frost’s help as she clutched onto her hands. “I though… we were going to die… I thought I’d never… see anyone again…”

Frost gently gripped onto the woman’s hands and warmly spoke.

“It’s fine. You don’t have to hold back your tears. I’m glad I was of help.”

“Getting emotional isn’t like you. But… what else can we say other than thanks. I’d hate to imagine what would have happened if you didn’t come along…” Another one said, trying to cheer the woman up as their eyes swelled. “Agh. C’mon… let’s go check up on the others. If it’s not a bother –”

“Of course I’m going to heal them. Just gather them somewhere. Away from the bodies. And if you can, give me the mana potions. I’m starved right now.” Frost ordered.

“A-At once! OI! You heard her right!? Gather the potions and bring anyone injured out! Start… start burying the dead!” This man left at once, snatching the teary-eyed woman away.

They seemed rather close.

“A healer…? Frost. Just so you know, no one thinks you’re a healer anymore. I don’t know what you are, who you are, or why you are – but I think it’s safe to assume you’re a big shot from the Nexus.” The battle-axed woman stated. “So what’s a deity like you doing in these parts –!? Ouch!?”

Furio burnt the side of the woman’s shoulder for her dopiness.

“Just state your word of thanks and fuck right back off to the caravan. Know what, come with me.” He spat before taking hold of the woman’s arm and dragging her back before he suddenly spoke with his back turned. “… ‘Healer’. Thank you for putting your faith in me when these low-soul rankers couldn’t. And heal this one when you get the chance.”

What a strange way of saying thanks.

“Frost. On behalf of everyone that stands behind us I… I must thank you. Without you we all would have perished.” Jaris tried to speak clearly.

She could sense the fear in his voice. Not from the ordeal they had just overcome, but from merely standing before her.

“Why are you so afraid of me?” Frost had to ask.

“… afraid? Me? Don’t be a… haagh. Is it that unnatural to be afraid of an unknown power?” He surrendered. “Via. Why of all people do you seem so composed?”

“Me? Oh… I wonder myself.” Via shrugged. “Go back if you don’t have anything else to say. By the way Miss Frost, he means to say you’re strong.”

Before long, it was only Via who remained in front of her. Others could be seen watching from afar, including Calfasio and Hellen who wore relieved faces. Not just because they won, but because their new friends were also ok.

“I think my thanks will end up being wasted. But! I’ll say it anyway! Thank you! Really, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for protecting us!” She threw her head down to the floor again, just how she did the first time they met.

“Please, raise your head. Your gratitude is enough.”

“W-What about payment –!?” She shot back up, revealing a small scratch on her forehead.

“I already received my pay. But if you insist then how about… some coins? If you can spare them, then I’d be glad to take a few.” Frost offered.

It would be helpful to possess at least some currency on their journey.

“… just coins?” Via seemed confused by this for some reason.

“Is it strange?”

“Coins of all things. For defeating a Corrupted. We Patrons can vouch to the lords of towns and cities across Grandis for your good deeds. You’d be given special privileges. Land. Titles. But I guess that’s not a lot for you.”

“It’s a lot. I just can’t see myself staying in one place. I’m afraid Grandis is not a place for me to stay. I have my sights placed elsewhere.” Nothing was going to convince her otherwise. Via knew this and hummed:

“Brandar, right? Probably the Nexus as well. Mm. Jury!” She suddenly yelled.

“Hello? That’s me.” Jury pointed at herself, causing Frost to nearly laugh.

“Thank you as well on behalf of everyone behind me! You… you don’t have to keep wearing that cloak anymore. It’s fine. I think you being a Demi-human or a Demon is the last thing on our mind right now.”

Jury looked down at Frost, wanting her input. With a small now, Jury’s eyes beamed, and she slowly took off the hood that had hidden her head since they first arrived.

“Ahh! Avian? No… you even have a tail like a Dragonkin!? Wait – I’m confused! You have WHITE HAIR AS WELL?! But you’re not a healer yourself!? Ok, that’s another thing on our mind now! Frost, Jury, you two are the walking embodiment of contradiction! Shouldn’t your roles be swapped!?”

This is new. So people with white hair can only be healers? Iscario’s hair was grey, so that rules him out as one. Wait… didn’t those twins that arrested Cer and Ber have white hair as well? They didn’t look like healers at all.

But Jury having white hair… could it mean the Corrupted Juries were based off healers? The crying child from the tale of the Black Forest?

“Your train of thought has arrived at an interesting conclusion. You may be correct.”

Now that she thought about it – the ‘claw’ made sense. The women of the Anid nest asked Frost if she had a claw when she mentioned that she was a healer. She imagined it to be the exact same one that Thras had. The sophisticated prosthesis that had tubes running along like veins.

“However, Inflow Direct did not create those ‘claws’ that far back. They are a rather recent addition.”

Jury’s claw probably symbolizes something else then. But this is rather interesting. One question answered…

“… and another two questions branch out. We’ll have an entire tree at this rate.”

And the one thing that ties it all together is the tale of the Price of Paradise. The princess who ate from the forbidden tree.

“Precisely.”

Frost deeply inhaled.

“It’s best if you don’t try to figure it out.” She said, waving her hand to dismiss Via’s thoughts for her. “Jury. You feeling ok?”

“Much better now. I can finally hear your heartbeat again.” She said. “Badump. Badump. Is it getting faster?”

“That’s just your imagination. Via. Please start preparing to leave. We’ll go as soon as I finish thing up here.” Frost sighed, turning away from Jury.

“You’re still coming with us?”

“Why wouldn’t we? The trip to little Tais isn’t over just yet. And there’s no telling what else is up ahead.” Frost said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

And with a bright smile, Via exclaimed:

“Thank you so much!”

            

    
        44. What the Language of Judgement Reveals

    
    
    
    
                They had survived this ordeal at the cost of 25 lives, including the ones who had run off at the start. 10 had fled and were confirmed to be killed by the Anids. The Decanid, however kind Frost assumed it to be, was a frightening creature to normal people. It likely saw them as trespassers.

4 were children and others who were incapable of fighting. The rest were Adventurers. Brave souls that fought against a creature that no one should ever have to face. Few were left in a dazed, near comatose state, incapable of reacting to any stimuli.

Frost was a healer that could only repair the body. And just like on Earth, the mind was the hardest thing to fix. Unsurprisingly, there was no page in her book of experience that told her how to sooth the mind and hearts of those that were exposed to a living nightmare.

And so, she could only heal them while speaking kindly, as she always did.

Furthermore, Via, for some reason insisted that the broods came along. At first the Decanid was opposed to this but when she revealed that this was dictated by the Script, the Decanid ceased all resistance and gave them all over.

It was unknown why the Script wished for this. Or how they even knew that these broods would be here and alive. It brought the nature of these Scripts into question. And what reason did Via have to obey them for aside from avoiding certain death?

When asked, Via responded that it was as simple as granting her a purpose.

Ultimately, the Scripts remained as mysterious as anything else.

Jury scooped up the grey feathers and stored them into her own Dimensional Storage. Her Blessing of the Amalgam gave her the exact same privileges as any other Blessed to her surprise. It was unknown what additional benefits her Blessing actually gave to Jury now that she thought about it.

Regardless – the woman now wore a mantle of grey feathers. It matched perfectly with her appearance. The mantle wove around her shoulders and chest like a pair of tightly wrapped wings. It drooped closely to the ground but never seemed to ever touch it.

When standing side by side a certain aura of divinity surrounded them. Their wear was too spectacular for normal people and would easily draw the eyes of those that seek help, and the blades of those who envied.






	 
	
Mantle of Sin
< Its feathers recite the sins of others >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object
	
AFFINITY : Judgement


	Type : Apparel



	DEF : 150
	
MAG DEF : 200


	RESIST : 45








EFFECT: Resistance to Judgement Affinity. Immune to Confession.


Confession turned out to be a status effect caused by the Listening Bird’s skills. As the name explicitly defined; it was an uncontrollable compulsion to confess.

Interestingly, the mantle itself had the same strange red text that fell like animated snow across its feathers. It changed depending on who she looked at, spelling out phrases that no one save for Frost could understand now that she possessed the Language of Judgement.

Jury on the other hand could hear these words being recited. Of evil that people had committed in the past. From Jury’s understanding, it did not go into detail. It only labeled people as things such as ‘murderer’, ‘traitor’, or ‘bastard son’.

It was somehow fitting for a person named Jury of all things.

That being said, Frost could also see certain things in the status window now that she had this new ability.






	 
	 
	
Furio
< Hot Headed Fire Mage >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	Soul Rank: Red | Adventurer Rank: Gold
	 
	 



	LEVEL : 75
	ORIGIN : Human
	HP : 1,300
	ATT : 50
	MAG ATT : 300



	MP : 2,000
	ATT DEF : 50
	MAG DEF : 90
	RESIST : 8
	AGI : 15









She could see the titles of people, alongside all their stats. It was an incredibly useful ability for many reasons. The first being that she could identify exactly who she was talking to. This seemed to be affected directly by the RESIST stat, because as soon as Jury put on the Mantle of Sin; it became almost impossible to read her stats.

Thankfully, Jury allowed her to read them. She didn’t need to ask either. The woman was always happy to comply if it was for Frost.

“Excuse me then. Status.”






	< LEVEL : 78 >
	 
	
< Unhung Jury >


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 8,000 ^20/Min
	
MP : 800 ^5/Min


	RESIST : 32 (+45)
	AGI : 35



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 138
	
ATT DEF : 100 (+150)


	O : 78
	D : 0



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 0
	
MAG DEF : 50 (+200)


	S : 0
	E : 0









< PROFESSIONS >





	
OFFENSIVE


	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	BODY VERSATILITY : 45
LACERATER : 33
	 
	 
	 









< ACTIVE SKILLS >





	
OFFENSIVE


	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Lacerate III [3/10]Tail Whack [0/10]
Body Manipulation IV [5/10]
	 
	 
	 









< PASSIVE SKILLS >





	
OFFENSIVE


	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	
Sharpened Claws IVBudding Tail
Acrobatics V
Sharpened Fangs IV


	 
	 
	 









< ABILITIES >





	
Their InnocenceRealized
Amalgam's Blessing
Invitation of the Archivist










The very last ability caused her to blankly blink.

“Jury… have you ever checked your own stats?” Frost was baffled by this discovery.

“Hmm? No? I only just figured it out after you told me to try Dimensional Storage.”

For some reason, it never came across to Frost that Jury could call upon the System to view herself. She was a Blessed through and through. If she did then she would have noticed the glaringly obvious ability that sat at the very bottom of her stats page.

This was most certainly the cause for her dreams. The name archivist implied a keeper of a library.

“Nav. What the hell is the Invitation of the Archivist?”

“I am not aware… but the information is suddenly being fed to me. Shall I begin?”

“Please.”

“Invitation…?” Jury uttered, finally seeing this ability for the first time. “To the place with many books?”


< Invitation of the Archivist >

< “The Archivist of the Floor of Civilization formally invites you to scour its library in search for your one perfect book. Do you seek power? Knowledge? Honor? Love? All can be provided by my library.” >


 

Frost froze in place and looked to where the Nexus would be.

Another floor had opened. One of Civilization belonging to the Archivist.


* * *


< CORRUPTED SKILL COLLECTION >


 

JUDGEMENT

First State


Active

Dismissed Confession

< The silence was evidence of their guilt. Their mouths moved but they could never speak >

< Deal 2,000 damage to a chosen target. Target will be afflicted with 50 stacks of Confession >

< Cost: 1,500 MP >


 

Passive

Unlying Tablet

< Our deeds were prewritten in blood by the almighty King >

< Your spilled blood summons the Unlying Tablets to your aid >


 

Unique

Sinless Repent

            

    
        45. The Remains of Little Tais

    
    
    
    
                The caravans moved again.

After briefly exchanging goodbyes with the Decanid, Frost and Jury found herself seated across the same three faces. Hellen and Alice could not be more delighted to see them both again.

The little girl was also cheery when met with the non-humans they brought aboard. Via’s caravan was instantly filled with countless new faces. Calfasio sat across them, also expressing his wholehearted thanks with the pendant tightly griped in his hand again.

The man grieved over his inability to fight. Frost could tell that it ate at him. He wasn’t strong, and neither did he possess much magic. He was as normal as a person could get. A true civilian trying to persist in this world of madness.

“Think happy thoughts. At least you’ll be able to see your daughter.” Frost said. “Your family’s waiting for you in Divas Pass, so don’t look so down.”

“Hah. I guess that’s right. But it still stings, you know? I’m a man and I can’t even pick up a sword if my life depended on it. Magic’s even harder. It must be awesome being able to wield flames in your palms knowing that you can protect your loved ones.” He let loose of a depressed sigh before shaking his head to sober himself up.

Strength means a lot in this world, huh. It’s practically a status symbol.

“Cheer up sir. I can fool around with you if that’ll raise your spirits.” One of the women teased, causing the man to jolt and inadvertently smack the back of his head against the half-wall.

“I have a wife for crying out loud!” He groaned as they laughed. “And a daughter.”

“Is this what you call adultery?” Alice tilted her head, as did Jury who was also clueless on the matter.

“Ahem! Can we please change the topic?” Hellen’s motherly voice somehow carried a threatening aura, instantly causing the others to shiver.

The conversations shifted left and right. Frost found herself enjoying the company of these people. Their smiles, their warmth and their emotions were no different from humans. How they were seen as lesser beings was a thought that bellowed a flame within her heart.

This was especially true for the 6 who were sent into the forest by their masters in Little Tais as sacrifices. They did not remember much other than the screaming, and that their skin was slowly being peeled off as they confessed.

Simply recalling these events was traumatizing enough. Frost refused to pry any further. After all –

“The trail speaks for itself. Look at how many bodies there are…” Frost uttered beneath her breath as the mood sharply shifted.

It was a horrific battleground, smothered in blood as the horses trampled over countless smiling bodies. The sound of cracking bone and flesh underneath the wheels caused them immense misery.

“All skinless as well. Urgh… cover your daughter’s eyes Hellen. And those of you in the back, please look after your friends. Don’t let them look outside.” Via urged.

A sea of deceased Screaming Galleries littered the remainder of the path leading to Little Tais. Little by little, the fog and the Anid webbings disappeared and minutes later, the pine trees finally parted.

The light of the world returned, and with it arrived the true extent of the aftermath.

“That… was that from the laughing owl?” Via wondered out loud.

“The Listening Bird was incapable of physical damage. Something else must have passed by here.” Jury noted.

“The same storm that hit Divas Pass…?” Calfasio looked out and was shocked by the devastation.

The southern gate they approached was punched in by an unknown force. The giant, metal gates were tens of meters away, with one half-buried into the dirt. These things were at least 5 meters high and weighed several hundreds of kilograms.

Not something… ‘someone’.

Iscario must have passed through here days ago. She could hardly comprehend how a simple liquid could grant so much power. But then again, she had seen far stranger things now. For some reason Cer’s phrase of ‘it wouldn’t be the strangest thing’ came back to her.

She wondered if anyone even knew what happened to her.

The devastation present took center stage. Countless homes were crumbled and razed. From the lack of sound alone Frost could tell that not many survivors were left… if any at all.

“We’re usually supposed to be waved down but… I don’t think there’s anyone left. A town of 5,000… and another thousand being slaves all just – vanished. Was there no one redirecting the laughing owl?” Via commented as they passed through the broken gates and entered the ghost town of Little Tais.

“You’ve called it the laughing owl twice. Was it a well-known Corrupted?”

Via didn’t answer until they travelled upon the uneven, stone-paved roads of the town.

“Vaguely. We only understood it from rumors of towns suffering from the ‘screaming syndrome’. It’s but one of the known monsters that roam our unblessed lands. Our secondary role as Patrons is to report our findings to the next town over and review previous records from other passing Patrons. Monsters take the highest priority. You can see entire highways being abandoned because of them.” Via stated, looking out at the largest structure in the town.

Frost observed it as well, wondering what it was.

“The Blessed left us, and the people of Grandis spited anyone that wasn’t human. You can imagine how the Adventurers from Brandar and across Elysia reacted when they found out that their kind-hearted, non-human Adventurers were being kidnapped and sold off as merchandise. No one wanted to lend us a hand anymore. And why should they when all we could do was bite those very same hands?”

A somber silence followed as they drove through town. There was not a single structure that wasn’t at least partially destroyed. The Listening Bird was incapable of physical damage, but she could certainly see how its pinball-like movement would cause havoc.

The streets, to their surprise, was not littered with bodies as it was outside. It seemed like the Listening Bird had moved most of them outside when they fought. Whether some remained was unknown, and Frost could imagine the horror of coming face to face with one in a dark, abandoned building.

She also had to wonder how these ones died if no one else was here.

Via then added:

“Another Corrupted we know of is… hmm. Have you heard of the Village of Virt? Hardly anyone heads up there anymore. The highway was closed off for as long as I can remember. I think it was ever since it became home to the Skewered Beast. I’m sure you’ve heard of it. The horror story of a child warning people to stay away from the Black Forest?”

Frost glanced over to Jury who coyly smiled.

If only they knew who they were talking to.

“Yeah. We’re familiar with it.”


* * *


Little Tais was proof of Nav’s outdated knowledge. The town of roughly 10,000 inhabitants and 3,000 slaves was a number of the distant past. This major trading town saw a mass exodus ever since the loss of Paradise, making it home to vagrants, mercenaries and those who were too stubborn to leave.

The town sat in a major crossroad that connected it to all major highways of Grandis, each one leading in a different cardinal direction. It was bizarre that a town positioned in the center of all major kingdoms would be so vacant. It turns out that most people fled to cities or towns closer their respective kingdoms.

“We were all thinking to ourselves ‘if that happened to Paradise, then what would happen to our towns’?” Calfasio stated. “And you’re forgetting about the wars. They only just ended 5 years ago. This place saw countless battles. A downside of being in the center of everything.”

“So everyone’s now living in three centralized areas?” Frost asked.

“You didn’t know?” Hellen cocked her head curiously. “I’m sure it must have struck you as odd as to why there was so little people along these parts of Grandis.”

“Um… Er… We kind of do live in 3 major areas, yes.” Calfasio continued. “Puritas has their massive capital city, Infernis. Everything else is just a town to it. A resource. Then you have Bellum, a war-hungry kingdom that defends Grandis from the Great Marshlands and the warring Insectids in the far west. They’re a bit more spread out, but it hardly compares to the complexity of Puritas. It’s… unbelievably huge.”

The caravan line drove towards the only structure that stood above all – the Adventurer’s Guild. It was made from pine logs and highly decorative stone brick, which were all weathered by time and the absence of any form of maintenance. They were overgrown with vegetation and filth as the streets in front of it were smeared in blood.

It appeared more like a cathedral now that she realized it. It just lacked the gothic architecture and was rather simplistic compared to the ones she knew from Earth. Nevertheless, it did not detract much from its sheer size alone.

The Adventuer’s Guild was easily the highest structure in Little Tais. Interestingly, these structures usually housed the major facilities of a town to preserve space and to create a central social hub. If there was a place where they could rest and find supplies, then it would be there. Additionally, it was also the place that housed the Relay Site.

“And Divaola?” Frost asked as the caravans parked at the front of the stairway which led up to the blasted doors of the Adventurer’s Guild.

“No one knows much about them. But you can tell they have roots and values from Brandar. They were responsible for the creation of Divas Pass; a place where people wouldn’t have to be afraid of persecution. And still they were blamed for the destruction of Paradise.” Via concluded. “Alright! Listen up everyone! Jaris! Can you hear me!?”

“Loud and clear!” He yelled back.

“Let’s clear out the Guild and start rationing out some food to eat! We’ll camp inside of the Guild until tomorrow! You all must be exhausted after fighting for your lives!” Via relayed, gathering a chord of approving responses from the other caravans.

However –

“Huh… eat? You can eat after all that?” A cat-eared girl said, already gagging at the thought. “Gross… Everything’s going to smell like blood.”

“I’m not hungry either… meat is going to taste weird.” Even Alice found herself hesitant.

“I can give you some of my honey? Oh, but be careful. It’s highly addictive~” The bee-woman hummed. From where this honey actually came from sparked some curiosity in Frost, but she also figured it was best to leave it to her imagination.

“Noooo thanks.” A dog-eared woman refused heavily. “As much as we’d like to eat… I think it’s better if we just rest. Bathe maybe! The Guild had those functions, right girls?”

“Oh~ A bath. It’s been quite a long time… but is now really the time to be so carefree?” The fox-eared woman had to wonder. “I’m sorry about this Healer? Healer!”

“Just Frost. And, well, what if I make the food? Will that make you guys want to eat?” Frost offered, causing the eyes of the ex-broods to light up instantly.

For some reason they held a lot of respect for her. Probably because she wasn’t human, which made her their de facto guardian of sorts.

If she was a bird, then these were her chicks bobbing their heads up and down for nutrition. And Jury? Well…

“Will you make skewers?” She practically drooled at the thought.

“We’ll see what they have here first. But yeah. I’ll make us some mean skewers.”

“Mhm~!”

“Although – I guess it’s alright if you don’t want to eat.” She teased the others.

“Ah, why didn’t you say so? I’m starved after all that!” The cat-eared girl’s tone flipped entirely. “I’ll eat anything if it’s from a healer… yeah. Mhm. Healer.” She peered with one eye and did a double take of Frost, unsure of what she was exactly.

“Just. Frost.” She reiterated, garnering a few giggles from these women. “Anyway – Via. Warn the others to stay vigilant.”

“You noticed it too?” She said, her voice lacking any surprise.

“The Screaming Galleries we fought didn’t die as soon as that bird was slain. Someone must have passed by. Either that or they’re still here.”

A sound logic. But there was more to it than just this.

The other reason why she warned them was because there was another Corrupted they briefly encountered back in the forest.

Our Happiest Moments.

A terribly weak creature, but a Corrupted, nevertheless. Though she never actually caught a glimpse of it she could not bring herself to relax. For all she knew it possessed some sort of mind-rending ability. The Corrupted could not be taken lightly.

But then again…

It could also be a ‘helpful’ Corrupted, much like how Jury was. Considering it hadn’t attacked them yet or shown its face, Frost had no way to discern what its intentions were. Neither did she want to reveal this. As the saying went – ignorance is bliss.

She’d rather they had some peace of mind; however temporary it may be.

Via hopped down and opened the back of the caravan. They spilled out into the vibrant light of the sun. There was not a single cloud in the sky, aside from the rising smoke. One by one, they all climbed up the stairs and entered the dim, grand hall of the Adventurer’s Guild.

They strode within like marching soldiers and quickly went to work clearing out the rooms for any danger. As expected, there as virtually no signs of other life. The eeriness was like a poison, driving some mad as others refused to move alone.

Eventually, the candles of the grand hall were relit, and the Adventurer’s Guild was completely illuminated by it spectacular lights.

In the center of this vast, wood-themed hall was the crystal Relay Site; cracked at the seams by an unknown force. Once again, she had no feasible way of teleporting straight into the Nexus. Something, or someone, was targeting these things no doubt.

For what reason remained a mystery. If Iscario expected her to die in the Black Forest, and that the Blessed weren’t even able to access Grandis in the first place then it made little sense to go through the effort of destroying them.

It was either that or she was thinking too deeply about it.

Frost cast away these thoughts with a drawn-out sigh. She placed a hand on its cold surface and gazed upon her reflection before sinking into deep thought.

Hope, huh. What a weird affinity.

“It would imply that perhaps a Floor of Hope also exists.”

And you know that also implies the Civilization affinity exists as well, right?

“I am gravely aware of how bizarre that must sound.”

Frost struggled to wrap her mind around the notion of ‘Civilization’ being an affinity. But then again, Judgement was no better.

Emotions derived from these concepts. Or at least bearing some relation to them. Seeing how Judgement works in person makes sense. Civilization might also make sense when I see it. But the biggest question is how many of these Floors exist.

“I’m afraid that only time will tell.”

Jury checked herself out in the mirror, pleased by how well her attire fit her. It wasn’t long before she ended up placing a warm hand onto Frost’s head. If it was anyone else, then she would have broken their hand. Just the mere sensation alone reminded her of how Iscario touched her.

As for Jury? It was the opposite. It was everything she needed. A warmth that reminded her that she wasn’t the only one aboard this journey… the journey that all three of them embarked from the very start.

“Mm? Oh, yes Jury?”

“You always look like you have something on your mind. I thought this would help you feel better.” Jury softly spoke as the echoing voices of the others disappeared.

“Aw. You’re so sweet.” Frost warmly smiled. “And… Well… it’s because I actually do have something on my mind.”

“You mentioned me?”

“Yep. Nav. Looks like our journey continues. The Relay Site is broken, and I’m guessing that other giant crystal is the Repository. It looks shattered as well.” Frost observed the giant crystal that hovered elsewhere, which was tightly restrained by black chains.

“Odd. There is one more Relay Site location at Divas Pass. If that happens to be broken as well, then it is a matter of navigating through Brandar.”

“Sounds easy enough. So long as we don’t deal with anymore Corrupted.” Frost muttered. “Jury. Thank you for worrying about me. You can stop… rubbing my head now.”

Touching other people’s head was not something she had actually ever seen happen on Earth. It was mostly found in animated media and other forms of fiction, so it was hard to translate if it was a commonality here or not.

But that hardly mattered. Because she enjoyed the sensation. It was like getting a head massage! Only that it was from…

… From who?

Jury of course. But… who was Jury to her other than a companion? Other than a friend? Frost didn’t know herself, but she was always happy so long as this woman was by her side.

And before she could discern what this sensation in her chest was –

– A voice called out to them.

“Frost! Wanna raid the Guild pantry with us!? We can have a bath right after we eat! I’m sure you’re sick of being drenched in all that blood!”

“C’mon! Jury! I wanna see that tail of yours! You must be an Avian just like me!”

“It would be a nice change of pace to relax for once.” Hellen agreed, as did Via and the Battle-axe woman. “Frost. Ahh? I think this is the first time I’ve seen you make a face like that. It’s fine. We won’t judge your body.”

“You’re the smallest out of all of us, aren’t you!? It’s fine to be conscious about that!”

“Shhh! What if she gets mad and caves your face in!?”

Those things hardly mattered to her. She was a man first and foremost. But… there was a certain emotion in her heart. Definitely not lust. She was just curious about herself. This would serve a prime opportunity to at least get to know her own body better.

Now that she thought about it – it was rather sad that she knew more about the Corrupted than her own damned body.

            

    
        46. Before the Bath

    
    
    
    
                Her Cook profession finally saw some decent progress. There were enough ingredients in the Guild’s pantry to whip up some interesting dishes. The large rooms stockpiled with sacks of vegetables and an iron, cold storage rooms housing frozen meat was a surprise to see.

Much like how certain stones were able to produce fire, these storage rooms were lined with Ice Stones. These continually cooled the surrounding environment, but upon closer inspection with Appraise Object – she realized that it instead absorbed heat from the surroundings.

“… This isn’t a technology, is it? Is the Warped Stone something similar to these?” Frost asked no one in particular. Curious eyes would always befall her whenever she spoke like this. Frost played it off like she was just speaking out her thoughts to avoid suspicion of being… well, insane.

“It is a natural mineral. Hardly a technology. And please do not mistake the Warped Stone as any ordinary stone.”

“Back on Earth you’d have to use certain gases and thermodynamic shenanigans to get a refrigerator working. Here you can call something that does all that a ‘mineral’. Haaah. Nav, want me to describe the vegetables for you?”

“I’d like it if you could allow me to see what you see.”

Frost picked out various ingredients alongside Jury and the ex-broods as she mentally described everything she touched, while at the same time appraising them for some free levels.

Jury, being primarily a carnivore for most of her life, picked out racks of meat and hoisted them above her shoulders proudly. The broods each picked out whatever ingredient seemed to interest them, like the Bee-woman choosing sweet fruits, and the dog-girl also pouncing on the meat.

As for the feline ones – they were equally as disappointed that there weren’t any fish as they were afraid of a certain vegetable. Cucumbers. Frost never really understood why cats were afraid of them. And neither did these people. It was just another one of the mysteries in life.

That being said –

They hauled the goods back to an extravagant kitchen and began to cook. Hellen was rather skillful in the kitchen being a housewife, as was Calfasio to her surprise. The man used to cook for his daughter and wife, and just the mere mention of it fired him up.

In the meantime, the broods did all the prep work as Jury became their dedicated taste tester.

“It’s good!” Jury said after munching on a sweet boar-meat cube.

“Mmm~! It’s good!” She said again after slurping a spoonful of stew Frost whipped up.

“Tasty!” She exclaimed, taking a bite from a shredded beef sandwich.

“… N-Not bad. But I don’t want to waste anything you make so…” The only thing that Jury despised was the salad.

Frost couldn’t help but to laugh at this.


* * *


The food was thoroughly enjoyed by all. It was a familiar comfort in a place far from home. The warm stew and the sweet, savory scent of the skewers paired nicely with the bread the guild had on hand. Although, the bread was quite hard. Almost like tack. One had to dip them into the stew to even chew them.

For Frost and Jury? They didn’t realize it was this hard until someone complained.

In any case – everyone’s bellies were filled with delicious food, and their morals had reached new heights. Confidence quickly returned as did their spirits. Jaris made a call for those capable to patrol the town for any potential survivors or threats, and explicitly insisted that Frost and Jury remain here with the others.

They’d rather have their strongest closest to their weakest. That was the logic Jaris went by. In the meantime, around a dozen and more people left with the man, all bearing their arms as they ventured out into the afternoon sun.

In exchange, Frost offered to watch over the group overnight. It was not like she required sleep anyway. No one besides Jury knew this of course, but no one dared to question her either.

In the end, only the ex-broods, Hellen, Alice, Via, Calfasio, the battle-axed woman, and Furio – to their surprise – remained. The Guild hall felt much larger now that their group had shrunk. When the clanking of metal disappeared Frost suddenly asked why Furio decided to stay.

“I overheard the conversation of a bath. As much as I hate to admit it, I thought it would be a good idea to watch over this low-ranked soul right here.” He motioned towards Calfasio who sheepishly smiled in returned. “Plus, I have a question I wanted to ask.”

“First off, if you want someone to answer your questions, then don’t speak like you’re some big shot!” The battle-axed woman scolded him before receiving an instant, flaming glare. “What, resorting to violence again bastard?”

“Just shut up and stay silent. Frost. What exactly are you? If you can answer me this, then it’ll put my mind at ease because I can’t discern what race you’re from. Never mind your friend.” Furio began, getting straight to the point.

However –

“I’m sorry, but I’d appreciate it if you continued to see me as companion on this trip above all else.” Frost instantly shut him down.

“You won’t reveal anything I take?”

“Think of me as a member of a race from a distant land. Where your commonalities are our abnormalities.” Frost intentionally spoke cryptically. There was not a lot she wanted to reveal, and by talking like this she made her intentions loud and clear to him.

Furthermore, having the name of ‘the Amalgam’ spread would put her under the crosshairs of Iscario again. She was confident she’d be able to put up a decent fight this time around, but there was no way in hell that Jury would survive in a fight against a potential level 200 Star of the Nexus.

Additionally, there was no other race that she could suitable fit in. Revealing anything specific would raise brows and only further put her under scrutiny. She could always force anyone troublesome to get off her back, but she’d rather deal with this peacefully.

At least with these people.

Furio only sealed his eyes and exhaled a near flaming puff of air.

“Then that’s it then. Calfasio.” He surrendered, but Frost could tell how underwhelmed he was with her answer.

“Yes!?”

“Follow me. The women want to bathe. I understand you’re pathetically weak, but I don’t think you’re weak enough to be harmless to a naked woman.” He began walking away in the presumed direction of the baths.

“L-Listen to me! I have a wife dammit!” The man yelled.

The two eventually disappeared behind a pair of gold-tinted doors at the other side of the hall.

“Nnnnghhh~! Whaddaya say about takin’ a bath now?” The cat-eared brood spoke euphorically as they stretched their arms out, shattering the silence before it could persist.

“Oh~ Shall we head in then? I’ve checked them and the waters are still hot. The heated stones are quite useful.” Hellen hummed.

“A bath… finally. We can clean off all this dirt.” Alice sounded excited. The younger ones did enjoy playing in water. The young girl suddenly ran towards Jury and clutched onto her hand.

“Mmm? Hello?”

“Let’s go Jury! Let’s go see the hot water baths!”

It seemed like Jury made a friend. How fitting of it to be a child as well. Jury momentarily looked upon Frost as if asking for permission to be dragged away by the little creature. Frost only needed to smile before they scurried towards the golden doors.

Still a child at heart, huh.

For some reason, Frost did not see the grown back of a woman, but rather the back of the child-like Jury from the first time they met. It had been more than a month since the tribulations they faced in the Black Forest. And hardly over a week in reality thanks to how time was distorted in that place.

This would be the very first time they’d have the luxury to relax. To just… lay back and rinse off the burdens and filth. Frost subconsciously looked forward to it because of this. The other part of her was more interested in what laid underneath her clothes.

And she couldn’t believe she was more than 50 days late to this.

            

    
        47. Bathing and Our Happiest Moments!

    
    
    
    
                The changing room saw plenty of hot mist cascade the air already. The minerals known as the ‘heated stones’ were responsible for maintaining the sauna-like temperature in this vast room.

It was almost too large to be a normal changing room.

The wooden-architectural theme continued here. Shaved pine logs held up a second floor above, which oversaw the entire bath ahead like a balcony. Directly on the other side of the wall, which was built like a log cabin, was the men’s area. Given the material used, they could just vaguely hear the other two.

At least only Frost could with her immaculate hearing abilities.

Piles of clothes and shelves of abandoned apparel littered the place. It was a treasure trove for equipment, which Frost vowed to search through afterwards. In the meantime, everyone including herself stripped down.

She did so in front of a long mirror that spanned the entire back wall with Jury by her side. Jury, who had never seen her own body in this light before, seemed rather impressed with herself. It was also a source of awe for Frost, who only now just realized how… well, ‘gifted’ Jury was in all aspects.

Frost on the other hand?

“… they don’t get in the way, so that’s a bonus in of itself.” She said upon looking at herself in the mirror, cupping the sides of her small mounds. “… what a weird sensation. I don’t even know how to describe it. But it’s… nice I think?”

She deeply sighed and burnt the image into her mind.

She was beautiful to say the least. Ungifted in certain areas but beautiful, nonetheless. It was her face and eyes that stood out the most to her. Its golden, glowing color was seldomly found anywhere else.

The story of Narcissus might not be so far fetched anymore. I’d fall for those eyes myself. Not bad. That’s a 10/10 in my books.

“You realize I can hear you?”

Yes I do. By the way, do I get any privacy in my own mind?

“I’m using your head space. Your words are similar to the voices of the Corrupted to me, so I can hear every single one of your train of thoughts.”

… I take that as a solid ‘no’ then.

Her body was also pristine without a single scratch to be found as expected of a healer. Furthermore, her skin was healthy color throughout and even her hair seemed like it had some sort of magical properties.

The bath felt redundant all of a sudden. Cleanse was all she really needed. But then again… a bath was more so for the relaxation aspect, which was not something Cleanse could replicate.

Also, Frost and Jury were not so foolish to leave their Corrupted apparel here unattended. They brought them into the vast bath house, which was built like a giant shared swimming pool.

“It’s soooo goooood!” Someone melted into the bath.

“Hmmm~! It’s been so long! We never had this kind of luxury as slaves.” Another pointed out.

“Jury! Jury! Show me your tail! What’s this on the end?”

“A budding organ. I don’t know much else either – ah!? That tickles!” Jury suddenly yelped as she placed her apparel beside Frost’s.

They then both slipped into the warm bath simultaneously.

“… Oh… this is… nice…” Frost also melted away, sinking until only half her head remained above the misty water.

Unbeknownst to her was the rather… girly voice she made. The deep voice she paraded disappeared in that instant, drawing all sorts of eyes towards her.

“… what…?”

“Hmm~! For someone so strong, you have a rather cute side to you as well!” Hellen commented.

“Ugh… please don’t call me ‘cute’. But thanks. I appreciate the sentiment.” Frost took mental damage from that.

She was used to being called darling, sweetie and sonny by her patients back on Earth. But not once had she ever been called cute.

“It’s so warm… do people sleep in these?” Jury had to ask.

“If you want to drown then go right ahead.” One of the broods said bluntly. “It’s strange, isn’t it? This place used to be filled with tens of people. Could reach a hundred people at times. Now it’s all empty and silent. Isn’t that eerie?” This was a different feline woman who spoke.

It was the same one who screamed out their lungs from the traumatic event prior to being rescued by the Anids. These women had no names and were only called by whatever race they were, effectively de… humanizing them? Frost didn’t know how else to describe this.

In a world that wasn’t only inhabited by Humans, it would be strange for these sort of words to exist, let alone the meaning of ‘humanity’.

“Kind of like kenophobia. I get what you mean.” Frost nodded. “But I think we shouldn’t harp too much on those things. Just relax… just sink into the bath and… ah, so this is what it’s like to want to sleep.” She suddenly trailed off.

Jury suddenly moved behind her and embraced her. Frost’s head naturally fell onto Jury’s bosom, a natural pillow.

“Soft… Yes?”

“You can sleep if you want.”

“Ah Sorry… I didn’t mean it literally. But thank you.” Frost smiled up at the woman, who could only stare down at her with absolute sincerity.

It was rather amusing for them to see Frost like this.

“You’re strange. You have all that strength and you’re here spending time with people like us.” The battle-axe woman, whose name was revealed to be Anna, spoke through a curtain of brown hair. “Unlike a certain someone!” She raised her voice intentionally for Furio to hear on the other side, resulting in a loud bang.

Frost stifled a laugh.

“Well, it was my passion back in my homeland to help people in need. I don’t see why it would be any different here.” She began before pausing momentarily. “…But even with all the strength I have it’s impossible to save everyone. The technology we had back in my homeland was still not enough for to save everyone as well. But I think what matters the most is that we tried.”

“I like to think so as well. Saving everyone isn’t… possible in places like these. Grandis, the entire west, and the far south of our continent is screwed up.” The bee-woman admitted. “Take our region in Gnawer for example! It’s war, war, and war! You got the Ants and the Bees fighting, the Wasps and the Dragonflies biting, and then the Spiders and the damned Scorpions eating each other up. You are expected to die as an Insectid during wartime… sorry. I got a little too excited.”

“Don’t be~” The fox-eared woman soothed.

“It must be hell over there.” One of the women uttered something interesting.

Does the concept of hell exist in this world? Frost wanted to know.

“Indeed it does. So does the heavens, although that belongs to the Nexus. It is called the Celestial Heavens by many for a reason. Hell is synonymous with eternal torment. Whether such a place truly exists or not is unknown.”

Hell huh… hardly different from what we’ve seen so far in Grandis. Corrupted. Persecution… all this madness here. Cer’s spite towards the world below makes so much more sense now.

Frost could only blow bubbles in response. She wondered how those triplets were doings… no, rather, she wondered if they suffered something similar in the same veins as these slaves. They were Demi-humans after all, and their spite wouldn’t just be targeted to the world below simply because they were Blessed.

She eventually purged these thoughts and submerged herself entirely under water.

Their conversations went on. It was interesting listening to their lives. Hellen used to be a bard who travelled with her nephew a while back, who also happened to be a bard. Anna the battle-axed woman used to be a farmer before the wars ravaged Grandis. As for Via, well, she was just following wherever the wind took her.

But Frost knew that she lived according to the Script.

“Via, you’re actually quite smaller than Frost. Hehe.”

“Hehe? You’re… kind of creepy, you know that?” Via frankly said to the cat-eared woman.

“Oi. C’mon. If hair isn’t the life blood of a woman, then it’s their chest.”

“For you it is. For every other reasonable person? Anything but those.” Anna sharply retorted, but she seemed somewhat… pleased about this. No, she was puffing out her large chest like she was a proud bird.

“I’ll never understand you people.” The other, more depressed cat-girl sighed. “How much longer are we going to stay here?”

“Until nighttime?” Hellen teased.

“Do you want to become all wrinkly!?” She exclaimed.

“No, but I’m sure it’s better than being out there in the cold. Relax~”

“… is it really ok to be that carefree? When we all almost died… and so many others had their skins taken off? It’s horrible. Living your whole life to be brought up as a pet for an uncaring family, then thrown off to be sacrificed without a second thought…” She vented and was close to the verge of tears.

“… that’s the same story for most of us.” Another uttered. “But it’s not like you can change the past.”

“No. No you can’t. Hey.” Frost slowly scooted over to the girl’s side and gently spoke. “How do you feel right now?”

“… warm, why?”

“Try to focus on this warmth. Try to think about this moment. Can you do that for me?” She said, gently holding onto the girl’s hand.

One by one, the other broods slowly surrounded the girl for comfort. Frost had dealt with patients similar to her, but none with a trauma quite like her. Every single word was a potential landmine.

Words were like magic. But they had their limits, and they had their curses.

“… I can try. Um… hmm. I like it.”

“Good. It’s because you’re safe right now. So it’s ok to be carefree in this moment. I guarantee it. It must have been awful. But no one’s here to hurt you anymore so – smile.” When she said this, a few of the women swooped in to embrace the pained girl.

Frost could not imagine the pain of going through all of that. Where hers was mostly physical, this girl’s was a horrific blend of all kinds since birth. That sort of pain was not easily repaired by words alone.

It was just a temporary measure. In the end, there was truly little that Frost could do.

And it pained her.

“… I’ll try. Thank you.” She managed to smile to their surprise.

But it was at this moment that something strange happened.


< [Remember] >


 

The sound of a camera shutter caused Frost to instantly throw herself towards her clothing. A wave of water exploded in the wake of her movement as she threw on her coat she ordered:

“There’s a Corrupted somewhere in here! Get to the changing rooms!”

Jury instantly rushed to her mantle as the women quickly rushed away in a fit of panic. Her eyes scoured the entire place in search of this Corrupted but found nothing until she spotted something in the corner of the room.

A spider. A tiny, fist-sized spider what was clad in pale fur. As inconspicuous as it was – it was far from any normal spider. Because instead of eight beady eyes, the creature only had one eye which was in the bizarre shape of a camera lens.
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This was the Corrupted they met earlier. For it to be a spider of all things made some sense considering it first appeared in that Anid-infested forest. Although the name of the creature baffled her to no end.

Either way, it was a Corrupted. There was no telling what damage it was capable of.

“My parameters conclude it is a Trickle threat-leveled Corrupted. No need to be alarmed.” Nav insisted.

A Corrupted is a Corrupted – wait… it’s gone?

It disappeared before her very eyes. It just… vanished.

“1,500 AGI… That’s too fast.” Jury muttered. “Huh? Where did it go!?”

Something then fell from the very same corner. Frost did not waste any time and caught the paper-looking object before it could touch the ground. If it was anything like the Listening Bird’s ability, then deaths were inevitable.

However –

“… this is… a polaroid?” Frost could hardly believe the object she held in her hands.

The slippery, square-shaped object even had an image on it. When Jury approached and glanced down at it, she cocked her head and wondered what it was.

“A blank piece of paper? Is it dangerous?”

“Wait, you don’t see it?” Frost’s voice was filled with immense shock when she realized that Jury couldn’t see the picture at all.

“See what?”

“The picture of her?” Frost pointed towards the cat-eared girl.

In the photo was a much younger version of the girl. And surrounding her was what Frost presumed to be her family. Not her human masters, but her real, blood tied family.


< Captured Memories >

< Hold them dear. Hold them close. And never let them burn away >

            

    
        48. A 'Good' Corrupted

    
    
    
    
                The little spider was never going to be found again. No matter how many eyes Frost had there was no possible way she could track the little critter. After briefly scouring the entire bathhouse, she had reason to believe that it was gone.

Then again, it could be hiding somewhere amongst the sea of clothes in the changing room. For now, Frost ordered them to change back and return to the hall until they had a better understanding of the situation.

She wrangled the group to the best of her abilities.

“Do you think this Corrupted is the reason why all the Screaming Galleries are dead?” Jury asked quietly to not alarm the others as they hurriedly dried themselves off before slipping on their attires.

“I don’t think so. It’s incapable of damage. The only thing we know it can do is capture photos. For… some reason. Nav.”

Nav, sensing Frost’s question, promptly answered.

“Cameras exist but they operate differently from your world. The internals are quite simplistic and consists of only a light-capturing crystal and a lens. Though I will say that they are obnoxiously large for what they do.”

From what she gathered, there wasn’t much thought in the ‘process’ part of how the camera operated. Not that it mattered when they had materials dedicated to doing things that took humans on Earth centuries to figure out. How convenient.

“Is the Corrupted deadly!? Dangerous!? Should we warn the others!?” Anna bombarded her with an array of questions.

“I want to say that it’s not, but I’m not so sure. Just stick close. And… you, can I show you something?” Frost held out the polaroid towards the cat-girl as they all followed her lead.

“Y-yes. What’s this?” She asked, catching up as they burst through the doors, following a winding corridor that eventually met with the lobby that split the men’s side from the women’s.

It was here where Calfasio and Furio waited, also having heard the commotion from the other side.

“A paper? H-Huh? Do you want me to write something for you?”

“You can’t see it? Never mind then. Don’t leave my side.” She ordered.

So she doesn’t see it either. What a strange creature… creating photos for people that can’t even see it. Nav. I’ve appraised it and everything. Are there any other anomalous properties I should be aware of?

“Nothing. It is just a regular polaroid.”

Bizarre…

“I heard there was a Corrupted somewhere. You deal with it yet?” Furio immediately asked.

“No. It’s still on the loose. But it’s not a dangerous Corrupted as far as I can tell.” Frost revealed, waving the polaroid around. “Just to be safe we’ll gather at the hall. Or we can stay here and figure this out.”

“Not a dangerous Corrupted? Frost. If someone other than you told me that I would have charred them on the spot. Corrupted are insidious creatures. You should know that better than anyone. Blessed. What do you think destroyed Paradise in the first place?” Furio scoffed.

He was right in many ways. However…

Jury was an outlier. She was a Denizen of the Black Forest. A Corrupted born from the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s existence. But still… she was a Corrupted, nonetheless. This was why Frost felt conflicted. It did not help that it was impossible to communicate with a Corrupted.

The Language of Judgement did not allow her to speak with them. Only to understand them. She also didn’t hear its voice. In the end, Frost had no way to gauge whether this critter had good intentions or not.

She eventually sighed before noticing that Calfasio’s eyes were glued onto the polaroid.

“Dangerous? Potentially. But it doesn’t change the fact that it’s incapable of harm. Besides, I doubt anyone would be able to harm it in the first place either.” Frost announced before the girl suddenly yelled:

“Frost! I think… I think I feel like I’ve seen this before. But I don’t know why.” The cat-girl’s hands naturally clasped onto the blank photo dearly. She sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “It feels nostalgic. Where did you find this um… Frost?”

“The Corrupted made this. It has a picture of you when you were younger.” Frost disclosed, causing the girl’s eyes to widen. “You’re surrounded by people with cat-ears like you. In a hut I think – ah!?”

The girl was crying. The tears fell spontaneously without any warning. Her silent sob instantly became a fit of sniffles as Frost quickly embraced the young girl, trying to calm her down.

“… is it a painful memory? I’m sorry for making you remember.” She said motherly as the others shuffled in to help ease her poor soul. But to her surprise – these tears were not of sadness. Rather…

They were of happiness.

“No… that… is…” She sniffled, clutching the polaroid close to her chest. “One of my… happiest moments….” The warm memory caused her eyes to twinkle as a surge of emotion burst forth from the girl’s heart and gushed from her emerald eyes.

It was unreal.

A Corrupted capable of picking out people’s fondest memories hardly fell in line with their sinister nature. This confirmed that perhaps good Corrupted did exist out there.

“Frost… I also have one too. What – what is shown on this one?” Calfasio pulled out a similar-looking object deep within his pocket and presented it to her.

The very first time the creature took the photo was not of her and Jury; but was of this man. How and when he received the polaroid was unknown and did not matter the slightest to her. He already had it, and he must have felt that it was important in without even realizing why.

Just like how the girl described it as being nostalgic.

Frost’s eyes mellowed as she uttered what was depicted in the photo.

“A girl with red hair and cat-ears. She’s waving at someone at the front door of a large house by the sea. It looks like the person in question just returned from a long trip.” She ended up warmly smiling, knowing well just who that person was to Calfasio.

“Ignis!?”

Frost realized that this Corrupted was as friendly as the Jury she first met back in the Black Forest.

            

    
        49. A Heart to Heart

    
    
    
    
                Not much happened afterwards. There was an hour dedicated to calming these two down. As inspirational as these memories were, they were also a source for sadness and longing. It reminded one of what was lost, and the other what they yearned for the most. In the end, these memories were ones they cherished deep within their hearts.

Frost found herself smiling to no one in particular as she roamed the Guild in search for this little fella. Through the inn-like rooms, the long, brown-stained hallways and the vast chambers used by those of higher positions – there was no sign of anything or anyone.

The sun gradually fell, and in time, the moon rose from behind the distant mountains. It was a new moon; with a dark silhouette that was barely visible through the thick blanket of clouds above. Not a single star could be seen on this night, disappointing Frost who was looking forward to stargazing the entire night.

Before long, Jaris and the others returned from their patrol. They were proud to report that they had seen nothing at all, save for a pool of blood that was found in a field just outside town.

Welcoming them back was Via who mentioned that there were empty rooms with beds to rest in for the night.

A nice sleep in a bed was something Frost hadn’t experience once since coming to this world. But it was not something she necessarily needed either. Now that they had returned, it was her turn to watch over the town.

She insisted that Jury slept in one of the rooms, or at least somewhere comfortable. But in the end –

“… you ended up coming out here with me.” Frost happily sighed.

“It’s unfair for me to sleep inside when you’re out here.” Jury warmly spoke.

They sat outside of the Guild in the cold of the early night, kept warm by their attires and each other’s company. The steps were wide enough for Jury to lay down and rest comfortably. She used Frost’s lap as a pillow as they both gazed up into the same sky.

Even in a different world the night sky was the same. They even had a singular moon and a sun! She wondered what it would be like living in a world with a binary sun system. Maybe trinary. It was not like her to delve in such abstract thoughts, but the truth was that Frost just wanted to distract herself.

Because the strange sensation throbbed in her heart again as she brushed Jury’s hair between her fingers.

It had been a long day now that she thought about it. Two Corrupted, lots of tears shed, many warm moments, and a whole catalogue of friends made. Despite how bleak Grandis seemed there was a particular comfort found in these people.

Not because they were tortured souls obviously, but because everyone was trying their best to persist in this world. To fight through the unfairness. It was heart wrenching seeing them smile sometimes after knowing how horrific their lives must have been. But similarly, she was glad that they were strong enough to smile in the first place.

“Frost?”

“Mhm?”

“You’re thinking too hard again… here.”

“Huh – wait, Jury? I-It’s alright –”

They swapped positions suddenly.

“Better?”

“… yeah. Thank you. But what about you? Don’t you want to get some rest?”

As much as Frost wanted to protest, there wasn’t really anything she could do to refuse Jury. And so, she found herself resting her head on Jury warm thighs, looking up at the night sky. There was a pair of stars now. A pair of golden, beautiful eyes that had always been watching her no matter where she went.

“I can sleep later. I wanted to spend some time with you. It’s been a while since we were alone, hmm?”

“Yeah… it really has a been a little while. Do you miss it when it was just us?” Frost grinned, feeling Jury’s hand explore her head.

“Will you get angry if I say yes and no?”

“Of course not. I also kind of miss moments like these.” Frost said, causing Jury’s hand to suddenly pause. “Moments with you. I’m happy you can communicate with people now. It can imagine how frustrating it must have been trying to talk to me.”

“… I was never frustrated. I was always happy. Happy that you were there. That you listened… and that you saved me.” Her free hand moved onto Frost’s hand, which rested atop her stomach.

“Aha. This is the first time you’ve thanked me for it. You know, you didn’t have to either. I’m just happy you stuck by me after all that…” Frost trailed off soon after, averting her gaze momentarily before returning Jury’s gaze. “Hey… I know it’s dumb to ask you this now, but… was it really worth throwing your life away just to help me? I only helped you out of that root. You could have easily gotten out yourself so why?”

“What are you saying? Frost…” Jury clutched onto her hand and brought it close to her blissful face. “I… was a Corrupted for as along as I can remember. Wandering the outskirts of the Black Forest warning people to stay away. I was always seen as a monster. I couldn’t think, only do what I was born to do. But you… you offered me a hand. To a Corrupted. You gave someone like me a light to realize who I am.”

She was on the verge of tears as she said this. No. She was already shedding them. They tumbled down and rolled onto her own cheeks. It was the first time Frost had ever seen Jury cry, and so for a moment she didn’t know what to do. Then, Frost brushed a thumb against those tears as Jury croaked:

“I was able to think for the first time in my life. Even though I still bear these originating emotions that made me, and even though I still don’t understand them – I now have my own ones. My own original thoughts and emotions as me.”

Frost’s eyes widened, then they narrowed… and then – she also shed tears. She had known this since the start. That Jury was Jury herself ever since she Realized her. But to hear her heartfelt gratitude moved her beyond words.

“W-What the hell is the matter with you Jury… telling me this… all of a sudden… and I even promised that I wouldn’t cry again. Dammit… I’m glad that I could help you. That I helped you realize who you are.” Frost hid her face with the back of her forearm, scrubbing away the tears before she suddenly yelled:

“JURY!”

“Ah!? Frost – what’s the matter – huh?”

“Just rest. Let me take care of you. Haaah.” Frost swapped their positions again, placing Jury’s head on her thighs. “There isn’t a star in sight tonight and yet I feel like I’ve seen enough.” She tried to laugh, finally taming her tears. “Listen. You’re still growing. Fast as well. There’s a whole world for us to explore. Corrupted to deal with. Things to eat… and new things to experience.”

Frost wiped away the remained of Jury’s first set of tears and grinned.

“You, me, and Nav. So let’s… keep on making memories.”

“I’m surprised you included me.”

“You’re always with us. Don’t say something sad.” Jury complained all of a sudden, causing Frost to chuckle.

“You two are unbelievable. I don’t even understand the emotions you two are experiencing. A Realization is not possible for me either.”

“But I’m sure you’d want to understand.” Frost said.

“That I perhaps do.”

“Then that’s settled. We’ve already promised to see you by our side. However long it takes.”

“It’ll be your turn to be pampered, Nav.” Jury hummed.

“… what weird people you two are…

Silence befell them. Jury continued to stare up at Frost until she let loose of a long yawn. Afterwards, the woman steadily drifted off in the comfort of Frost’s lap.

“Thank you, Frost…” Were her final words before she silently snored.

What a quick sleeper.

And to her surprise, it wasn’t just Jury who thanked her.


< Nav thanks you >


 

“Aha. You’re cute Nav. And Jury. When you wake up, tell me what you find in that library. It’ll help us understand the Floor of Civilization and the Archivist. And who knows. Maybe you’ll wake up smarter than me.”

The spider didn't show up either. Makes you wonder why it takes those photos.

Frost stayed in place like a statue. The dark world hardly felt foreboding with her immaculate vision. Since the Guild was positioned at the crossroads in the center of the town, she could see everything at once. Save for the north end which was blocked by the building itself.

Hours had gone by now. A few of the Adventures alongside a Patron or two would go out to make their rounds. Not everyone could place their entire trust onto her unfortunately.

Many were still afraid of her.

Hope. Remember. Captured Memories… and Our Happiest Moments. Was it born from someone trying to preserve their memories? Frost wondered.

“Possibly. But there is never a simple answer for the Corrupted. More so with their origins.”

It’s nice to speculate… but having something concrete for once is better. Now we’ve confirmed that a Realization relinquishes a Corrupted and makes them sapient; can I see the Blessing of the Amalgam again?


 

< ABILITY: Blessing of the Amalgam >

< To Those Who Seek to Understand Themselves >

< Able to gift target with the Blessing of the Amalgam after the hidden criteria is met. Overrides the Blessing of the Nexus. Realization criteria is only available for the Corrupted >


There was a new entry now. The flavor text. Seeing this now allowed her to understand this power better. It can be used to Realize the Corrupted and make them understand who they are. Like giving birth to a consciousness. A will, and perhaps even a soul of their own.

‘Target’ implied that she could also give it to other things, such as people. But it was complete out of her control. The criteria required was hidden even with her new abilities. As much as she wanted to send the slaves to the Nexus for a better life, it was not possible so long as the criteria wasn’t met.

She sighed dejectedly.

The Archetype of Amalgamation also had a flavor text of its own.


< ABILITY: Archetype of Amalgamation >

< May They All Come Together >


 

“What an ominous description…” Frost whispered to herself. “I’m guessing this is for the Corrupted.”

“I interpreted it as the Floors. It may be the Archetypes even. It is unknown ‘what’ exactly must come together.”

“More mysteries, huh. All that’s left is to head to the Nexus and squash them.”

“Indeed. Then you can finally meet with the Arbiter.”

“The one thing that could’ve prevented this all… but you know, I’m kind of thankful for it now. If it that never happened, then I wouldn’t have met Jury. Or you even.” Frost found a silver lining in it all as she stroked the woman’s head.

There was silence for a while. Just the chatters of those standing guard filled the air. They rotated with others as the hours elapsed. Frost hadn’t moved an inch from her spot and soon, it had passed midnight. The stars still could not be seen, causing her to sigh again.

Silence…

Then she heard something.

Ding.

The sound of a bell. A distant, soft chime suddenly rang throughout the town.

She didn’t notice it immediately, but there was a pair of individuals in the corner of her eye. They walked past the Adventurers like ghosts. Not even the horses of the caravans reacted to the presence.

They were invisible to them. The chiming bell didn’t raise any suspicion at all for an unexplained reason.

One of these figures was a woman dressed in a pale, gilded robe. Her hair was as white as Jury’s, and around her neck was a necklace made from pale bells. But what stood out the most was her right hand. It was the very same claw that Thras had – the one that contained the tubes filled with a strange liquid.






	 
	 
	13th Wingless Dove
	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Grandis Wandering Healer >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
Soul Rank: Black | Atelier: Inflow Direct


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 100
	ORIGIN : Human
	
HP : 3,500


	ATT : 0
	MAG ATT : 0



	MP : 3,200
	ATT DEF : 3,000
	
MAG DEF : 3,000


	RESIST : 35
	AGI : 12









The Wandering Healer!? Then the second person is…

The second person was an Elven man dressed in black garbs that were a cross between a suit and a military outfit. Their skin was dark unlike the Wandering Healer, and in one hand they wielded a permanently tilted scale which seemed to glow brighter the closer they approached.

Instead of carrying a bow like how she would have expected Elves to, it wielded a long object reminiscent of a Victorian Era gun.

Except it had no barrel or muzzle, never mind a trigger. It was simply a stick that resembled a gun. It was embellished with gold and crafted to perfection. It could easily pass off as an art piece.
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These two were undoubtably from the urban legend. The Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer. They were not like anyone she had ever met on Earth or in this world. Their eyes were almost hard to look at, for they possessed years, perhaps decades worth of experiences she could not even begin to imagine. Just being in their presence alone caused her blood to run like ice.

But even so – Frost had seen worse. She shook Jury awake to prepare for the worst.

Or the best? She hoped for the best.

As they walked towards them, the Wandering Healer nearly sung as she read from a Script.

“After painting the fields picturesque with the skinless bodies, travel inwards to the town. Walk past sleepy guards and turn right. Greet the black-feathered Amalgam in my stead.”

They froze at the bottom, and to Frost surprise, the Wandering Healer gave her a polite wave with her normal hand.

“Oh~ Hello~ You must be the one the Script entails. Shall we introduce ourselves, oh Amalgam?”

            

    
        50. The Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer

    
    
    
    
                “The Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer. I didn’t think I’d meet you in person. Not so soon.” Frost uttered wearing her esteemed façade in the face of these two living urban legends. “No. What am I saying? Those are merely your titles. A pleasure to meet you on this fine night, Wingless Dove and the Justicer of the 1st Branch.

There was no way in hell she was going to appear weak in front of them. She needed to set the tone from the very start. Jury could not wake up no matter how much she shook her. Only grunts and moans left her lips. She was vulnerable to the whims of the world and depending on how things developed here, Frost feared that she may get hurt.

Or worse.

Hence why she propped herself like an omnipotent entity.

And so, she gently laid Jury aside and rose to her feet, standing tall above the two from atop the staircase.

The Adventurers turned to her, wondering who she was talking to. For all they knew she was talking to a ghost or a Corrupted they could not perceive. Either that, or she had a few loose screws.

But none dared to intervene. In fact, it seemed like something was preventing them from doing so. The bell rang again, and the Adventurers completely turned a blind eye, unable to perceive them any longer.

The Wandering Healer then spoke with a semi-casual voice. However, there was an authoritative power woven between each spoken word.

“We’re flattered that you know of us~ It’s rare that someone can see through our Cognition Filters. Usually only those we allow can see us. Like the slaves I presume you’re keeping inside~” She waved a finger in circles. “Oh, dear me. Introductions, introductions. A surprise that you even know our formal names! How mysterious~ Do please call me Dove. D-13 preferably.”

D-13? What a dehumanizing name…

“Ahhh~ The confusion on your face says it all. May you wonder what my namesake means. Allow it to be our appetizer. Shall you introduce yourself, too?” She spoke to the Wayfarer, who, after confirming something with ever-tilted scale, finally introduced himself.

“Vellin. 1st Branch Justicer of the Justica Arms. Elven blood. Of faraway lands, and the sponsored Wayfarer of my partner present.” He possessed a voice that was smoother than silk. “A pleasure to meet you, the Amalgam named Frost.”

“The pleasure is mine. Ah, please refrain from calling me the Amalgam. This name is rather sacred. It should not be known to anyone save for a select few, so I’d like to know how it appeared on your Script.” She inquired, honing her senses as she prepared for her feathers to begin judging their answers.

“A question~ You’re a curious one. I adore curiosity~ Will answering you grant us access into the building?” She counter rotated her spinning finger. “It’d rather we didn’t fight. I’m just a fledgling healer~”

Her demeanor was entire casual now. Carefree in a way compared to the Wayfarer who stood like a stone statue, never blinking as he stared up at her with unmoving resolve in those leaf-green eyes. The man had lush green hair, tied into a long ponytail now that she had a closer look. Plus, he did not seem like the aggressive type.

But that calmness was eerie in of itself.

“It depends on your intentions. You’re only here for the slaves, I presume?”

“The slaves, and yourself~” D-13 hummed.

“Me? For what?” She sharped her tone.

“We shall leave that to the end. Oh, but don’t worry~ It’s nothing insidious. It’ll be our regards in the stead of the one who wishes to meet with you.” She spoke cryptically. The feathers still rustled in response. “The Scripts have no known origin. Where their knowledge comes from is all up in the air~ Hmm. You aren’t quite like anyone I’ve seen before.”

“You’re not normal. But many of those in the Atelier’s are far from what we consider normal as well. That being said – May we kindly enter? There should be no trouble between us.” Vellin said.

“Answer me this first. Will you harm the slaves?” Frost had to ask.

“Oh please~ How could you say something so hurtful. A healer is incapable of doing harm. What we provide is~ Sal~va~tion~” She said the last word in pauses, speaking each syllable with each step taken on the staircase.

Before long, the two were face to face with one another. The woman was tall. Taller than Jury and easily stood above Frost despite being higher up the staircase. She was essentially a harbinger of life, yet Frost could not help but to only see death in those vibrant-blue eyes of hers.

She pointed her clawed hand towards Frost’s chest and smiled innocently. The red fluid bubbled before turning blue as the bells run again.

“You are a healer~ Unaffiliated no less. Your namesake as the Amalgam is unfamiliar to us. But if this being wished to meet with you, then I can only assume that your ordinance stands echelons above ours~ Hmm~ You’re a rather young healer, aren’t you. How fortunate of you. Vellin~ Shall we heal these tortured souls~?”

The woman was sharp. Far sharper than Frost could have ever imagined. Though she didn’t explicitly state it, Frost knew that this woman saw right through her façade as if it weren’t there at all. Her intuition saw Frost for who she was, rather than what she was trying to be.

But even so, she needed to keep it up.

“I assume you mean the Arbiter… Right. This way then. Neither of us wish to fight, so let’s not do anything abrupt.” Frost said after picking up the sleeping Jury in her arms. “And just so you know, I’ve already healed them.”

They passed through the blasted doors and stepped into the bright candle-lit lobby.

“I would have hoped so~ Frost. Frost. Frooost~ Your name has a nice ring to it. The Amalgam sound ominous. Namesakes are powerful, you know that~? Does your namesake imply that you devour?” The woman was intentionally trying to crawl under Frost’s skin, but she found it rather amusing.

“Do you want to find out?” She half-joked, trying to match the casual tone of the woman.

D-13 fondly smiled.

“It wouldn’t be the first time I wanted to be eaten by a monster~” She hummed. “Where are our friends?”

“Asleep upstairs. Stay here. I’ll go fetch them.”

“Oh, no need for that. We have but the perfect tool to summon the agonized hearts of our friends~”

Once they reached the center of the hall, D-13 rang the bells fitted on her necklace again. The tone was slightly higher pitched this time. What this thing actually did was unknown, but it possessed the incredible ability to only be heard by certain individuals.

It was certainly loud enough to awaken every single sleeping person within the Guild and yet only a handful of silent patters emerged from above. They became louder until a miniature stampede arrived at the overlooking balcony above.

“Waaah~? You really did come back for us!” One of the slaves exclaimed.

It was the cat-woman, and she was not alone. Beside her were all the other slaves. Even Via was present, flabbergasted by the sight of the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer.

“It’s them again! W-Welcome back Wandering Healer~!” The fox-woman cried, waving her hands sporadically.

“Heaaaaleeeeer~! You kept your word!” The dog-woman yelled, hopping up and down.

“That’s the Wandering Healer…?” The cat-girl from earlier muttered, glancing back and forth between Frost and D-13. “That’s right. They wore white instead of black in the urban legend. That bell sounded funny. Ugh. Did you have to wake me up? I’m already healed.” She complained to the bee-woman.

In the span of only minutes, she had roused them all up from their sleep with only a bell.

What is that bell Nav?

“An Atelier item from CogitO most likely. They’re able to tinker with the mind. But this may be a phenomenon more akin to Pavlov’s Bell. Except that only a selected few may hear it.”

“Interesting… They would have heard this bell the first time they met, right? Pavlov’s Bell is a good way to put it.”

D-13 happily waved her normal hand as the Wayfarer simply watched on with his arms held behind his back. Not even the wholesomeness before him could sway his stoic face.

So they’re really not evil people, huh.

“I believe it was obvious. A healer cannot be your enemy.”

Well, think about being in my position for a second. What’s common sense to you is completely fucked for me. It doesn’t help that Jury’s not awake. I’m worried about her more than anything.

“A logical conclusion. But fear not. Justica Arms personnel are also quite valiant. All their members possess an extremely ridged sense of justice.”

That scale seemed to confirm something to him. Maybe that I’m not an enemy? It glowed pretty brightly too.

“I believe so.”

The commotion rang in the middle of the night. It was frankly a miracle that no one else seemed to question this. Better yet, no one was disturbed by the racket at all. The noise insulation of this building must be spectacular!

But that was not the case. It was all thanks to the Cognition Filter these two possessed. These objects were in the form of inconspicuous metal studs found along their ears.

“An Atelier item made by CogitO. It filters the presence of others and oneself. From what I understand it is used exclusively by Wandering Healers and Wayfarers. But it would not be a surprise if they were used by others."

Like living ghosts. No wonder they were only regarded as urban legends. 

It was bewildering to say the least. Like they were in some sort of spatial bubble that sealed them off from the rest of the world. Nav briefly mentioned that the technology of CogitO directly affected the minds of the living. To what extent was left to speculation.

Nav added that another use case of CogitO’s technology was creating a literal [CENSOR] bar to visually block off anything that risked causing someone to panic or to undergo a mental breakdown. It was quite useful for fodder like the lackeys of the Scarlet Logic. That way they could fight the Corrupted without ever having to fear the monstrosity they were up against.

The RESIST stat directly countered these effects, however.

That aside –

The collection of slaves spilled down the stairs in the far end of the hall. They quickly clumped around the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer with glistening eyes and heartfelt cheers, as if they were their heroes.

It was no exaggeration to call them this. They were, after all, the ones who saved them.

The commotion was instantly silenced by the wave D-13’s hand which she then guided through the air like a bird.

“It’s spectacular to see you all so healthy~ But I’m afraid that we’ve only come to inoculate these ones~ I presume you six were already healed by our friend here. Hmm… Vellin.”

“Checking now.”

Vellin took out the tilted scale and pointed it at the 6 slaves Frost healed back in the Anid nest. A faint light glowed on the tilted side of the scale, changing in luminosity depending on who it was pointed towards. Nothing abnormal appeared until it moved onto the cat-eared girl.

The light instantly faded at that moment.

Neither Frost nor the girl in question knew what this meant. For the others on the other hand – it was the source of a sudden plague of sadness. They reacted as if this girl possessed an incurable disease and was on her death bed.

It was concerning to say the least.

“What is your name, little one?” Vellin asked, kneeling before her.

“I don’t have a name.”

“That makes it easier for us then. All six of you, please follow us. We will make our encounter brief.” He spoke, still without any emotion in his voice as D-13 tapped the head of the young cat-girl.

“Hmm~ How interesting. Only one out of the six. That’s surprisingly low~ I wonder who must have given these ones hope in their time of need~?” She glanced over at Frost. “No matter. It is what it is. Follow along~”

D-13 and Vellin moved towards the entrance. Their footsteps echoed in tune with the beating hearts of the six slaves who promptly followed, not knowing what else to do. The cat-eared girl looked over at Frost with a small smile.

Why did that smile look so painful?

“W-wait… do you have to…” The fox-eared girl suddenly interjected, her voice betraying her mid-shout.

“Shh… it’s for the best.” The bee-girl uttered. “Many of my sister drones went out the same way.”

“We can’t stop it. It’s… tch. Why her? Weren’t you happy?” The dog-girl clenched her fists in frustration.

Their murmurs were concerning. Frost had a terrible feeling about this. As if sensing her concern, D-13 stopped in her tracks just at the entrance, her face enshrouded by the dim moonlight beyond.

“When you think of salvation, what is the first thing that comes to mind?” She simply asked.

Her voice wasn’t casual, fun, or melodic anymore.

It was a pained, gruelling voice that asked this.

Frost was taken aback by the sudden shift in tone. She felt like she was being tested.

“Being saved? Cured? Healed?” She listed a small number of things, wondering what the woman was trying to convey.

D-13 glanced back over her shoulder. Her answer amused her. But there was also an insurmountable amount of sadness in those eyes.

“Your optimism reminds me of my old self. It’s refreshing. Come. Let me show you the meaning of salvation, oh Frost.”

            

    
        51. The Meaning of Salvation

    
    
    
    
                The Wandering Healer asked her of only three things.

To not intervene.

To not speak.

And to never avert her eyes.

Frost didn’t make any promises. It was suspicious enough with how the others reacted, including Via who watched on with solemn eyes. There was no telling what this woman meant by ‘salvation’… no. How could she not know?

It was death. Salvation in the form of death.

Frost was the only one who opposed this. Everyone else urged her to stay put and to allow the Wandering Healer to do her job. Like this was normal… Even the cat-eared girl seemed unfazed by this all. Rather, she was accepting of it.

“… I had fun while I could… but in the end, I think… Um… There is nothing here else for me… I think…” She didn’t know what else to say. There were no words of comfort that Frost could weave. The development confused her. The girl was just smiling earlier… so why…

No. Again, Frost was seeking for excuses. Of all the patients Frost had cared for – none were as beaten down as these people. Their lives were so full of grief that even after reaching happiness they would rather just… die.

Frost groaned to the thought.

“300 slaves used to be here yesterday. 150 were laid to sleep by my own hands. We of all people should know that there are things that not even our most potent magic can heal.” She spoke from decades worth of experience. “Frost. I will inoculate them all save for this one. Worry not for the inoculation. It is merely to mark them as ready for collection.” D-13 led them all towards a small, grassy patch not too far away from the Guild.

The inoculation was apparently a screening drug that marked them for Atelier collection. Scarlet Logic personnel were responsible for collecting tragic souls such as slaves, survivors, and missing people for the purposes of inducting them into an Atelier. Not of their choosing, of course.

This meant that they had a life ahead of them. One spent under the wings of an Atelier of the Nexus. Not as blessed unfortunately. Either way, the promised life was far better than what they had now, let alone what they had prior.

Slaves saw the highest rates of inoculation and these people usually ended up in high-ranking positions as a result of their past experiences. However, these past experiences were like an anchor for others. A blockade that completely starved them of their light, plunging them into the darkness of despair.

Not everyone was strong enough to move forward. What the scale measured was one’s resolve. Their determination. Their light. Her feathers ruffled when Vellin gave this explanation. This meant that the girl had little to no reason to live.

She placed the sleeping Jury by the staircase and joined the others with a conflicted heart. For now, Frost decided to watch on. But again, she made no promises on standing idly by. She may even have to fight these two just to keep the girl alive depending on how things went…

… what’s right and wrong anymore in this situation? It’s like the debate of euthanasia.

“Do you believe that those who suffer should be granted death when asked?”

I always want to think that there’s another way. Nav… you really hit a sore spot.

This was Frost’s firm belief, but it was not like she couldn’t understand the other side. Still, she had her own, cemented stance. Otherwise – what the hell had she been doing for the last few years in her profession?

She gulped and watched intently from the side. The other women gathered around her like guards, each with a hand partially raised, ready to grab her in case she went off and did something unwarranted.

In the end, I’m the abnormal one for giving a single fucking damn.

D-13 further explained the inoculation process after asking the 6 slaves to kneel in a line. They assumed a prayer-like position before her. The ripe apples of the oak tree just behind shook to the breeze as she slowly knelt towards the first woman on the left.

The inoculation process was harmless and saw a 100% success rate. However, this was only true for 5 of these slaves. The cat-girl had a different process prepared underneath silken robes of D-13.

She drew her metal claw forward to the nape of the first slave. The blue fluid bubbled as thick needle protruded out like a stinger, and with one swift movement.

“Agh… A… Hngh!?”

The woman’s body went limp. It happened before she could even spare the time to fear the inevitable jab. The fluid poured straight into her throat. Frost didn’t even think it was being administered into a blood vessel at all.

“Administering 5mg of Serum I. May you find your place in an Atelier.”

The slave then collapsed on her side. Thankful, she was still breathing. Her HP hadn’t changed the slightest either. Frost didn’t know what to make of this, but it didn’t seem as bad as she initially thought.

Serum I. I standing for inoculation, I assume?

“You are correct.”

“The Serums are what we healers and many of Inflow Direct possess. The potions are for the world to use, and the Infusions are reserved for those high above us. 5mg of Serum I administered.” D-13 explained, allowing all to hear as she swiftly injected the second slave.

It would become common knowledge in the end anyway. It partially made sense as to why Via was allowed to hear this. She was essentially like them, a tortured soul saved by this woman. But she wouldn’t be sent off to an Atelier. She had rejected this offer long ago.

The two quickly dropped unconscious. Vellin moved in and gently placed them aside on a warm sheet of cloth. He was a rather kind soul despite how he looked.

“Their technology allows us to convert magic into a liquid form. The weakest become potions. The powerful become Serums. And the most potent become Infusions. 5mg of Serum I administered.”

The blue liquid cycled from a place somewhere underneath her robes as she moved to the fourth slave.

“Imagine me doing this 300 times. There was a collection here a day prior. You may have wondered why this town was as barren as it was. The Collectors of Scarlet Logic scooped them up and promise to bring them to Brandar for Atelier acquisition. 5mg of Serum I administered.”

What exactly are the Collectors?

“Scarlet Logic personnel responsible for collecting people for Atelier use as she said. It is but one avenue for recruitment. They form what is called the general pool. From there it is unknown how the Ateliers then integrate them. Or test their aptitude.”

The woman then injected the fifth slave.

“They will undergo Atelier composition. My friends, I hope you will find your place there. I hope you will find your own flock to fly with. 5mg of Serum I administered…”

Frost did not dismiss these as random ramblings. Every spoken word was etched into her mind. This woman was beyond wise… but she was quite twisted.

“And now, little one~ What do you wish to see~?” She hummed this time as she positioned herself before the cat-eared girl.

The tubes flushed blank until a golden, near glowing fluid replaced it. It swirled beautifully through her artificial veins as she stared deeply into the girl’s eyes like a motherly figure.

The girl looked startled for a moment as she tried to think. She tightly clutched the imageless object in the pocket of her dress. Then, she gazed up at the starless night and spoke in a quiet, longing voice.

“The moon… the stars… and… my family.”

“Then I shall show you them.” D-13 promised before unapologetically sticking the needle straight into her nape. “Administering 5,000g of Serum S.”

The girl instantly locked up.

“You will meet them soon child~ Salvation comes in two hands. The first is the one that offers us a meaning in life, and the second is the one that offers the reason to leave it. Both are interchangeable curses. One’s meaning in life can be one’s despair. And one’s reason to perish can be one’s hope to live. Will you bite back at the hands that seek to clip your wings?”

D-13 spoke as if reciting sacred scripture. The poor girl trembled. Her quivering quickly ramped up to a near seizure-like state as the woman continued to recite:

“You wished to see the stars, but it is already past the stargazing season. My condolences. Farewell, oh nameless Demi-human.”

“He… hello…” The girl hideously gargled. “It’s good… to see you… again…”


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 80 | 100


Her HP was draining. Rapidly too. Frost was about to intervene until suddenly –


< “I’m so very alone underneath the night sky.” >


 

She heard the girl’s inner voice somehow. Frost darted her eyes around but saw no signs of a Corrupted anywhere. Neither could Nav confirm the presence of one. She could not understand what was happening anymore… except that this voice undoubtably belonged to the girl.

 

“I’m surrounded by them all…” She gargled again before her face swelled up. Congealed blood began to ooze from every orifice as she continued to stare up into the starless sky.


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 65 | 100


< “I don’t want to be alone. Please don’t make this an illusion.” >


 

“So many stars…” She wept tears of clotted blood.

They dribbled down her cheeks as her eyes turned bloodshot. The mood was eerily somber. Only the sound of cracking bone, the sloshing of her innards, and the drips of her blood could be heard.

Not another person batted an eye to her suffering… as if this was normal.

Frost prepared to let loose of all available healing magic. But as if sensing her intentions – the other women quickly clasped onto her body in a futile attempt to restrain her. They were weak. Pitifully weak…

Why? She’s… about to die so why are you…!?

Frost, in a fit of rage, nearly threw the women away. But their desperation caused her to reluctantly refrain. It frustrated her to no end knowing that they were allowing this girl to die right before their eyes!

Why are you all so accepting of this!?

She could feel them tremble as some silently sobbed into her sleeves as a method of protest. They relentlessly begged her to stay put with all their hearts.

Nav… why…?

“Why do you ask redundant questions? Frost. The girl also made her choice. Do you believe you hold the right to overrule her wish!?

Ugh… Fuck… FUCK!

Frost’s mind was amess. She could easily interview right here and now, but Nav was absolutely correct... it also went against everything she believed in.

 

Cat-eared Girl | HP: 50 | 100


< “What do I want?” >


 

“I want nothing… but this bliss…” She clasped her hands together and pulled them to her chest as the clotted blood spilled like scarlet jelly. By her chest was the empty photo.


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 35 | 100


< “Let me…!” >


“Take those arms… that hand… it’s warm… Thank you~” She then clasped onto D-13’s metal hand, letting go of the photo to the woman’s shock.

This action surprised D-13 the point where she was genuinely taken aback. Her eyes widened momentarily with stupor before they kindly mellowed out. She smiled, and then closed her eye… understanding what needed to be done next.


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 20 | 100


 

< “I want to…!” >


“Thank you… for showing me this…” Somehow, through the agony of her self-destructing body, she managed to wear a smile.

Frost took in a rapid breath and prepared to scream out at the top of her lungs.


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 5 | 100


< “I want to live…” >


 

“No matter the pain… I want… to live… and stay by your side… everyone.” She uttered her last words.

“AREA HEA –!”

Dozens of hands instant overlapped across her mouth. The slaves pounced on her, trying to get her to calm down but she did not budge the slightest. One even hung from her like a Christmas ornament.

“Administering 1000g of Serum H… Frost. Please do keep your promises~” A pale-white liquid then instantly poured into the girl’s body.

She collapsed in that instant, falling face-first into D-13’s chest as the congealed blood melted away. “Oh dear~ It’s all stained now. I’ll be mistaken for a Scarlet Healer~ Hmm. It seems like our farewell was actually directed to your weakness~”


Cat-eared Girl | HP: 100 | 100


Vellin quickly pulled out the scale and held it close to the girl’s chest. A vibrant, near flaming light shone on the tilted end. It caused the man’s stoic face to shatter as it blossomed in surprise.

“A resounding determination. You have found your salvation, little one.” He said with heartfelt thanks, scooping the girl into his arms like a princess. “A strong soul. I wonder what Atelier you will find yourself in. Justica Arms can always use more hands.”

I wasn’t the only one who was on edge… Tch. Fuck…

“D-13!”

Frost tore herself free from the others and stormed straight for the Wandering Healer. She dragged the woman up to her feet by the collar and yelled:

“Was this necessary!? Was watching her fun for you!? If you heard the voices like I did – then would you be able to stay as calm as you were!?”

The Wayfarer didn’t intervene even though his partner was in the clutches of an all-consuming monster. Not that they knew this, of course. There was a certain understanding shared between these two, and with only a nod from him, D-13 cocked her head and happily smiled.

“Dear no. We healers are the only ones capable of understanding what it’s like to wander with the burden these people carry. Frost, you surely aren’t that ignorant to forget what happened to us 30 years ago. When our wings were clipped by the world’s hands that sought to pet us. When we sought salvation in those Anid nests. Death was our goal, but we were given something else in return. We found hope in despair. The determination to persist. You, young healer, know nothing of our pain.”

Each word caused Frost to steadily loosen her grasp. Those eyes brimmed with experiences that made it nearly impossible to stare too deeply into, less she’d be consumed by them. She gradually calmed down. Frost knew this already… but her heart still couldn’t easily accept this sad reality.

“Frost. You are an enigma~ You remind me an awful lot of my dearest friend Galia… and my distant self. I remember the first time I hoisted her up from the collar. How I complained about her barbarism. How I criticized her philosophy of justice that came from a land unlike ours. Oh Frost~ Your façade is strong. Your character is stronger. But you are still inexperienced.”

She then pointed a clawed finger towards the center of her chest.

“Understand that there will be difficult choices ahead. Death may be the most merciful thing we as healers can grant people.” She cautioned before fleeing from Frost’s hold.

These words were the only things she struggled to digest as the Amalgam. But she listened dearly, nonetheless.

D-13 guided her hand in the air like a bird again, eventually landing beside the cheek of the sleeping cat-eared girl.

“I did not expect her to survive. 150 of the 300 I inoculated took Serum S and they all perished, as did countless tens of thousands throughout my travels. But I do remember the young Demi-humans that survived a significantly worse ordeal nearly 20 years ago. I wonder how they are doing now~”


* * *


Frost eventually calmed down.

The tugging of her emotions, heart and mind worn her out more than anything thus far. She was eternally thankful that no one had to die tonight. The inoculated women were laid to rest beside Jury, all snuggled cozily within the walls of the Guild.

As their namesakes implied – they could no longer stay here. They were wanderers at heart, and to Frost’s surprise, D-13 had never set foot into the Nexus before. And neither was Vellin a Blessed. It explained why they took her name at face value. The Arbiter was a name that should have been known to all the Blessed and presumably the Ateliers, but not even these two knew of them.

No. They did know, but they were unaware of what that name truly meant.

They had been wandering Grandis together for over 30 years now. Frost would have never believed anyone that spouted such nonsense. But that was hardly the strangest thing in this world and given the experiences this woman had under her belt – Frost easily swallowed this as a fact.

And besides, her coat never stopped ruffling.

That explains why they also know so little… But I feel like I’ve also learned a lot somehow. Haaaah.

The eve of their departure soon arrived. A choir of goodbyes filled the air as they waved themselves out of the Guild. But not without beaconing Frost to follow. She knew what this was for.

Once outside, and alone on the bricked path, D-13 pulled out the Script and recited:

“Hello, it is I, the esteemed Director. I have hijacked this Script to offer you my regards. I patiently wait for you to step into my grand stage on the Floor of Purpose… what a funny character. Floor of Purpose, hmm~ Frost – you are heading for Brandar, no?” D-13 spoke.

“We are. Why?”

“Then you will meet with the Collectors. Give them my name. They will understand. It sounds like you have a vibrant journey of your own to the Nexus. The next time we meet, I hope you can allow me to understand as to why you are called the Amalgam.” She waved.

“It was our pleasure being in your presence… though I will say, your attire did manage to fool me at first.” Vellin said as he pulled out the scale. “Our branch uses black, much like Beholder Galia herself. And the 1st Apostle has a similar wear. Your friend dons the colors of the 2nd Apostle. At least you were not wearing the 12th Apostle’s colors. Not that betrayer.” Vellin ended in relief. “Two different lights in one body. You truly are an enigma. Above us for sure.”

Please… don’t introduce more mysteries right before you leave. Frost mentally sighed.

The man then suddenly stopped in his tracks and respectfully bowed.

“May justice never stray behind judgement. Farewell, Frost.”

“Farewell~ I look forward to our next encounter.” D-13 hummed.

“Goodbye. Next time I’ll try not to be at your throat.” Frost apologized, smiling at the two as they turned their backs to her and wandered off along the trail.

And just like that, they disappeared as suddenly as they appeared.

            

    
        52. The Nex Megalopolis

    
    
    
    
                “I like to think that we’re smart. Like a fox. We’re part wolves but you get the gist. Strong people like us are needed for a secret mission of this caliber.” Cer recited rung as a faint mechanical hum caused their lavished train compartment to vibrate. “A search and rescue operation. They sent their most respected three into the fray without backup.”

“Without backup.” Ber reiterated, emphasizing this one detail as she slotted herself down beside Cer. The train compartments consisted of merely cushioned chairs and a long table fitted beside windows.

The interior was finished with a polished-walnut look, which caused light to reflect in every direction. These lights seemed to focus all onto Cer like a spotlight. She placed her hands together and leaned onto the table, her gaze meeting with the person sitting across them.

All fell silent. No. The whole compartment did. This person held their breath momentarily before Cer continued:

“Our story is unlike any other. The lands we’ve travelled. The places we’ve seen. The people we’ve saved…”

“A renowned Hero.” Ber added as Res, who sat closest to the window, had her face permanently glued to the outside.

“And that’s why, if you have a heart, then you can at least give us something in return for our feats –”

“That’ll 20 copper please.” The woman, who was dressed in a maid-like outfit, said. She completely ignored everything Cer had said, as she should.

The pesky wolf-woman even pressured this poor vendor into taking a seat when she should have been serving the people aboard.

“No you don’t get it –”

“Well, you won’t get anything either without paying. Goodbye~” The vendor spoke as professionally as she could to these two before promptly leaving, ignoring their pleas.

The woman simply wheeled off with her cart of sweets, drinks, and other savoury goods along the compartment to other paying customers.

“W-wait! Please, have a heart!” Cer cried.

“We’re starving!” Ber was utterly devastated by the woman’s cruelty.

Res silently banged her forehead against the window.

“… I’m supposed to be sisters with you two?” Res uttered.

The reason why she had been staring so intently outside was because she did not want to be associated with these two. But that was impossible as triplets!

Cer and Ber were about as obnoxious as they were here than in the Nexus. Wherever these two went trouble was sure to follow in one way or another.

“Hey, you’re talking like we’ve eaten anything good for the last 12 days. Repositories are all shut down so we can’t exchange Nex for coins. And there is no way I’m keeping coins on me.” Cer blabbered on, deflating over the table. “So damned hungry… when the hell is this Caldera Industries piece of junk going to start moving?”

Their compartment was hardly populated. But the ones that were here watched on as if they were viewing some sort of comedy skit. Res wondered if these two were even aware as to why they were always called the ‘Jesters’ by everyone in Act X.

She sighed and looked beyond the window.

They were in a fabulously crafted train station made from marble. Women wearing maid outfits similar to the vendor could be seen patrolling the stations, alongside men in butler outfits aiding those who had questions.

The station in question was a two-storied building. Their train was the only one on the top floor; reserved only for those could either afford it or were Blessed. These ones were the Express Trains. The others on the ground floor were intersectoral trains and did not directly connect to the next city over.

Hearts alongside many symbols of love could be seen no matter where one looked, whether it be the tile floors or the ceiling that housed a red, heart-shaped window. The interior lighting was tinted a slight red as a result.

“2 minutes. Just shut up and stay quiet. We’re 24 hours away from the City of Diamonds.” Res scolded in a hiss, also partially affected by her hunger pans.

They had hardly eaten anything in the last 12 days. The vast plains of Brandar were ill populated by friendly wildlife, and half of the things out there were hardly edible, not to mention that civilized life hardly existed beyond the Megalopolis in Brander.

They could count the number of villages they passed on their journey on only one hand.

But they were here now, in the City of Hearts – one of the 5 major cities that made up the Nex Megalopolis.


[image: image]

[image: image]


“Please remain seated at all times. You may experience whiplash or injury otherwise. Please make the onboard Healer aware of your injuries. Caldera Industries appreciates your commitment to using our Express Network.”


The train conductor spoke through a magical intercom. The male voice could be heard in every corner of the train. The vendor immediately suspended her services and moved into a small compartment to prepare for the train’s imminent take off.

A melodic ding then played, visibly irritating Cer.


“Remember – Flying is not permitted over Nex Megalopolis under any circumstances. We appreciate the compliance of all races.”


“Mommy. Why are we not allowed to fly?” A dragonkin child asked their mother from somewhere behind.

“Oh dear, it’s because we’re very close to the Nexus. They might mistake us for trying to enter the city.” A tall woman with dragon-like wings, a thick tail, and scales around various parts of her body explained to her daughter as the train suddenly lifted itself just a meter off the ground.

“Why is that?” The child asked.

“Only special people are allowed in there, sweetie. Daddy is working very hard as an Adventurer to get us a home inside.” The mother added. “Hold onto my hand. The train is going to move now.”

The train instantly burst forward seconds later with hardly any warning. It shot forward and followed a single continuous steel beam that cut through the splendid buildings in this compact urban area before the landscape began to evenly spread out.

The Nex Megalopolis could be better described as a vast network of urban complexes. There were no buildings higher than two stories, with the overwhelming majority being single floored only. The thematic red color spanned the entire City of Hearts, as black-stone bricks replaced the soil as far as the eye could see.

A single purple spire could be seen off in the direction that led deeper to Brandar and its near endless plainlands beyond the city walls. This spire was none other than the 6th Branch of the Justica Arms. They were responsible for maintaining order within the Megalopolis to the best of their abilities.

To the left was where the real prize resided. Towering structures rose from a place inaccessible to all, glistening with lights and shimmering like stars during nightfall. These structures were nearly a hundred meters in height and boasted incredible architecture, most of which depicting romantic elements, instilling many hearts with emotion when they revered its great heights.

The walls surrounding it were low, but they were heavily guarded by high-ranking Atelier members. No one was foolish enough to dare set foot into those places where not even Moons like Cer, Ber and Res themselves were allowed in.

Not even Beholders of other Ateliers are allowed inside those cities…

Currently, they were not truly within the City of Hearts itself, but instead its surrounding sectors. The true heart of this city belonged to the members of the Atelier known as ImpulseWorks – the creators of their electrical Atelier weapons.


< Leaving City of Hearts | Epiderma H10 >

< Estimated time to reach City of Diamonds | Epiderma D10 | 24 hours >


Entering these cities were an aspiration for many. Under exceptionally very rare circumstances were people allowed to set foot within. They were essentially sanctuaries from the external and internal threats that plagued both Brandar and partially Emvita.

These were the Dungeons.

“Life here isn’t bad. Probably the safest place in the world by a loooong margin.” Cer monologued, straightening herself out. “But everyone wants that guarantee in life. The 0% chance of getting killed by an emerging Dungeon. Grandis on the other hand? Good luck surviving there. I bet you 500,000 Nex that none of these people would last a day there.”

“500,001 Nex that they won’t last 30 minutes.”

“You serious!? I’ll take that deal –!” Cer slammed the table with an open palm and shoot up, instantly startling everyone within the compartment.

Res mentally abused these damned look doppelgangers of hers.

“Shhh! We’re sorry for the disturbance!” She reached over and towed the woman down to her seat like a child. “These are normal people. Leave them alone. I get you two despise having to share the same air as these people but suck it up and shut up.”

“Haaah. Yes ma’am.” Cer, despite how… moronic she was, could read the seriousness in her sister’s face and complied.

“Loud and clear.” Ber folded her arms and nodded.

At least these two have a functioning brain to listen.

Brandar and Emvita to an extent were known for 3 things. The Dungeons. The plethora of work for opportunities for work. And the Nex Megalopolis, which was built within the last 15 years after Paradise was lost in a combined effort by the Ateliers.

While its complexity and urban density was hardly comparable to Paradise, it boasted interconnected networks, functioning systems such as a judiciary body, and a population of up to 5 million spread across its lands.

However, there was also virtually zero people living beyond its walls. What remained along those green plains were either small villages, or the towns in the west that connected this place to Grandis via Divas Pass. Elsewhere were ruins, much like the Sermount Ruins they Hyperwarped to.

That, as well as Dungeons. Many, many Dungeons. It is unknown how these Dungeons came to be or why they existed. All that they knew was that they had the ability to sporadically appear from nowhere and begin altering the environment to its whims.

Much like how certain Corrupted do after some time, as well bearing the similar ability to construct creatures from seemingly thin air.

One of the most common creatures to spill from these Dungeons were the Hungry – a quasi-sapient race of monsters that knew nothing but to consume flesh and compile it; ever angrily and spoke in a language that not even the Blessed could decipher.

These things, while weak compared to a Moon, never mind a Beholder, were once considered existential threats, and were thought to be Corrupted for the longest time until the arrival of the Arbiter and their Risk Classification System.

In any case – their sudden appearance was why the Megalopolis was divided into sectors, as well as why people yearned to enter the cities. Because Dungeons could not appear within, and if they did, then they would be obliterated by the Atelier’s strongest forces at hand.

Each sector represented a certain population, with a major town, minor city, and various facilities. They were governed only by their Atelier in question.

Res stared out the window for some time. Whether it be farmlands, buildings, or nature, she would mentally take note of them. Not the environment, but the people there. As fast as the floating train was, they were Moons; one of the most powerful beings in Elysia.

It was quite easy picking out the details.

These people, be it the Adventurers in their small parties, farmers, merchants, or the common folk – all of them wore their happiness and aspirations on their sleeves. The Megalopolis was a place that nurtured people like this despite the looming threat of the Dungeons and monsters beyond.

It was different from most of the world… and certainly from Grandis. At least people here were allowed to live freely and worry only about Adventuring, making coin and supporting their lives. Educational institutions even existed in the Megalopolis and saw people from across Elysia flock to these places with great ambitions.

“… what are you smiling to yourself about? If it’s a joke, then tell us. C’mon. Don’t keep it to yourself.” Cer appeared in the reflection, poking at Res’ cheek.

“Nothing. I was thinking what they taught people in schools here.” Res half-lied.

“It’s brothel city. What else do you think they’re going to teach people?” Ber said. “That Succubus Beholder runs ImpulseWorks. You think they teach people good things here?” as Cer rapidly nodded in agreement.

“Remember the last time we went to get our stuff maintained? Those Aquatids touched us more than they touched our weapons… now if they had Frost’s eyes then maybe… huh, what’s with those looks?”

“Forget I said anything. Idiots…”


* * *


Hours eventually elapsed and the world outside began to turn dark. The lights of the city sectors twinkled very dimly, with the larger urbanized areas appearing like a small flame in the distance.

The City of Hearts on the other hand was like a star. It glowed ever more brightly as the darkness crept along the lands of Brandar. The stars in the night sky were almost completely drowned by its immense light, shining like a beacon for the world too see. And it was not just the City of Hearts.

The City of Diamonds ahead also glowed vividly, as well as the City of Spades and the City of Clubs far behind. Even the City of Strings, which belonged to the Atelier Act X had its pale-blue lights banish the darkness of the night. Still, the sectors further away were plunged into darkness.

And the world beyond the walls of the Megalopolis was clad in a sea of black. Res gave her condolences to those who lived beyond. Usually, it was those exiled by an Atelier for heinous crimes, or people who failed to return before dusk, leaving them to the mercy of the Dungeon monsters who roamed the lands of Brandar and Emivta at night.

While drowned in these thoughts, the sound of an opening door drew all eyes to the front.

“Routine checking~ It’s fine, you can all ignore me. I’m just passing by.” A man dressed in a fine, dark blue suit said as they entered through a pair of sliding doors.

He was dressed sharply. Very sharply. His presentation was second to none, and his black hair was slicked back with shiny gel. Held in a white-gloved hand was a pitch-black orb that bended light at its whims.

That was the train’s core; the very heart of the train that controlled all its functions. It was a product of the Gravity Engine, the technology of Caldera Industries. As its name implied; it allowed for the manipulation of gravity…

… And it was the reason why the Nexus floated in the first place.

The train did not move because it was accelerating. No. It moved because it was falling while it was simultaneously anchored paralleled to the steel railings. Just another phenomenon of the Beholder’s technologies.

This man was this train’s conductor. His orange eyes instantly lit up when he saw their faces.

“Oh. It’s the ones those string maniacs call the Jesters. Cer, Ber, Res – fancy meeting you aboard my train. Rare to see you… grounded here of all places. Punished again by the Beholders, I take?”

“Why does everyone assume we’re always being punished?” Cer snapped. “You can’t talk yourself. Working 15 years straight day in and day out sounds like a punishment to me.”

The man approached them, laughing at Cer’s interpretation of his passionate work.

“At least it lets my family live freely under the protection of the Golden Index~” He hummed.

Waddling behind him was a pale-haired woman, who peered over her shoulder innocently at whoever these… troublemakers were. At least that’s how Res interpreted it.

“A healer? Oi… what did you do to get this girl?” Ber accused him, raising a curious brow. “I get this is the City of Hearts, but you can’t have a healer as an escor – O-Ouch!”

Res silently stomped on Ber’s foot.

“A-Ah… He didn’t do anything. I’m just here to help out, is all. Um… you don’t need healing? You’re not hurt?” The incredibly timid woman was exposed as soon as the man stepped aside to allow her to explain the situation.

How heartless. Surely not as heartless as him if she has one of ‘those’…

Cer, Ber and Res didn’t look to her face, body, or anything in that instant. Rather, all eyes immediately fell to her hand. As expected, she didn’t have one of Inflow Direct’s sinister claws containing the Serums.

She was not like one of those 12 Wingless Doves, to their immense relief. They simultaneously sighed, causing the man to chuckle as the healer looked on with confusion, blankly blinking before inspecting herself like a cute animal.

This was a healer. A proper healer that used their magic rather than the Serums, although, she did actually possess quite a few on hand. Along her waist was a belt containing certain vials of fluids. These were there to substitute the healing magic she did not yet possess.

The vials were essentially an indicator of a healer’s capabilities. The less they had, the better they were. And with healers being healers, they were always truthful and never discarded anything to make themselves appear stronger. They had no pride. Only a commitment to help others… unlike a certain 12 that Wandered Elysia with their Wayfarer.

Again, all eyes fell onto her waist.

No golden fluid… and not even the white one. What a good girl.

“That’s a good girl.”

“Good healer.”

The other two blurted out what she internally mumbled.

Suffice to say, this only further confused the healer.

“I-Is there… something on my face?”

            

    
        53. A Reunion in the Making

    
    
    
    
                The triplets dug into a whole rotisserie chicken each like rabid animals. Res was a little more civilized with her food but given how long it had been since they had something that resembled real food; this rare, wild side of her sprouted forth.

The wet smacks of their lips caused the seated healer to fondly smile at them from across. T.C Gral, the train conductor, left her alone with them in a private compartment reserved only for the onboard healer, conductor, and those who were granted access.

Was it because they were about to unravel some heinous secret? That there were too many prying ears about? No. It was simply to prevent them from causing noise pollution. It was midnight now and most aboard were either asleep or in the process of falling asleep.

As for the whereabouts of the train conductor? His bidaily rounds were still not over.

“You three can sure eat a lot. Should I ask the vendor for more food?” The healer offered, wondering where on Elysia the scoffed food ended up. “But it would be bad to bother her in the middle of the night…”

There was an air of awkwardness with her. A clumsiness that caused Res to see imaginary question marks appear over her head from time to time.

“Two more!” Cer exclaimed, brandishing a honey-glazed chicken leg high above her like a blade.

“Two and one quarter!” Ber did the same, except the leg had a thigh attached to it… like a battle axe.

“No more! She’s spending straight out of her pocket!” Res intervened, watching the woman make a strange look as she fiddled around with her dimensional storage. “Show some courtesy you animals!”

She seemed rather thankful for Res’ help, but she was also more than willing to continue feeding them.

A Goddess… That’s a healer for you.

This woman’s name was Sana; a relatively new healer straight from the Institute of Magic. That place was a massive educational campus that oversaw the growth of aspiring Adventurers, particularly those that utilized magic.

Normally, weak individuals like Sana would remain there for years on end. This was not the case for healers, however. They were too special. Too sincere, like fawns in the predating eyes of the greater world.

Hence why they were all acquired for protection under Inflow Direct.

“Plucked straight from your studies by an Atelier. Must’ve felt like you were ascending as soon as you received your Blessing.” Cer said, grinning as she ate.

“Um… I couldn’t say that. But it’s nice being protected.” Sana spoke timidly before her face lit up. “Could it be that you’re also Blessed?”

“Was it not obvious from the start?” Ber questioned, also speaking with her mouth full.

“I… couldn’t tell to tell you the truth.” Sana managed to keep smiling passively at them. “It must be troubling being unable to return to the Nexus. All those crystals are destroyed, aren’t they? I still have yet to enter, so I don’t know what other Blessed really look like.”

“Weirdoes. But good weirdoes. Dressed like they’re on a budget and knee-deep in debt is the best way to spot a good majority of the Blessed.” Cer answered… and it was surprisingly accurate. Enough so that Res couldn’t help but to agree.

“Equipment is the best way to tell them apart. We can see the defense values in our status screen. You think anyone with a brain is going to use low-DEF gold-trimmed armor over a high-DEF shabby-looking robe? What is this, a fashion show?”

That’s an exaggeration. Materials matter a lot, as well as what parts of the body the armor protects. But the cloth made from Beholder Marionette’s string does provide absurd levels of DEF for how ‘weak’ it may look. What she’s wearing right now is partially made from it.

The same with our usual garbs… but we’re stuck with these receptionist suits. Ber wanted to say this out loud, but she risked further confusing the already overloaded Sana.

“Sis, you’re not a receptionist anymore.” Ber whispered loudly, commenting on the advice she casually handed out.

“But she bought us food! She’s got a big heart! Unlike a certain group of healers out there!” Cer exclaimed.

“T-There are bad healers?” Sana spoke with extreme skepticism. “You sure? That doesn’t sound right.”

To a healer like herself, it was almost impossible to comprehend that another healer would be capable of causing harm. The concept of the Wandering Healers was like an entirely different language. White noise even. Such was the mind of a real healer that did not rely on the Serums.

They were truly too innocent to fathom it.

“Forget she said anything. You’re right. Healers can’t do any harm.” Res was quick to react as she sent a side-long gaze towards Cer. “Right?”

“Hah. That’s right~”

“That’s my sisters! They’re never wrong!” Ber affirmed for no other reason than to not feel left out.

To Sana’s elation, Gral made his return through the compartment doors. He hummed as he strode through the carpeted floors towards their table:

“I suppose even Moons can fall given the right circumstance.” Gral took a seat beside Sana as the woman as she scooted closer like some cute animal. “Hardly surprising knowing that a Star has fallen. I heard they managed to steal a vial of Infusion S as well.”

“Someone must’ve opened their big mouth.” Res sighed.

“You’d be surprised what I tend to hear as a train conductor.” He said, bringing a finger to his lip. “That’s why they put us all under the watch of the Golden Pinky.”

The Golden Pinky was a subsidiary of the Golden Index which focused primarily on upholding promises, whether it be people, merchants and trade agreements or with Atelier personnel. How these were upheld was unknown, but when a promise was broken the offending person usually disappeared without a trace.

Sana looked concerned when she heard this, wondering if it was ok for her to even be here. The man assured her it was alright, as did the triplets. Healers were one of the few exceptions to this rule. A healer wouldn’t lie by nature.

Did that woman have the face of someone capable of subterfuge? Of using their status to their advantage? No. Definitely not. No healer did. Even the Wingless Doves were incapable of lying.

If a healer capable of this ever did exist, then they’d certainly cause an uproar in many ways than one.

That being said –

“A rescue mission? In Grandis? You realize how many treaties Beholder Galia and Marionette are breaking just by sending you three in?” Gral said, though his voice lacked any concern. This recklessness was quite like these three. “Actually no. It won’t be Beholder Galia and Marionette taking the blame. You’re not affiliated with their Ateliers in the first place.”

“None of the Ateliers are worth our time. And I’d like to see them try to stop us. Who the hell do they think we are? Their priorities are too muddled to focus on three Moons in the first place. Thus, making us the perfect candidates.” Cer said proudly, taking pride in the fact that they were the only ones capable of carrying out this mission.

“What she means is that the Ateliers would rather have unaffiliated Moons recover their target. Makes you wonder where their priorities lay if not even a…

An Archetype. If not even the rescue of an Archetype can bring them together, then I wonder what can. They’re really overestimating Frost. I don’t think she was that strong… The fall of Paradise was the first time the Ateliers truly went and worked together for once, creating this vast place. But fast forward 15 years later and things haven’t improved a single bit.

Res sighed, unable to bring forth the information of the Amalgam to their close friend.

“Truth is, a healer of Inflow Direct was kidnapped by Iscario. Our mission is to bring them back.” She lied.

“That… can’t be…” Sana choked with emotion.

“In Grandis of all places. Well, I look forward to hearing of your success. But it’s surprising.” He laughed to himself, pondering on the miniature singularity he held in his palm.

“Our return to Grandis. Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.” Cer bared her fangs, as did her sisters.

They had a long history with Grandis. Being Demi-humans that were born in that wretched place – it went without saying that they despised it with every fiber of their being. The mere mention of Grandis caused them to react with angst. With innate fury. Sana could sense this and gulped, tugging onto the sleeve of the train conductor.

He only cleared his throat.

“How is Raoul doing these days?”

“Huh? Oh. Still pessimistic. Unmotivated half the time. A professional Star now with zero affiliation like us, but still under the wraps of that snake Galia.” Cer briefly painted. “Raoul is Raoul, like how Sana is Sana.”

The woman blankly blinked.

“And you’re still the same Cer. Ber. Res. Never change. Well. Shall I leave you three? I assume you’ll be heading through Divas Pass within the next 48 hours. Just a reminder, try not to make any trouble.” He raised a hand before parting ways with them.

“Trouble this, trouble that. Always us. Oh, and goodbye Sana~” Cer hummed, as did the others. Res was the only one who properly saw off Gral, as usual.

I’m so sorry for these two.

The healer strayed behind him, waddling almost clumsily. She bowed twice in goodbye before leaving them with a single gold coin.

“Please eat properly from now on.”

“SANA! You’re… so perfect…” Ber clutched onto the coin with happiness.

“Res… what do I do? Sana or Frost? Quick, before she leaves – Ngh!? W-Why!?”

“Show some respect! Goodnight!” Res exclaimed angrily after stomping on Cer’s foot.

These last 48 hours were going to be a struggle with these two.

But their goal was within reach now. Divas Pass was the only avenue of entry into Grandis. If they were lucky, then they’d find clues to Frost’s whereabouts there.

They briefly wondered if Frost would be any different from the helpless fawn they knew just a week ago. A week was too short of a time for someone to change, but Grandis had a certain air of poison that changed people for the worse.

There was a plate of fruits in front of them. It was not part of their diet to eat such things. They disgusted them to no end. Among those fruits was an apple. Res recalled the tale of the princess and the forbidden apple like it was etched onto the back of her palm.

The fact that a single eaten apple caused the entire downfall of Paradise was nearly as humorous as it was sad. People were corrupted easily by such little things.

But thankfully, people couldn’t actually become Corrupted. Not that anyone knew how they even came to be in the first place.

Now that would truly be an existential nightmare.

            

    
        54. To Divas Pass

    
    
    
    
                The last settlement that separated them from Divas Pass was a place called Divas Gate. A very small settlement that sat at the mouth of a vast valley that linked with Brandar. It was the only avenue into and out of Brandar from Grandis, save for the northern sea.

Frost checked her map for the second time since arriving in this world. She was under the assumption that the map only appeared when trying to access the Hyperlink Network. It was as easy as simply invoking the map to appear. It also didn’t help that the first time the map appeared was when she invoked the Hyperlink, rather than the map itself.

Still, it did not excuse her from attempting to check it earlier.

[image: image]

As expected, the map revealed what she had already seen. Divas Gate was only just ahead, and they were posed to reach it by noon. Because they approached it at an angle, the mountain directly before them obscured much of Divas Gate.

On one side they had the mountain, and on the other was a small woodland. Between the trees she caught the glimmers of a sea, and beyond were the ruined archipelagoes that once belonged to the old city of Atlas. In the center of it all, directly beneath the Nexus, was the rebuilt city of Atlas, where pale, monolithic spires rose as if pushing the Nexus into the air.

The caravans trailed smoothly on a dirt path. It was wide enough for up to ten caravans to move side by side, but they remained in a column of two. Most of those that were inoculated had already woken up and expressed feeling ‘refreshed’.

Their levels had climbed up very slightly. It seemed like the unnamed blue Serum strengthened them somehow. Probably to prepare them for Atelier acquisition.

Frost didn’t know what to make of the Ateliers anymore. In one hand they offered the slaves here a new chance at life, but in the other she could not trust them wholeheartedly.

Assuming they had good intentions would be a mistake, much like the one she had made with the Wandering Healer and the Wayfarer.

They were far from the kind of people she imagined them to be. The way Via and the slaves spoke of them was always full of vigor and inspiration; but in retrospect she realized that there were indeed hints to their true nature.

She recalled when one asked if she was going to ‘execute’ them. That should have been a red flag. Though that didn’t change the fact that they did offer a hand to those in need, however sinister it was.

In the end, the administration of Serum S was a decision made by the discretion of the slaves… who were already broken people.

150 were killed out of the 300 slaves they found. Like a walking plague doctor in disguise. Wingless Doves… Nav.

“Wingless Dove is the name given to the Wandering Healers only. All else is unknown about them, including the Wayfarers.”

On Earth doves were a symbol of peace and innocence. Hope even. ‘Wingless’ kind of twists the meaning. Now that I realize it, names really do mean everything.”

“Indeed they do. Much like why you called me Nav, short for Navigate.”

Yep. Then there’s me. Frost. What do you think my name means?

“The freezing of material –”

Ok, I didn’t mean it literally. Haaah.

“Look! It’s the sea! The Nexus and the cities!” Alice exclaimed, pointing out into the vast world beyond as soon as the trees parted ways.

“Brandar! The giant cities!”

“It’s massive! Are we really going to be allowed to live there!?”

“There’s a giant love heart as well!”

“Atlas is soooo huge!”

Most of the voices came from the slaves. That was not to say that the Adventurers in the other caravans didn’t have their own moment of splendor.

They could see it all clearly now. All eyes instantly fell onto the spectacular world beyond. Awe sparkled in their eyes as hope filled their hearts. Even the horses had to slow down, their heads turned to the benevolent sights.

Atlas was a city plunged beneath the Nexus. The lights emanating from those structures warded off the darkness like a second sun, appearing like countless stars under the darkness of the Nexus.

Frost internally described everything she saw to Nav, allowing her mental companion to absorb these sights that it could not perceive. She stroked Jury’s head, which laid on her lap right next to the cat-girl’s. Both were still fast asleep, and she wished that these two were at least able to witness the scenery.

And speaking of her lap, she now wore black pants to match with her coat, as well as a simple shirt underneath. It was a shame that there was nothing of value in Little Tais. Additionally, Frost brought along spare clothes for Jury of various sizes. She didn’t know what the woman’s size was exactly. If they didn’t fit, she could always donate them to the others.

“The Nex Megalopolis. Atlas is the biggest city in Elysia, but the Megalopolis has the highest population to density count by far. So… I guess that makes it the ‘biggest’ city?” Calfasio spoke somewhat longingly of the place. “It’s where people want to go. And where its own people aspire to get into the cities. That’s why, I have one of these.”

He flashed a golden ticket, causing Hellen to hum pleasantly in response.

“You’ve received an invitation into the City of Diamonds? No wonder you’re in a hurry to see your daughter~”

“It’s our ticket to a better life. But anywhere’s better than Grandis.” Calfasio clutched the object, as well as the polaroid hidden in another pocket.

Snap.

Our Happiest Moments snapped another photo.

It had been doing this for some time now. The whereabouts of these photos was lost to her, and the reason why it took these photos in the first place was just as mysterious. What she did know however, was that its polaroid gave this cat-eared girl hope to conquer Serum S.

So perhaps it was trying to give them hope? She didn’t know. It didn’t have a voice either to drop hints.

“I agree~ But there’s hardly a place better than within the cities.” Hellen added. “Brandar is a unique place. I have a store outside of the City of Hearts~ It’s manned by my nephew. Oh, I wonder how they’re doing now.”

Seeing the spanning cityscape caused them to reminisce. The 5 cities that surrounded the Nexus stretched as far as the eye could see. From what Nav told her, 4 of the cities spanned from one end of Brandar to the other, and the 5th city, the City of Strings, was located in Emvita.

There were two reasons as to why the cities were built in such close proximity. The first was the threat of the Dungeons, and the second and more important reason was to protect the Nexus.

The Dozen Winged Bird was not something any Beholder was capable of defeating. They were lucky the Corrupted only destroyed Paradise.

The Nex Megalopolis served as a defensive barrier that combined the forces of many Ateliers in the case of another Paradise Lost event. It was a city built out of necessity, and not so much from the kindness of the Ateliers.

It was built only 15 years ago, after all.

“Quick question! Why can’t we swim over to Brandar or Atlas?” Alice asked the one question that plagued the mind of many of the slaves… and even Frost.

“You can’t swim in these waters. You’ll sink straight to the bottom of the sea. Also! Don’t try to fly over the cities or the outskirts! You can get into trouble for it.” Via stated.

“Caldera Industries can manipulate gravity to their whims. It is likely that the bottom of this sea is laced with gravity-altering objects. Paradise Lost was a call to arms for all Ateliers. An arms race took place in the last 15 years and saw the need for these measures. Just in case.”

Paradise Lost… I wonder how something like the Dozen Winged Bird came to be.

“At your rate of understanding, it is just a matter of time before we figure things out.”

Let’s hope so.

            

    
        55. The Valley Between

    
    
    
    
                Our Happiest Moments followed them. On occasion it would get close enough for Frost to touch, sitting passively on the half-wall by her head. However, the little Corrupted critter would jump away whenever she moved even a single finger.

Was it scared of her? Maybe it thought she was going to hurt it. Maybe even eat it. Its AGI made it impossible to catch it, so she ended up leaving the creature be. It took various pictures of Calfasio whenever the topic of his daughter crept into their conversations.

It went without saying that he missed his daughter more than he could express.

Before long, a pair of massive, stone gates emerged from behind the mountain. The trail became rocky again as they approached Divas Gate.

“No way… How could have this happened?” Via uttered in despair.

Ruins. Only ruins laid beneath those 50-meter-tall gates, which both saw immense damage across its exterior. Chunks originating from the gates themselves could be seen scattered across the path and amongst the collapsed, stone-bricked homes of this place. A landslide from both sides of the mountain pass had also buried half of the settlement underneath numerous tons of loose rock.

“… a storm? How could have a storm destroyed the gate?” Calfasio uttered.

“The landslide most likely. But this is weird.” Via noted, also confused by the display of devastation, right before Jaris cried:

“EVERYONE! STAY VIGILANT! WE ARE NEARING DIVAS PASS!”

“Could it be another Corrupted?” Hellen asked Frost.

“No. Not a Corrupted. It was the ‘storm’ that caused this. But let’s be careful.” Frost answered, knowing well that this was caused by Iscario’s usage of Infusion S.

The path was hardly visible anymore. The steeds had to tread carefully and weave between fallen stone and rubble as they made their way towards the mouth of the gate. The sifting of material was all they could hear. Not even the bodies of those that lived in this place were found, for they were buried meters beneath.

Frost kept her eyes peeled to the world ahead. It was hard to see with the mounds of rubble around them. Eventually, they came to a final turn and made it through the blasted gates. Before them was a valley many tens of kilometers long, which then abruptly turned to the right at the furthest end.

Walls of stone, soil and uprooted forests surrounded them. However – it was not the valley that blew them away. It was the column of devastation that ran through the entire length of the valley itself.

“Every… forest… it’s all gone?”

“Was there an explosion!? Hey, you’re telling me a storm did that!?”

“What in the world could have passed by? From Divas Pass of all places?”

A canyon better described the valley now. It appeared as if an oversized drill-bore had carved straight through. There was no sediment to be found. Only thick bedrock existed here.

Is the onset of Infusion S stronger?

“The Infusions are disproportionately stronger within the first few minutes of administration. I believe you are witnessing its true power now. That is the strength of Inflow Direct’s technology.”

Frost, completely bewildered by this power, could only imagine what the other Beholders were capable of. It was no wonder they were revered as Gods. The amount of time it would take to carve out a piece of a mountain on Earth would take days, likely weeks, maybe months.

Here? A few minutes at most. And that was for multiple mountains.

She also didn’t want to imagine the aftermath of Divas Pass now that she realized this. The caravan’s moved forward again as Frost looked over to Calfasio’s face. The man tightly clutched onto the polaroid, his face pale and his eyes widened with shock.

Snap.

Snap.

As much as they hoped for the best, the writing was already on the wall. Frost sincerely hoped that by some miracle, their families were all safe and sound. No one shared another word. The sorrow thickly stirred in the air as Our Happiest Moments landed on the cat-eared girl’s stomach and watched on.

Its camera lens-like eye shimmered, as if shedding a tear.

A ‘good’ Corrupted, huh. Well… It’s not like I can catch it and eat it in the first place. I’ll let it be. For now. And it’s not like the others are bothered by it.

“Frost… um… are you’re going to let that spider sit on her?” The cat-woman pointed out.

Never mind.

“It’s a friend of ours. A mini-Anid. Isn’t it cute?” Frost presented, being careful as to not startle it.

“Is there such a thing?” Alice asked, curious by this discovery.

“Of course not dear~” Hellen ended up laughing, lightening the mood. “Mister Calfasio. Shall we show Ignis Frost’s friend over there?”

“Ah – oh? Me? Um… aha… yeah. I think she’d find it funny. Ugh. Sorry. I wonder… if maybe things could’ve been different if I was stronger.” He was wracked with emotion.

The smile he made quickly turned to a self-depreciating frown as she sunk into his knees, holding his hands together as if in prayer.

“You have the ticket now. Bring that back to her and go live a happy life in Brandar. You don’t need strength to live in there, do you? In one of the cities?” Frost said, trying to encourage him to have hope.

“No. Not at all. Someone like me can live there happily. I wonder if I would have gotten this ticket if I stayed with them. It’s not easy supporting a family in Brandar without strength. It’s the truth. Weak people like me are…”

“Hey. You have the ticket. Don’t delve on what you lack. You made it this far, so you do have something going for you.” Frost reminded him. “Vent. Vent if you have to. I’ll happily lend an ear.”

“Us too! She has cat-ears right!” The cat-woman exclaimed.

“Don’t be sad mister! We… we haven’t reached Divas Pass just yet!”

“If she’s a Demi-human then she’s bound to have the wits of one, right!? Have hope!”

The energy of the caravan returned as the slaves tried to cheer the man up, causing him to finally smile from the bottom of his heart. He took Frost’s advice and began to talk.

About his life, how he met his Demi-human wife, his daughter, and finally – why he left Divas Pass in the first place.

To find a way to protect them. To get into the Nex Megalopolis. But they needed money for it. And to gain money in Grandis or Brandar one first needed strength. Everyone in this world lived in the mud of titans, as he put it. The weak had to trudge through whilst remaining wary of their footsteps. One footstep was the war that ended 5 years ago, and the other was the events that led up to the loss of Paradise.

How could the weak possibly be expected to survive? To protect what they love, especially when their loved ones were widely despised? The roots of suffering in Grandis were deep.

One question stuck firmly with Frost as day turned to night.

“Is it enough to protect my family?”

Strength was everything. Frost knew that already. But it hurt her having to hear someone from the very bottom admit this. She fell into deep thought as she stirred away at a giant pot atop an open flame. She was preparing dinner for the group with the ingredients they brought along.

Jury still hadn’t woken up yet, and neither did the girl. She was worried that maybe something happened to her in that dream.

I want to help these people. Surely… I can do something as the Amalgam. But I wonder how many people know what I even am. Haah. At least he has a future to look forward to in the City of Diamonds. Nav?

“Territory of the Golden Index, maintained by its subsidiaries: the Golden Thumb, the Golden Middle, the Golden Ring, and the Golden Pinky. Within the city he and his family are guaranteed their utmost protection.”

Those names… all of them are fingers. This Beholder is called ‘hand’ I’m guessing?

“Close. I believe this Beholder’s name is Carpalis.”

Sounds a lot like ‘carpal’. For wrist. What a weird naming sense. Do you know any other names?

“I was only fed this one by the voice.”

Meaning you didn’t know it from before. What a helpful voice. Is it the same one that told you about the story?

“I believe so.”

Then I think that might be the Archivist. Who else is going to talk about a tale other than a librarian?

“Frost. They just said not to call them a librarian. It is derogatory.”

Ah. I’m sorry. They’re rather talkative now, huh?

“… they stopped talking. You really should keep those thoughts to yourself.”

Nav… you first need to get out of my head. Frost deeply sighed before breaking into a small laugh.


* * *


They shared a hot stew beneath the moon and the starlit sky as they shared stories with one another; deepening their bonds, which Frost knew would be broken as soon as they reached Brandar. She wanted to ensure that at least these slaves would be placed somewhere safe with her authority as the Amalgam.

She vowed to make sure of it.

They sat atop felled logs and ate away. The other Adventurers kept some distance, but over time, more and more came over into the circle and before long – everyone was present. Our Happiest Moments didn’t take any pictures, strangely enough.

Could it only take photos of past events? She took this mystery with her as the crackling of the campfire fizzled out, lulling them to rest.

Divas Pass was only half a day away mow. They’d reach it tomorrow for sure. There was angst in the air. She could sense the uneasiness as she sat atop the caravan roof, observing the world around her with a ball of steel string at her fingertips.

There was no telling what they’d find there. If their families were safe. If anyone was there at all. In the end, there was only one way to find out.

And while lost in these thoughts, Frost closed her eyes and hoped for the best. Then when they opened again –

– she saw something.

A caravan. Three caravans actually; all coated in a shade of red. Driving them were giant wolf-like creatures clad with crimson fur. They took an abrupt turn from one of the narrow passageways in the valley ahead, almost flipping over onto its side.

Thankfully they didn’t.

Because behind them followed a swarm of bloodied boulders, about 1 meter in size each.

But to her horror – these were not normal boulders. Bulging from their flesh-like mass were giant eyes that stared back.
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        56. Giant, Rolling Meatballs?

    
    
    
    
                //////// < WARNING > ////////


< TRICKLE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET BEACONS >


Flesh Clot.

Impuritas, meaning ‘impurity’ from what Frost understood. An impurity and the concept of the Corrupted were one in the same in her mind, but Nav quickly apprehended this train of thought as she threw herself from the caravan roof.

“Do not mistake that for the Corrupted! That is one of the Dungeon monsters known as the Hungry!”

What the fuck is a Hungry!? It only says Crimson Hunger! Frost mentally sneered as she shouted for the others to wake up:

“GET UP! THERE’S SOMETHING COMING STRAIGHT FOR US! GET UUUUUUUUUUUP!” Frost went around slamming a hand against the half-walls, shaking every caravan as she watched the chase unfold before her.

They were around a couple hundred meters away. She could see one of riders atop those giant wolves thrash a hand around, begging them to move as they screamed out at the top of their lungs:

“RUUUUUN! MEATBALLS! MEATBAAAAAAALS ARE HERE! THE HUNGRY HAVE INFESTED DIVAS PAAAAAAS!” A woman wailed.

“Hungry are a quasi-sapient race found only in Dungeons, but they are known to be active during the night, as are the other Dungeon monsters. Your prompt has revealed that they are in fact named the Crimson Hunger! A Flesh Clot is one its most common creatures. Bottom of the food chain, some may say –”

“If you have the time to make jokes, then you also have time to EXPLAIN if there’s anything I should be wary of!” Frost yelled as Adventurers stumbled out one by one, almost spilling onto one another as she pointed on ahead into the valley. “Abilities, weaknesses, anything!?”

“Fire is potent. These creatures are capable of accumulating flesh and compiling it into their mass to recover HP. Be wary of the Bleeding status. Injuries from the Crimson Hunger tend to be harder to heal.”

This should be right up Furio’s alley then!

Confusion instantly sprung about them as they tried to make sense of her words. Frost only shouted this aloud to get them on their feet.

“What do you see!? I don’t see anything at all!” Jaris exclaimed, tapping onto the shoulder of another adventurer.

“Nothing! It’s too dark! W-what are we up against!?” Anna exclaimed, fully trusting in Frost’s words as did many, wielding their armaments close.

“The Crimson Hunger! Flesh Clots!” Frost exclaimed, but this only further confused them as she looked to Furio. “Light the valley up with fire magic! Aim for the skies!” She ordered the man.

“One step ahead of you! [Flare]!” Furio used a specialized magic for the job as a giant ball of flames spat from the palm of his hand. It felt overhead with a wonderful arc, drooling sparks as it tumbled into the air before exploding high above with the light of the sun.

A red light instantly coated the valley for only a split second. But in that time, they were made aware of what came rolling towards them.

“MEATBALLS!?”

“Hungry!? HERE!? In GRANDIS!? W-w-wait. FUCK! What do we do? What do we do!?”

“Oi, e-everyone – w-we should run!”

Panic instantly ensued. Though these creatures were weak, it was their sheer numbers that frightened them. Furio was about the only one who simply stood there, his gaze condescending to these weaklings surrounding him.

Indeed. There were potentially a hundred tumbling towards them. The three caravans ahead were significantly faster, but they seemed to carry non-combatants aboard. In fact, through the half-walls she could see the animal-like ears of people.

Judging from the coloration of their caravans, and the strangely red uniform those people wore – Frost had reason to believe they were the Scarlet Logic Collectors D-13 spoke of. Looking at their levels, they hovered around the same as the Adventures save for the three that rode atop the giant wolves.

One was a Tamer, a Captain, and a Manager, which were level 35, 40 and 50 respectively.

Fighting those things while trying to simultaneously protect so many people was frankly impossible, even for Frost. Her abilities could not cover a wide range. Furio had the best chance of annihilating them, but not when everyone was within close proximity.

Therefore, Frost made a prompt decision.

“Quickly! Get back into the caravans! Go! Leave us! Furio stay here and put that magic to good use! Hellen, girls – look after Jury for me! We’ll end this quick!”

“Leave it to the strong.” Furio was proud to have his strength acknowledged.

No one doubted they could do it. If there was anyone who could, it would be them after witnessing strength against the Listening Bird. Furthermore, it was widely known that the ‘Hungry’ were weak to fire. Having Furio present instilled much hope.

“W-We’ll leave it you! Go get them!” Via exclaimed

“Luck isn’t needed for people like them. We’re counting on you! Move!” Jaris stated, nodding to them as he herded them back into the caravans.

A level 75 should make quick work of them. 600 HP only. Furio will hit a maximum of 210 damage with their MAG DEF stat. How do weaknesses factor in damage? Frost mentally asked as she waved for them to leave.

“It truly depends. Elemental weaknesses exist and so do physical ones. You may have not noticed it because your body is not exactly normal, but slashes to unarmored enemies is considered highly effective… so long as they’re made from soft flesh. 1.5x multiplication. But I am not so sure about those ones.”

A giant clump of flesh… let’s what works out for us.

Frost painfully stared down the countless eyes of the approaching masses of flesh, weaving metal strings between her fingers. She wanted to create a defensive line, at least to break their momentum.

The wheels spun as the hooves stomped, and before long, the caravans left only her and Furio behind. 300 meters remained until the upcoming caravans passed. Until then, they had minutes to prepare their plan of attack, much to the dismay of the woman who would not stop screaming for them to leave.

That was until one voice seemed to recognize Frost’s wear.

“Isn’t that –! Justica Arms! They’re likely to lend us a hand!” A man riding one of the three wolves pointed out.

“How can we tell they’re here to help!?” The screaming woman exclaimed worriedly.

“Stopping these damned meatballs would be very telling, captain!” Another woman, whose voice easily ripped through the air, scolded.

“I’m sorry for being useless, manageeeeeer!”

[Scrutiny]. She used Scrutiny on these things.

However, the rolling masses did not instantly cease their movement. Their ridiculously high RESIST stat instead caused them to take stacks of Darkness. They clumsily clumped together as a result, smashing blindly before they figured out the direction of their prey.

Furio and the Scarlet Logic Collectors were left dazed when they heard the momentary, fleshy crash. Those people instantly acknowledged Frost’s power, and the warnings from the woman ceased entirely…

Instead –

“SAVE US! Don’t let us repeat another replication cycleeeee! I’m tired of being brought back because of these things!”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP CAPTAIN!” The woman screamed.

“Think of the children! We don’t want to lose another collection to these thiiiiings! Manager! Get them off of our tails!”

Another?

The three caravans came hurdling by like a speeding train, carrying around a total of 30 people. It was a mixture of other similarly red-clothed people and slaves. The wolves were huge. Probably as large as a horse! But their stats, funnily enough, left much to be desired.
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Frost was stronger than the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Therefore, it was only a matter of time before they’d be inflicted with Scrutiny. Nav was tasked to count the number of minutes that passed every time they received a stack.

Judging by their speed and distance, Frost estimated they’d make contact in the next 5 minutes.

“Furio! I want you to start burning everything you see! Don’t worry about injuring me!” She ordered before handing Furio the ends of her steel string. “Hold onto these! I’ll be back!”

The man did not need to ask. He only did as he was told, more than happy that he was being relied on. Frost moved towards one of the felled forests at a brisk pace. It was bizarre to see a human move faster than these giant wolves; as she could tell by the voices of those Scarlet Logic people.

She was almost twice their speed. With her free hand, she painfully created enough slack on her strings to keep up with her movements as her blood and flesh boiled at her fingertips. At the same time, and to Frost’s surprise, a dozen people instantly leapt from the speeding caravans and rushed to Furio’s side, carrying mostly bladed weaponry.


Dawn Collection Personnel No. X (X)

< Dawn Team Collector >


Their origins were a mix of humans, Demi-humans and Insectids, all with levels in the 30s. What dawn meant was unknown, but it must have been a low-ranking designation given their levels.

“Oh what the hell!? Manageeer!? You’re not going to fight, are you!?”

“FOLLOW ME AND DON’T SAY ANOTHER WORD!” The other woman yelled, carrying a pair of swords. “Justica Arms and this Adventurer have come to help! We can press on with this advantage! We cannot afford to lose any more lives to these things!”

The woman reluctantly obeyed and jumped from the wolf, tumbling over like a clumsy kid. She most definitely broke something with that fall.

That being said, Frost quickly approached a felled log and quickly began to punch out the bedrock, allowing her to slide these logs into a locked position. From there, she created an excessive amount of slack on her string and began tying them over the logs before she returned.

“1 minute! A stack increases with each minute! 3 minutes till battle!”

That’s more than enough time!

She assessed the situation. Furio laid down fire onto the oncoming creatures, wiping a hefty number of them out. The deceased balls of flesh charred and screamed soundlessly. Around 20 were already felled in these 2 minutes.

Frost, moments before returning, quickly checked the status on these two.
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This one was a bunny-eared Demi-human, wearing bulky red-armor and a short, red mantle. Carried over her shoulder was huge, bulky object which she was barely able to hold out in front of her with both hands.
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The other was a human woman with red and black, short-cut hair. She wore identical set of armor to the Captain, save that her weapons were a pair of blades.

They all looked to Frost, instantly revering in her presence. They obviously mistook her for someone else. But that thankfully worked in her favor because she essentially had authority over them.

“While he keeps burning them, I want one of you to take these strings and secure them to the stump across! Stay behind the wires! They’ll act as your barrier!” Frost ordered, her air of authority instantly causing the nearest personnel to snatch it from Furio and begin sprinting as fast as they could.

Afterwards, Frost stood before the Captain and the Manager.

“Dawn team Capatain. Manager. We’ll talk after this ordeal.” By simply stating ‘dawn team’ the two instantly realized that this person was echelons higher than them. “Until then, I’ll thin them out as much as I can! You just focus on finishing the rest!”

“I hear you! But FUCK! Grandis is truly fucked if an Apostle is fleeing! We’ve gone through 5 Rep. cycles just from here alone!” The manager roared. “Alright – Captain! Get the firearm primed!”

Firearm? Wait what –?

“PRIMIMG! FIRE BULLETS LOADED! STAAAAAND CLEEEEEEAAAAR!” The bunny-eared Captain hopped in place, bobbing the weapon up and down as a red light began to shimmer at its… barrel. “30 seconds! I’m loading my mana now!” Her tone suddenly shifted as she knocked on the side of her head, almost playfully.

This is a fantasy world, right? They have guns here!? Wait, they don’t seem to be afraid at all of those… abominations.

“Possible use of Cognition Suppressors. The [CENSORED] bars I spoke of. What she is using is Atelier magic. Perhaps an Atelier Skill. This weapon is only usable by the Captains and certain individuals within Scarlet Logic.”

She firmly nodded to the two before heading straight into the fray. Unfortunately, her emotions were not heightened enough to active the First State.

But was not like this was the first time she had dealt with countless enemies. The only ones in danger were the others. So far, 4 minutes in total had passed and around 60 of these things remained.

It was time to eat.

            

    
        57. Appetizer

    
    
    
    
                Frost burst through the flames. Her wear, despite looking flammable, was quite resistant. She barely accumulated a single stack of Burn, and due to her immense MAG DEF stat, Furio’s flames could not only do the bare minimum damage to her.

She made it to their ranks, appearing past the veil of flames to their surprise. All it took was a single cleave of her hand to obliterate these oversized meatballs. In fact, just charging into them was enough to kill them, never mind taking a good bite out of them.

The soundless woes these creatures made was hardly recognizable, but she felt like a hundred voices were sewn into one. No abilities were gained from these creatures, and the stats were minimal at best. They were weak creatures to begin with anyway.

The flames concealed her feast. In merely seconds she had slain more than a dozen, for her movements were like a blur to them all. Her speed managed to even snuff out the flames. But that did not matter. These things only needed a single hit to be killed.

They did not even possess a mouth to fight. They quite literally relied on squishing their prey to death, at least she believed so.

Frost found herself disgusted after various chomps. The giant eyes stimulated her gag reflex and caused her to nearly vomit on an instinctual level. The fluids, the rubbery texture – it was an entirely different level of disgust from eating a… person.

Not that she could do anything about it. Additionally, this was where she found the first use case of her newest profession; Counter Offensive. Solemn Counter was an Active Skill that easily allowed her to counter oncoming attacks.


< DEFFENSIVE PROFFESSION: Counter Offensive >

< The greatest defense is a triumphant offence >


< ACTIVE SKILL: Solemn Counter >

< Counter an opposing attack. Your AGI determines the window of opportunity. Multiply ATT by 2x during a successful counter >

 

The window of opportunity was a sensation. With her foresight, she was able to double down on this and find the exact moment when a window of opportunity opened. A Flesh Clot pounced on her at full speed, aiming to collide with her head. Given her immense AGI; the window of opportunity was quite extensive to say the least and lasted all the way until it made contact with her.

She willingly took damage. Not that it was anything substantial. It felt like time went slightly slower during these moments. What aided in this skill was her Defensive Passive Ability, Fine Line.


< PASSIVE SKILL: Fine Line >

< The window of opportunity for skills in the Counter Offensive Profession increase proportionally to AGI. Opponent AGI negatively affects the window of opportunity the higher it is compared to yours. If your AGI is lower, the damage you receive is multiplied by 2x during the window of opportunity >

 

It could be summarized as: if you’re too slow to react to the window of opportunity, then you get punished for it. This was made worse if the opponent’s AGI was higher. The only reason this did not occur with the Listening Bird was because it had no meaningful way of retaliating to abuse this against her.

Either way, it did not matter. In these 30 seconds Frost had annihilated a good 40 of these things, leaving only 20 which managed to slip by. By now the strings were raised taught, enough to at least cause some serious injury to them.

Also…

“MANA SUCCESSFULLY LOADED! FIRE BULLETS PRIMED! TAKE THIS FOR THE THIRD TIIIIIIME!” The bunny-eared girl yelled and at once – the rectangular firearm began to spit flaming stakes from its sunken barrel.

They did not fire very quickly. It was more like a methodical blast. A painfully loud blast that caused Frost to wince. A bullet was fired every 3 seconds.

But these hit hard and penetrated straight through the bodies of these Flesh Clots, claiming multiple in a single hit. These bullets were fast. Incredibly fast. To the point where Frost was forced to tank one of these bullets.

They did 500 MAG damage each, and instantly placed up to 30 stacks of Burn onto the Flesh Clots, killing them shortly after, hence why they killed them in a single hit.

For Frost? Not so much.

The bullet hit straight into her abdomen.

“S-Shit! That… kills… Agh! What’s wrong with her aim!?”

As much as it hurt, it did the bare minimum damage to her. Her MAG DEF in total, including her Coat of Prejudice, was over 700. Not many could say they’re able to shrug off literal bullets, never mind magical, flaming ones.

But she’d be lying if she said that it didn’t hurt. A lot.

It was another source of inspiration for them. The Scarlet Logic Collectors prepared to fight the remaining 10 of these things up close as the bunny-eared girl hopped away with the weapon with Furio, both having their mana completely drained by now.

The creatures burst through the steel wire, with many receiving deep gashes before the strands broke off. They were hardly tied down, but they served their purpose and completely stopped their built momentum in place.

“HIT THE EYES! DO NOT LET THEM ROLL OVER YOU!” The manager warned as they engaged in close combat.

Their movements were tactical. Precise, and each swing and breath they took was with defined purpose. It would not surprise her if the sweat that dripped from their foreheads was also precisely calculated.

“TWO HERE! REQUESTING BACKUP!”

“ONWARDS! I’LL KEEP THIS ONE, GO FINISH THOSE ONES OFF FIRST!”

“STAB STAB STAB!”

“SLASH! SMASH! THIS IS FOR KILLING ME EARLIER!”

Scarlet Logic were the official military forces of the Nexus for a reason. And despite being among the weakest as Frost gathered from their levels; they fought with a skill much higher than even hers.

It was mesmerizing.

But they were rather… unhinged? Frost didn’t know how to describe it, but they did not seem afraid. Of anything. At all. The Cognition Suppressors wouldn’t have suppressed the sensation of pain according to Nav. Though neither did she suspect that had one in the first place considering they still referred to these things ‘meatballs’.

Also, when one of their members was unfortunately pulverized and dragged into the mass of the Flesh Clot – the others did not seem phased at all by the loss of a comrade. Their screams of agony as their bones were compressed and drawn into the ball of flesh did nothing to them.

Instead, they were killed off before they could suffer further. They only fought on immediately afterwards like it was the only thing they were capable of.

Scrutiny unfortunately did not activate until the very end. Their RESIST stat was too high for the short amount of time they fought.

Only 1 of the dozen were killed. They were not even given a sendoff or even a speck of their thought. She knew death was all to common in the Scarlet Logic, but was it to the point where it was as normal to die as breathing?

She returned to them, passing by the flickering flames that lingered on the corpses of these Flesh Clots. The manager promptly stood before her with both hands hooked behind her back, and her chest puffed out in utmost respect.

“Cara, Manager of the Dawn Collection Team! We thank you for stepping down to help with the passage of these collected slaves!”

She thanks me for the slaves, but not their lives…?

They were disciplined. Highly disciplined. The others did not miss a single beat and lined behind her. It was only the bunny-eared Captain who seemed completely out of place as she struggled to tow the weapon behind her.

Now that Frost had a closer look at her, she was limping. She suspected her leg was broken after she fell from the caravan earlier.

Yet she walked on like it didn’t matter the slightest. The Captain eventually stood side by side with the manager and recited something as Furio went to rest by a log.

“Usa! Demi-human! Third cycle! But I feel like the fourth one’s coming –!”

“DESIGNATIONS!” The manager reminded, tugging onto those long, pink ears which matched her hair. She almost uprooted them like they were flowers.

“Nnngh! Usa! Captain of the Dawn Collection Team! Almost the lowest of the low in Scarlet Logic!”

“Then, Captain of the Dawn Collection Team, can you fill me in with what’s happening in Divas Pass?” Frost had to take this into her own hands since their designations didn’t really make sense to her.

Asking now would shatter the illusion of superiority.

She needed to gather information from them before this happened. From her wear to her knowledge of their team, to her strength even – the Captain obediently handed over the information, with the complete approval of her manager, believing her to be an Apostle of the Justica Arms.

“Over 21,380 deaths in Divas Pass! Exactly 1,930 belonged to Scarlet Logic fodder before the Dragon Protocol was raised. Midnight Dragon Team attempted interception with the Apostle of Justica Arms 12th Branch but failed. Grandis restrictions prevented our Blood Moons from giving chase. Hungry infestations began exactly 24 hours after the usage of Infusion S…. and…”

Now there was some semblance of sadness in her eyes as she prepared herself to speak again.

“500 recovered slaves in total have been lost in the last 300 hours in this same region. Every single one of them have been devoured by the Hungry. This is our last collection before complete abandonment of Grandis. Seeing you here only solidifies this…”

“At least these ones will see the light of Brandar.” Cara, the manager, said. She wanted to sigh. Frost could tell, but she held too much respect for Frost to do that in front of her face.

They’re disciplined alright. Nav. Do you have any idea what the hell they meant? Dragon Protocol? Cycles? Midnight…? And then there’s the Apostle of Justica Arms. That’s Iscario, isn’t it? He was an Apostle of Beholder Galia this whole time?

“The betrayal must have the entire Atelier under the scrutiny of all. The same with Inflow Direct. I had no knowledge of Iscario’s matter. I only know as much as you.

As for your questions; this is all unknown to me. But I do understand that the Dragon Protocol is the highest response level in Scarlet Logic. The Midnight Dragon Team is their strongest unit, likely made up of Blood Moons and Red Giants. They are all Dragonkin if the name is anything to go by.”

And these are the lowest… but they mentioned fodder. They must be even lower than these ones. Nearly 2,000 of them died, huh… and another 19,000 in Divas Pass. Nav…

I have a terrible feeling about this.

“Indeed you should. An infestation is the second stage of a Dungeon’s appearance. I can already sense your anger. ‘why hasn’t anyone done anything?’. This is Grandis. Divas Pass, however close it is to Brandar, is still in Grandis.”

She was about a hair’s away from entering the First State when Nav mentioned this. The concept of this was beyond agonizing. Divas Pass was essentially on the border and yet it saw little to no help at all.

These Collectors were left to the whims of these creatures, as if they were expected to die along with the slaves. Then for what reason were the slaves saved if they were just going to die in the end!?

The manager sensed her rage and somehow managed to straighten herself further. The Demi-humans instinctively sensed this, and their ears drooped in terror like they were just inches away from the all-consuming maw of a monster.

“Do you two wish to eliminate the infestation? Or do you wish to merely save the slaves?” Frost calmly asked.

“… you’re kidding? We can’t do one without the other. Wait – you’re going to do it!? I mean, by all means do it! But, hey… one betrayal is already enough –!”

“Shut up. Just shut up. This is a Justica Arms Apostle… not some Wayfarer strapped to a Wandering Healer. They… don’t give a single fuck so long as they do what’s right. So shut up and let her be. I promise you we’ll die for good if you don’t keep your mouth shut!” The manager made clear that she deeply understood who Frost presented herself as.

She had a choice here. To heal the woman and the others of their injuries, or to play along and gather as much information as possible. At least until they neared Divas Pass to fight this infestation.

Frost made the most obvious choice and spoke with a voice telling of her overwhelming power.

“I’d like it if you didn’t keep your mouth shut and spoke. The news has been moving slowly since the Relay Sites were destroyed. Between you and I, I also wish for these slaves to reach the Nex Megalopolis. Therefore, it is in our best intentions to help each other out.

So. Mind explaining in detail what happened in the last 13 days?”

            

    
        58. Decisions Before the Main Course

    
    
    
    
                The events that transpired after Iscario’s betrayal were numerous. The first was the simultaneous destruction of all 72 Relay Sites and Repositories across Brandar. She was under the assumption that only the ones along Grandis were destroyed but that turned out to be far from the truth.

It brought up yet another hurdle in her journey to return to the Nexus. There was no other way to return until the Relay Sites were fixed, and possible tampering or destruction of others along the neighboring regions was highly likely.

Furthermore, an order was given to all Ateliers and Adventurers to evacuate Grandis. Not only were the Blessed forbidden from entering, but so was everyone else; Adventurers included.

The Guilds and the Nexus recognized Iscario as a high-risk threat. The Woe of the Fallen Star risk classification was given to him; the third highest behind Apocalypse and Paradise Lost. From what Nav explained; it required the immense coordination of multiple Moons, Stars, Exalted and Ateliers to subdue a threat of this classification.

A grand ensemble was required, so to speak.

The extent of Iscario’s damage made her curious. The fallout saw the Ateliers scramble in disarray. Still, the knowledge of these people merely scratched the surface of this conspiracy. They were not Blessed and were among the lowest of the low in their respective Atelier.

Their information is still worthwhile, even if it’s only just the gist of things.

But what Frost was most interested in was the situation in Divas Pass.

Clad under the light of the new moon, all caravans gathered close as Frost spoke to the Captain and the Manager a good distance away from the others. There was no wind to carry their voices on this star-filled night.

The tamer: Fran, and the slaves they hauled for collection tried to find comfort in the fur of the giant wolves. The night was awfully cold, and the others could also be seen joining them with pleasant smiles, wanting to wash away their fears with its warmth.

The bunny-eared Usa gave them a side-long glance from the log she rested on before she solemnly spoke.

“Midnight Dragon Team ended up finding a dungeon in the destruction of Divas Pass. It usually takes a few days for an untouched dungeon to transition into an infestation. But it took 24 hours before things went to hell. Imagine our surprise when we got caught up in that mess. 200 were lost then, and nearly 2,000 of our fodders were gobbled up.”

She seemed jumpy now. She squirmed on the log she rested on as if in pain. Her leg was broken, but Frost didn’t think that reaction came from the pain itself.

“Midnight Dragon Team failed to apprehend Iscario and just abandoned Divas Pass?” Frost questioned judgingly.

“Sorry. We don’t operate like your branches. We have only one goal assigned and nothing else matters unless it becomes an obstacle.” Cara said defensively. “What’s right and wrong is redundant to what needs to be done. There’s nothing more I can say. We collect, and the Hungry poses a threat to our mission. Don’t expect much more from us. That’s why we’ll gladly accept your help.”

A unit made up of people as strong as Stars and Moons couldn’t be fucked to help those people out?

“Scarlet Logic protocols. They do not dabble in useless endeavors that stray from the mission’s objective.” Nav explained in its usual cold tone as Frost turned towards the direction of Divas Pass.

So they just went there, realized Iscario ran off, and then fucked off? Frost mentally winced.

“Did people survive initially? Before the dungeon became an infestation?” She asked as calmly as possible.

“They did. Of course there’d be survivors.” Usa said, cleaning her weapon before her ears steadily dropped.

A bad sign…

“What about now?” Frost’s voice deepened.

“Dead… squirming, more accurately. It’s an infestation. A Hungry infestation as well. The dungeon’s turned inside out and has partially converted the city’s center. You can imagine what’s already become of the survivors.” Cara said, ensuring to keep her voice down as the Adventurers keenly watched, trying to read their lips to the best of their abilities.

What happened to them?

“Frost. I… believe I must withhold this information. For your sake. It will be for the best if I reveal it when day breaks. That way – you can annihilate this infestation.” Nav ominously warned. “They’re weak. Very few dungeons reach Monsoon levels of threat. Infestations are much the same.”

Everyone was worried. No. They already knew what laid ahead. This was their chance to leave before things became worse. In fact, they were already separating themselves into two different groups, arguing whether there was anyone left alive given the emergence of the Hungry.

These things were not native to Grandis. Though no one revealed that a dungeon had appeared, many of them already knew this was the case. They were not stupid and neither were they dumb enough to risk their lives for what was already lost.

She understood this mindset and did not blame them for being afraid and commended those that still wished to cling onto the hope of seeing their families. Or at least hoped to reach Brandar.

“But the timing makes this precarious.”

As if hearing Nav’s concern, Cara joined Frost’s side and spoke.

“You can feel it too, right? A Plague is brewing. It’d be left to rot as a Corrupted Zone in another month’s time and still see no signs of help. Thanks to Grandis restrictions. It’s out of line for me to say this but –”

She turned to Frost and took the same respectable stance, puffing out her chest.

“Thank you for stepping down to help. If not for us, then for them.”

“My moral compass wouldn’t allow me to abandon them.” Frost assured. “A Plague, hmm.”

“It is the proliferation phase. Dungeons can be seen as living entities to some extent as a result. At least for the Crimson Hunger. Afterwards, they reach the Corrupted Zone classification. It becomes indistinguishable from a Corrupted’s domain and becomes something akin to the Black Forest.”

So the Impuritas origin and the Corrupted have things in common. But the dungeon as an entity doesn’t make sense to me at all. Frost admitted, finding it hard to wrap her mind around a living complex.

But if the flesh-like theme of the Hungry was anything to go by, then she could understand why it would appear like a living organism. The image of living walls of pulsating flesh caused her to begin producing thin strands of string from her fingertips.

She deeply inhaled, masking her rage poorly as all Demi-humans and the Scarlet Logic erected themselves further, their instinct screaming at them.

Frost did not truly understand the true extent of the dangers ahead. But if there was anything to go by; the largest risk was losing these people.

The people that planned to surrender and return to Grandis by daybreak made this easier, but what about the others that remained? The slaves? The people who couldn’t fight?

She gave an inquisitive look to Cara and Usa, and then to Fran. The silence was telling. Everyone partially knew what she was going to say next. The tamer walked up and straightened himself out in utmost respect beside Usa before the Captain rose to her feet and spoke.

“The valley will no longer be safe. We have two options; push forward and defend these people to the best of our abilities or abandon them. Send them back to Grandis. With you here I believe we can push through! If… if it does become a Plague, then it just becomes a matter of wiping everything out, right?”

They’re relying on me. Nav… this thing WILL turn into a Plague, won’t it?

“There is no guarantee, but it is likely.”

Murphy’s Law will absolutely fuck us. I know that much.

“What can go wrong, will go wrong. Knowing our chain of luck when encountering the Corrupted, we may face trouble ahead. What will you do Frost?”

Fight. I am not going to allow them to stay in Grandis. Jury’s also still asleep. We can’t move during the night, can we? These things are most active at night.

“Imagine the entirety of Brandar beyond the walls of the Nex Megalopolis swarming with these, among other creatures like the Pages, the Gears, the Animals and the Hearts.”

And these things are commonly hunted by Adventurers. By parties I’m guessing, not a rag-tag bunch like us. Alright. ALRIGHT.

Frost steeled herself and spoke with a voice matching her grandeur appearance.

“Entrust the destruction of the Crimson Hunger infestation to me. In return, I trust that you will protect them.”

“With as many lives as we can muster! We’ll return again and again!” Cara spoke through clenched teeth, raising a heavily bandaged hand to her chest. It was slightly larger than the other now that Frost had a closer look.

It didn’t appear swollen or injured. It was simply unsymmetrical.

Nav… they sound like they don’t die at all.

“It may be related to Scarlet Logic’s technology. It is unknown what this is exactly.”

Hm.

“Everyone! As you’ve heard, danger lurks ahead!” Frost announced, unable to hide this truth as all eyes fell onto her. She walked past the shoulders of these three and presented herself before the others. “You’ve seen my strength. My powers to fight against foes unreachable by normal people. But I have also displayed my inability to protect you all. That’s why – I want you all to make your choice now. I promise you defend you with my life, but you must also arm yourself. To protect each other like they are your own. We are threatened by a Hungry infestation ahead.”

They were gripped with emotion.

“So… will you stay to see the light shine over Divas Pass with us, or will you return to Grandis? There is no shame in wanting to live. No shame in being afraid.” Frost’s voice softened towards the end. “No one here has the right to judge you.”

We face an unknown threat. I don’t want to lie and tell them that things will be perfect. They’re aware of my limitations. There is only one of me in the end.

Unsurprisingly, the slaves didn’t budge. They had no one else to rely on. No where else to go. Fear could not grip their hearts, for they were greased with the tragedy of their pasts. They could only walk forward on these bloodied paths hand-in-hand with each other.

The Adventurers were wary. Frost’s words pushed away at least half of them to one side along another two Patrons. In the end, they were left with a dozen of the original 50 that initially tagged along since the very beginning.

They had lost much during their travels. So many of which she never knew the names of.

“… we wish you farewell. Whatever happened to them… I at least wish you can spare them from those Hungry.” One of the leaving Patrons sincerely begged from the bottom of their heart, clutching at the reins of the horse in pain. “Those fuckers… eat everything… become one with everything… everyone’s already dead. Avenge them. Please… avenge them.” They nearly broke down.

“Why do the deities sleep on the people here in Grandis? What did people like us do wrong? Nothing… We didn’t do anything.” Another question Their anger did not go unnoticed. But they retained the capacity to hold their tongue against Frost, knowing that she did not mind the taste of blood.

Frost didn’t know how to answer that. Her silence caused the man to choke up and surrender. The reason why she didn’t say a word was because her feathers did not ruffle.

She didn’t exactly know the entire situation in Grandis. They had only travelled through a very small section of it.

“That’s it then… let’s go. There is no hope for us beyond here. Grandis be damned. Those monsters spilled over the borders and killed our families. The King of Puritas was right… there are no deities. Only impurities.” They bordered the caravans, saying not another word before they departed.

In their absence, Frost turned to the those that remained.

“Calfasio. Hellen. Alice… and you, old man?” She called out the only non-combatants of the group, aside from the slaves.

“A rackety sack of bones won’t see much action with the Hungry.” He laughed.

“You decided to be buried in flesh than 6 feet in soil?” Furio jabbed.

“I wish to see this to the end. I’m curious is all. I’ve seen many things in my long life. I want to see something spectacular at least before I pass.” He knew he was going to die and accepted this as his final resting spot. “Like a candle. They burn the brightest when they’re about to fizzle out.”

“A candle…” Calfasio repeated this for some reason.

“We’re all candles, wouldn’t you say!?”

“Shut up meat shield. Battle-axed woman, use him.” Furio growled.

“It’s Anna! Know my name at least!”

To be fair… I’ve referred to her as the battle-axed woman for some time now. At least they seem to ‘get’ it. That tomorrow might be their last. I don’t want them to be afraid. It’d rather they fought with the conviction to live. So…

Frost pulled a giant, bladed feather of the Righteousness before their very eyes. It hardly cut into her flesh as she began to weave steel strands around the base, creating a handle. But she knew that this could quite easily dismember any one of these people if mishandled.

As well as their upcoming foes.

“Nilhinid…?” Usa questioned from behind.

Intrigue filled them as she presented it like a blade and handed it over to the fox-eared woman.

“No one is going in unarmed. As you know, you cannot rely on me to protect you. That’s why I want you all you take my armaments to protect each other. And… to protect Jury for me.” Frost announced as the woman took the blade.

It was light. Incredibly light for its size and the strength it boasted. Even a frail woman like her was able to wield it with ease. It would also help to combat their fatigue if the battle stretched on.

“What kind of a weapon is that? A Corrupted weapon?” Usa questioned.

“Partially. It has no anomalous properties like one, but it is sourced from a fallen Corrupted.” Frost revealed, causing the Fox-woman to brandish her weapon beneath the stars in reverence.

“Woah… T-thank you. I promise… to meet your expectations.”

“I just want you to survive. All of you. Don’t do anything heroic.” Frost smiled her as she prepared another weapon.

“Mhm. Thank you!”

“A fallen Corrupted…? Which one? There’s plenty in Grandis. I can think of 5 that are bird-related, including the Dozen Winged Bird.” Fran, the tamer, curiously asked.

Frost grinned and looked towards the caravan containing Jury. She felt like she could hear her heartbeat as she closed her eyes and passed this weapon on to the next person.

“The One Thousand Eyed Bird. I’m sure you’re aware of the tale of the Black Forest.”

            

    
        59. Preparation at the Table

    
    
    
    
                Preparations were made that night. Arming these people with the feathers of the Righteousness was the first step. It was stronger than the standard issued weapons the Dawn Collection Team possessed save for the Manager’s and the Captain’s.

The Tamer was also given one of these. They were skilled in combat like any other Scarlet Logic personnel, but their wolves were rather… unreliable for combat. Running was their greatest strength.

The second step was turning the accumulated feathers of the Witnesses into protective gear. Frost was by no means a craftsman and fumbled as she tried to thread her steel string through the metal feathers, linking them like chainmail. It was crude and rudimentary, but to the others these vests were a Godsend.

However, Flesh Clots were capable of a maximum of 300 ATT. With the HP of the slaves and the non-combatants in the 100s, the 40 DEF these provided was hardly beneficial. That’s why she wove other acquired feathers into them.

The pale feathers of the Innocents were useless as they provided near 0 DEF. The black feathers whether from the Accusers, the Witnesses, and the One Thousand Eyed Bird itself were much the same. However – the golden feathers that lined the bird’s innards were of value.

Just weaving a couple into their wear caused the 40 DEF to jump as high as 150. Because not all attacks would deal the maximum damage, Frost had finally given them what was the equivalent to a ‘one-hit-protection’ mechanic, meaning they had a second chance to live if attacked.

The Scarlet Logic forces implemented this into their wear. They were like a flock of flightless birds heading straight into the nest of a beast. But unlike the healers of the past, they did not seek salvation. They wished to live. To preserve. To emerge victorious.

With only a few hours before daybreak; the entire group formed a circle as Cara scraped her blade into the bedrock, drawing up a map of Divas Pass. The city was rather large and was home to a population of 70,000.

The 21,000 deaths was merely the number killed by Iscario alone. As for the others they were left stranded in the ruins to fend for themselves against the Hungry.

All of the near 50,000 were considered dead.

The city itself could be separated into 3 distinct rings.

There was the outer layer which was likely untouched. It was here where the group would find refuge. In the event that the infestation became a Plague, the valley was most certainly going to be swarmed by hundreds of emerging Crimson Hunger. Therefore, these mostly in tact ruins were the safest place to garrison.

The middle layer was expected to hold the highest concentration of the Crimson Hunger and was essentially the most dangerous place. From what Cara described; it was a gruesome place where flesh was plastered over every surface. She noted that these people were likely… alive while in that state, but they were better off considered dead.

No amount of healing could reverse their tragic fate. They were transformed at a biological level. Healing magic would only worsen this.

Frost had a vague idea of what to expect and left her emotions to brew until daybreak.

As for the flattened ruins of the city center – it was where the main mass of the Hungry resided.

Destroying the inner mass was vital in defeating the infestation, which had already begun to weave its surroundings to its whims. This was called the Heart. Everyone else was tasked only to survive, while Frost appointed herself the responsibility of defeating this. It was a rather simple plan.

Simple because Frost was not the one who planned the majority of their advancements. All she had to do was fight the infestation. Alone. The others just needed to survive. That’s why she appointed the Manager to lead the others.

Why her?

Because of her experience. Despite the tribulations Frost had faced, her experience and knowledge paled in comparison to this woman. From what she understood from Nav, Managers were the highest rank in any Scarlet Logic Team and required nearly decades worth of combat experience before one could reach such a position.

They did not necessarily need to be strong. They just needed to know the best course of action. Furthermore, there was the problem with Jury and the cat-eared girl. Both were still fast asleep. No matter where she pinched or how hard she shook them, the two did not budge.

The caravans moved again.

The skies became scarlet as the stars steadily faded away. When the light returned the found themselves only an hour away from reaching Divas Pass now. The Scarlet Logic forces moved in their separate caravans. They moved in a great line like an advancing army.

Usa found herself in the company of Frost and the others inside of Via’s caravan. The reason why Frost brought her there was to squeeze some information from this one. She seemed willing to talk.

In the meantime, she caressed over Jury’s head as the other women watched over the cat-eared girl. Everyone was on edge, and the soft snores of these two somehow eased their hearts.

“A-Apostle. Slayer of Corrupted! Did you want to talk to me alone? I’m sorry if I’m not cut out to be a Captain. Things happened and I winded up in this position.” Usa suddenly apologized. The tension must have gotten to her.

“It’s fine. I don’t meddle with the affairs of other Ateliers. You should look after yourself.”

“What? Oh. You’re… really funny. Haha. Us? Scarlet Logic? Beholder Marduk would probably kill you for saying that. I mean! N-Not that it’s a threat or anything!” She suddenly stood up, wincing in pain before the caravan rocked her back down. “Ugh… Usa here! Captain of the Dawn Collection Team!”

“Calm down. You’re a Scarlet Logic Captain.” Frost spoke calmly as the girl stared at Jury, almost in fear.

Yeah, she’s definitely not disciplined like them. How did she become a Captain?

“Likely because of her skill. Perhaps an affinity for Atelier magic.”

What a lousy criteria…

“Is there something wrong with my friend?” Frost asked.

“That’s… no, she’s not the 11th Apostle. We would’ve been dead already. Remember the last Atelier war? Or… maybe not. It was only against the 11th Branch and us. You guys were assigned here in Grandis since the start I heard.”

Ah. So she’s afraid of Jury’s mantle. The grey feathers are worn by Galia’s 11th Apostle. I didn’t think the Ateliers would fight each other.

“Proxy wars are more common than you think. The Ateliers exist like giants on thin ice. No one wants to overstep their boundaries, lest they all fall. And neither does anyone want to step on another’s toes. But sometimes it is unavoidable.”

And the Ateliers made a city together. Beautiful. Frost mentally sighed with immense sarcasm. Nav. Any idea on what’s wrong with Jury? We’re… almost at Divas Pass.

“Unknown. It is likely to be caused by the Library in her dreams.”

Frost could only stare at the sleeping face of her closest friend. There was no telling what was going on, and it frustrated her that she couldn’t do anything to help. The problem with the infestation was already enough for her.

“Usa.”

“Yes! Reporting!”

“Have you heard of the Library? The one that appears in people's dreams?”

“No… No I haven’t.” Her ears drooped for some reason.

Her guess is as good as ours. Tch. I can’t carry Jury with me and fight. That’s my problem. I have to leave her in their care. My feathers have been rustling every time they speak. Plus, this isn’t a situation where we can afford to doubt each other.

“Frost… will we be alright?” Hellen had to ask, clutching onto Alice’s hand tightly.

“Usa here will look after you. She’s from one of the Ateliers of the Nexus. A servant of a deity.” She announced, causing the pink-haired bunny-woman to raise her ears proudly.

“What can I say? 3 Rep. cycles in only my first year of officially becoming a Dawn Team member. You can’t even tell that I’m all that different from my last iterations!”

“Uhuh. Because that makes sense to us.” Another Demi-human uttered. “Do… all the Ateliers just fight?”

“Uh… no? I don’t think so. You got one that makes weapons, and another that has a train that goes straight to hell. But I like to think we’re the most normal. A-apart from you Justica Arms people!”

Those two sound like complete polar opposites. A train that goes straight to hell makes no sense at all. And isn’t she saying this too casually? Everyone can hear her.

“Please do not ask me. I have no idea either.”

Frost shut her eyes and softly sighed.

“I like to think that no one’s normal. At all. Usa. I want you to watch over these two for me.” She motioned to the sleeping duo.

“They’re almost comatose. You said you met with a Wandering Healer. I wonder if they were administered Serum S.”

“And if they were?” Frost inquired.

“Well, that’s frankly impossible since no one’s survived Infusion S in the last 20… y… years… hey… A-Apostle?”

“I’ll ask again. And if they were?”

“They inevitably become a Moon or higher! Leave them to me!” Usa exploded. “Alright! I’ll die as many times as you want to get them back!”

“You don’t have to die –”

“A fourth time won’t matter! I just have to prove I’m better than this iteration of me!”

Huh?

Frost tried to make sense of this throughout the duration of the hour. They spoke like they really could just return from the dead. Knowing the absurdness of Elysia and the technologies of the Beholders; she could not help but to suspect that this was the case.

            

    
        60. Crimson Hunger: Infestation

    
    
    
    
                Before long, the caravans took a sharp turn at the end of the valley and arrived at their destination.

The city was built at the mouth of the valley, overlooked by two massive mountains faces.

Its defensive walls which reached from either ends of the mountains were destroyed, felled by countless landslides due to Iscario’s use of Infusion S. The city was huge, containing countless ruined homes. Since they approached from an elevated position, they could see the entirety of the city.

And consequently, the extent of the destruction.

“… Ignis…” Calfasio mourned, clutching at the pendant by his chest.

“Don’t look dear…” Hellen begged.

The entire outermost regions appeared like they had stood the test of time, completely weathered and cracked. But that was hardly the worst part. A couple roads inwards saw the city turn a bright red. Flesh tangled itself across the bricked streets, spreading themselves thin as if alive. Walls, structures, everything in the middle area had flesh growing on them, each with countless eyes but with no mouth.

The Flesh Clots could be seen roaming these places, as did other creatures. Worm-like monsters flailed at anything that moved. They didn’t even wriggle like one. They moved as if electrocuted, flinging themselves in random directions, smashing straight through walls.

Strands of thin sinew could be seen being strung in alleyways by a slug-like, gooey creature. The trail it left behind stuck to the ground like glue. But Frost knew that it was gore and felt sick to her stomach.

In the center of it all was a vast, flattened urban area that only saw the bulging mass of countless eyes and meat. Tendrils anchored it into place, keeping it suspended meters into the air. It was huge. Perhaps 20 meters in size all around. It pulsated madly, and Frost felt like she could hear the combined woes of tens of thousands of people, melded into a singular vibration.

The caravans stopped.

This was their last stop now. Brining them in would only serve to be a detriment. Therefore, they had to leave everything behind. One of the wolves carried Jury on their back. These things could easily outrun anything and was the safest place for her to remain. It was also where all non-combatants remained, including the cat-eared girl.

“It’s horrible. We… we have to enter?” Jaris suddenly grew cold feet.

“It is on the verge of becoming a Plague. Everything outside is going to be at its mercy. We’re safest inside.” Via reminded. “Frost. We’re counting on you as always.”

“Go get them Frost!”

“Please… avenge them!”

“Ignis… Please be safe. Please… I’m begging you.”

“… leave it to me. Don’t do anything to get yourselves into trouble. All of you. I promise to end this as quickly as possible.” Frost vowed and was about to leave but Cara suddenly stopped her.

“Wait. If you see anyone still alive, please kill them. End their suffering.” She wanted to beg.

“There is no way to save them?” Frost remained unmoving, but within her chest was an unquenchable flame.

She was so close to reaching the First State.

“Justica Arms wouldn’t understand because you don’t fight these things often. See the flesh? Not everyone dies when caught by the Hungry. They become material for it. Monsters forced to live as abominations.”

“Indeed. Many of the survivors are technically ‘alive’. However, I believe we cannot call that existence as living.”

It was here where Frost’s heart plunged into a sea of flames.

“Do you believe in the soul? I like to think that we are all up here, and what’s here matters little.” Cara pointed to her head, and then to her chest. “Kill everything you find. We’ll have Furio incinerate the place. I would have wanted it.”

Frost despised having to kill people just to save them. But she did not understand their suffering enough to realize that death was more merciful than the fate that awaited them. She knew this, but she actively tried to ignore it. An emotional storm brewed as a result.

Everyone instinctively backed away as she took a step forward to Usa and drew her close to Hellen. She grabbed the woman’s hand and placed it onto the bunny-woman’s shoulder at the same time she casted [Greater Healing].

“You have a healer!?” Usa exclaimed.

“Ah –” Hellen was about to speak, but she quickly realized Frost’s intentions and remained silent.

“We do, but she just received her affinity recently. Her mana is extremely limited, so please do not rely on her healing.” Frost explained before releasing them both. “I’ll hope to see you all again. Even you Dawn Team. Don’t die on me.”

“If it’s your will, then very well then. I’ll try to look out for my life just this once.” Cara said with a grin as Frost turned her back to them.

“And please… look after Jury –”

“You’ve said that a hundred times already!” Usa yelled.

“I mean it. She’s everything to me.” Frost gave one last glance over her shoulder and could not be prouder of the people who made it this far. “All of you better be standing there the next time I look back.”

As soon as she launched herself forward with great speed – a choir of cheer rallied her burning heart.

“GOOOOOO!”

“BEAT THEM FROST!”

“EAT THE HUNGRIES!”

“Thank you for everything!”

The trail was long, but her speed made it feel quite short. Her AGI had increased since devouring the Listening Bird and sat exactly at 65. Many of her Professions had also seen improvements, and the most notable one was Brawler which was on the verge of hitting its second milestone.

Many things awaited at the end of this encounter. The most important fight was upon them at the break of dawn. The skies moved from scarlet, to pink and finally, to a golden orange. She broke into the city with the flames of her heart now fully encasing her.

It was time to manifest her newest Corrupted form.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to The First State >

< Listening Bird is the only Corrupted Available >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the Listening Bird >


Her hair grew out almost instantly, fluttering behind her like long ribbons. It became greyer towards the end as unknown characters which only she could understand faded in and out into existence all around her body. She took a finger to her mouth and bit deep enough to draw blood as she passed through the many ruined streets, avoiding the rubble that littered every step of the way.

And when she finally reached the fleshy-like middle section of the city, she finally manifested as the Listening Bird.


< The First State has manifested as the Listening Bird >


 

< ACTIVE: Dismissed Confession >

< PASSIVE: Unlying Tablet >


 

She spilled her blood along the way. The blood coagulated and transformed into various characters before sinking into the ground. In that moment, giant crimson slabs emerged and began to hum their tune. But it was not ominous like that of the Listening Birds. It was triumphant, like a choir.

These were connected to her much like her eyes, and to her surprise – they were capable of casting whatever magic she had prewritten upon them. Now that she realized this, it was likely how Sinless Repent was frequently used by the Listening Bird.

This is an incredible passive skill!

Frost cut deeper into her hand, bleeding herself as much as possible to create as many healing Unlying Tablets as possible. And much like a limb, she could target those within its limited range at her own discretion.

“Unlying Tablet. With your strange way of combat, I can imagine the possibilities in the future.”

So can I!

Flesh Clots roamed these areas easily in the hundreds, as did various other Impuritas monsters; of both Appetizer and Main Course. All the Appetizers had similar stats, whereas the Main Course enemies were elevated into the 40s and above.
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These were but a few of the creatures that existed here.

Her heart wracked wildly as she began to pummel and devour these hideous creatures. Her speed made it impossible for them to keep track of her, and their HP was too pitiful for them to last after a single strike. Gore exploded from their bodies. Giant crabs made from crimson goop crawled over only to have its glass-like shell shatter at the seams, spilling its noxious innards over the ground.

They tried to swarm her all at once, but she easily maneuvered her way through, swooping past their ranks as she used every part of her body to take them down. But brawling with them was hardly effective in the long run. She pushed on towards the city center, meeting immense resistance from the Crimson Hunger, whether it be the slug-like monsters, the ‘noodles’ or walls of flesh.

These things were painfully weak to someone like her. The Midnight Dragon Team were made up of those level 200s, which were likely to be even stronger than herself. And yet they turned a blind eye to all these poor souls, which had become one with these monstrosities.

Every single Crimson Hunger she killed meant that a person also died. The notion of only being able to free them from this nightmare through death fueled her rage she carved her way towards the center of the city, screaming out profanity after profanity.

Structures fell in her wake, with ruins toppling and kicking up debris. She punched straight through brickwork walls, layered on either side with flesh. Each punch was one filled with boundless rage not towards the monsters themselves, but to the Ateliers who failed to save them.

“If they’re so strong then why do they refuse to help people like these!?” She roared.

Every bite was filled with the same iron taste of blood. Emotion rapidly built as a result.

“Do the Blessed know how much people suffer below them!?”

Perhaps. Perhaps not. But ignorance was no excuse. Not for those that lived within the safety of the Nexus. She turned to its direction, tanking various hits from these creatures as she yelled out at the top of her lungs, becoming increasingly emotionally unstable.

“WHY WON’T ANYONE HELP THEM!?”

Frost lamented. She lamented that such unfairness existed.

And so, as she reached the clearing in the center of the city, clambering over the rubble of countless homes and came face to face with the massive amalgamation of flesh –

– She finally manifested Judgement.


< The First State Has Manifested as Judgement >


< UNIQUE: Sinless Repent >

< Therefore, we must expose our inner selves for the world to see >

< Transform the most silent into a Confessor >

< Cost: 10,000 MP after first use. The first use is free >


 

The 20-meter behemoth throbbed with every available muscle. It bled profusely from unopened wounds as thousands of eyes stared back at her. She could not wait until she hit the Second State to eradicate this creature.

And from its health alone, she’d make quick work of it. But it was odd. There was no Arbiter’s Trumpet, even though Nav estimated its difficulty was Monsoon or lower. Additionally, it had health comparable to the One Thousand Eyed Bird – an Eternal Night Corrupted.

“Just what the hell are you Impuritas anyway!?”

“Unknown… but this is strange. It has the flavor text of a Corrupted, yet it is not a Corrupted itself. What the Impuritas implies is unknown. May we both come to understand them in combat.”
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“It’s the only way we’re going to understand anything in this damned world!”

            

    
        61. A Diseased Heart for the Main Course

    
    
    
    
                A living system. Upon seeing the amalgamation of flesh, she realized the meaning of a dungeon being ‘alive’. She did not know if other dungeons contained a fleshy Heart just like this, pulsating and quivering as if pumping invisible blood to the Crimson Hunger that engulfed the city.

Frost quickly went to work. She scrambled over the mounds of rubble and flesh that stared back, trampling over them as she made her way to the closest anchor point. These giant, crimson anchors were attached to various tall buildings, monuments, and statues.

“It’s too high for us to reach, so we first have to bring it down to our level!” Frost exclaimed, opting to shout to maintain her heightened emotions.

“Relay the situation to me. This Heart is suspended, no? I believe your course of action is our best shot. However, be prepared for its defenses!”

“I had a feeling it wouldn’t be as easy as being our punching bag!”

Using her immense strength, she scaled up a three storied home, sinking her fingers deep into its flesh-coated walls. Blood instantly poured from the wounds as something nibbled on her fingers, attempting to devour her. But little did they know was that there was no greater devourer than the Amalgam herself.

“Are these made out of people!? All of it!?”

“Not all of it! Some of it comes from an unknown place, but the majority is. The Crimson Hunger grows in two ways – the first is time, and the second is through accumulated biomass. Most dungeons grow through a similar manner, much like how the Pages transform people into books to expand its territory!”

Huh!? Into what!?

“BOOKS!”

She thrusted herself up and cleaved through the meter-thick web-like anchor, causing the walls to suddenly implode as she was thrown off the building. Her landing was far from clean, but her inhuman strength allowed her to tank the fall considerably well.

The Heart vibrated with the woes of countless thousands as if in pain. These vibrations ran through the very marrows of her bones as she swiftly moved towards the next anchor point.

However, the Infested Heart finally acted, likely seeing her as a threat to its existence now. Pores suddenly opened from the base of the amassed flesh. Dozens of giant Flesh Clot-looking creatures fell with a hideous thump before tentacles suddenly sprouted from their surfaces, flailing towards her general direction.
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They were larger than her. Slower, but their tentacles were able to extend a few meters forward. She paid them little attention as she reached the base of a tall stone monument and began clambering over to the top.

It was also here where she finally used Dismissed Confession. She targeted the heart itself and watched it ravenously writhe as she placed 50 stacks of Confession on it. However, the creature did not speak. It had no mouth to speak in the first place. But even so, she could feel the vibrations strengthen, and as she threw herself up to cleave the overstretched mass of flesh, she used it again.

“Nav, you can hear everything I can! Are you able to decipher what it’s trying to say!?” She yelled as the rode the collapsing statue, hopping onto the nearby rooftops as she moved from flesh-infested roof to roof.

“It’s has no mouth to speak! It is no Corrupted either, so we cannot hear or read its inner voice!”

“You say that like the girl was a Corrupted!”

“That was an anomaly. I cannot for the cold, inanimate life of me understand why we were able to hear her voice.”

“Tch! I’ll try those Macro Clumps then!”

She moved around from building to building with dexterity that only few could ever dream of possessing, taking damage over time that she absolutely refused to heal. Reaching the Second State was far more important. She had skills locked away that could eliminate her range disadvantage.

Sinless Repent was also likely to have the same effect, and she would rather use it on something capable of speech. That way she could unravel more of this insanity.

Another anchor point lodged on the side of a building was sliced, causing its walls and windows to suddenly give way, causing shrapnel of gore and material to shower the world.


Infested Heart | HP: 244,600


Her hair steadily grew redder over time. With another target in sight, she instantly inflicted Dismissed Confession onto one of the slow, chasing Macro Clumps.

It seized moving in an instant, its tentacles plunging themselves deep into the ground as it reared its body towards the Infested Heart. This was not because of the effects of Dismissed Confession. Its RESIST stat was high enough to completely shrug it off. However, what it couldn’t shrug off was the 2,000 magic damage it just took.

Having no MAG DEF left it vulnerable to magic attacks. But at the same time, Frost didn’t have much magic skills going for her to capitalize on their weakness. In the end her greatest was her body as always.

Seeing that they could not catch up, the Infested Heart opened its pores again and summoned even more round, clumped flesh to fight for it. Though these were not the same as the Macro Clumps which sought to consume her.
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These things were different. They had the shape of a Macro Clump and a Flesh Clot, but they were suspended in a strange, blood-like goop. As slow as they were, they seemed to have a strategy in mind because they did not mindlessly chase after her. Rather, they went straight to the anchor sites and began spraying the air with a fine, red mist.

“Toxic meatball!? Any idea what it does!?”

“It continuously releases a noxious gas into its surroundings to harm foreign invaders of the Infestation!”

“Huh!? Why the fuck does it sound like you’re describing an immune response!? Wait a second… Macro Clumps giving chase to devour, and an Angered Clump using toxins. What kind of a sick parody of the body is this!?” She yelled, only now realizing this.

Her medical background allowed her to see these connections rather quickly. If the Flesh Clots were neutrophils, and the Macro Clumps were macrophages – then the Angered Clump was undoubtedly a natural killer cell.

It would explain the use of toxins rather than trying to straight up devour her. Understanding this, she grew wary of the Macro Clumps all of a sudden. Aside from devouring foreign bodies, they were also known to ‘present’ them to more specialized response units.

Although she doubted that they’d be able to capture her, let alone catch her long enough for this process to occur. There was no other evidence that led her to this train of thought. She just linked what she witnessed according to her field of knowledge.

“The Plague has a similar process to what you’re thinking! Incredible… your knowledge of the body is ill known here!”

“I’d be fucking surprised if anyone here understood this! How long until this thing becomes a Plague!?”

“Any moment I’m afraid! The largest factor when becoming a Plague is the amount of material it has accumulated. It was only a matter of time with the 50,000 it devoured.”

“So where’s the help from the damned Nexus!? They’ll even let this thing turn into a Corrupted Zone right at the borders of Brandar!” Frost spat as she quickly approached the next set of anchor points, heading straight into the red mist without a second thought.

The reason why she so confidently wandered in was not just because of her immense HP pool, but also because she had been looking at the status screen as she approached. Seeing no abnormalities arise save for the drop in her HP, which fell at around 1 every 5 seconds, made her realize that these were indeed mimicking natural killer cells.

Except that these had some fragment of intelligence. But it was strange. Normally these cells attacked their own but considering everything here was made of flesh – they were all probably one in the same to begin with.

Frost was the impurity in their eyes. The infected abnormality in within its twisted nest.

She reached into the Angered Clump, meeting zero resistance. Given its size, her hand was unable to reach the very core of this creature. But that was not needed.

[Double Punch].

Her MAG ATT was currently 750. The attack caused the core within to crack and bleed right before she finished it off with yet another Double Punch before quickly severing the next anchor, chomping down onto its warm flesh.

The cycle repeated for the next 4 anchors as she decided to bite away at the goop surrounding one of the Angered Clumps before devouring its slimy core. Unfortunately, she did not gain any abilities from these creatures. The Macro Clumps likely didn’t either, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

She went out of her way to allow one to ensnare her hand. To the creature’s surprise, it was not her that was ensnared. She towed it with her and swung it around like a giant mace, smashing it onto the ground before she pounced at it. Her speed and foresight allowed her to easily avoid its rabid attempt to ensnare her, and before it even realized it, she was close enough for it to devour her whole.

Its mouth opened revealing an unholy pink chamber filled with writhing appendages, ready to tear her apart. Hers also opened, revealing a normal set of pale teeth and with only a single chomp – the creature perished. She took its body along for a ride and ate at it, slurping up the tentacles like…

Fucking noodles.

“They don’t have anything useful at all!?” She cried, frustrated that these things were completely useless to her.

“It is neither a characteristic ability or skill. Their functions are all grounded at a biological level. It would be like expecting to grow the feathers of the denizens of the Black Forest after consuming them.”

“You’d think you’d be able to as the Amalgam. I might be mistaking it for mimicry!”

That you are.

“C’mon… there’s another eight of those anchors left! It’s already beginning to sink!”

Indeed. The Infested Heart steadily drooped with each anchoring web of flesh she severed. It was not long before cracks began to form along the ruined structures as they struggled to keep its sheer mass suspended. She expected it to take immense damage as soon as it fell.

A howl similar to that of the groans of a suspension cable echoed throughout the city.

“Nav, how does environmental damage scale?”

“It depends entirely on how it is implemented. Using a tree branch to skewer someone may do more damage depending on where it hits and will certainly do more damage than the person who playfully shoved them.”

“What a morbid explanation. You never fail to impress me!”

“It was a simple explanation. Has your emotions gotten the better of you?”

“Not yet if I can still speak to you like this!”

Frost pushed onwards to finish this thing off, severing another two of the anchors. Each one caused it to sink a little further, causing the world to quake as the vibrations grew loud enough to cause her vision to wane slightly.

And then, after one more anchor was severed – the entire thing collapsed into itself with a grand thud. The ground tremored as ruined structures collapsed, causing a chain reaction to occur throughout the city. Its immense mass was a detriment to itself. Its flesh split open, revealing countless more eyes within and giant organs in an arrangement that barely made any sense to her.


Infested Heart | HP: 90,200


A shallow sea of blood pooled in the crater as Frost rushed in to finish the task, preparing everything she had to lay down a fury of fists until it perished. She let loose of a war cry, attempting to further heighten her emotions.

However, one could never forget about Murphy’s Law. Particularly for someone like Frost who was roped into this world, chained to its whims, and plunged knee-deep into is madness. It was always lingering in the back of her mind, and she did believe she could have at least ended this before its inevitable transformation into a Plague.

But she was wrong.

What can go wrong, WILL go wrong, most certainly at the worst possible time. Thinking about it now as the world seemingly went slow; perhaps the transformation was due to it perceiving her as a severely dangerous threat.

Whatever the case was – the inevitable happened.

The reason why time slowed was because Solemn Counter activated as she saw towering spires of flesh reach for the skies, bursting through the ground beneath. She threw herself back just in time to avoid these towers, which rose to a hundred meters into the air.

“We were too late…”

“Ugh! Nav! Are the others going to be fine!?”

“The roaming creatures will be much the same! But from here on out new creatures are going to emerge from the Heart! Be wary Frost! They possess similar mechanics to the biology of the human body!”

“In what fucking sense!? T and B cells to fight me off!? Fucking antibodies!?”

“Exactly that!”

As Frost went back and forth with Nav, she failed to realize what this truly entailed. She quickly spun up her strings and began to create a rudimentary barrier around the massive creature as its innards churned through its torn flesh.

And from it – emerged bipedal creatures made from flesh; their organs rearranged as if they were made in a poor attempt to mimic people, like having cat-ears protruding from their shoulders and tails from their navels, much like umbilical cords.
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Their stats ranged wildly, but most were in the mid-30s. No. They were almost identical to those in the Scarlet Logic. And as dozens of these creatures emerged from the Infested Heart, they all cried out through their lipless mouths.

“MANAGEEEEEEEER!”
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“Nav… what the fuck am I looking at?”

“Antibodies no? The concept should be familiar to you. People caught by the Macro Clumps would have had themselves used as a base to create a specialized creature to fend off any similar threats. Like you for example, and the others. They call this an Abomination, but it is very similar to the mimicry rumor that plagues the City of Spades.”

For the first time in a long while, Frost felt the pressure amount to her. The weight of the world felt like they rested atop her shoulders as her did everything she could to stand up straight.

No matter what adversity stood in her way, she could only keep going forward and devour it. But she’d be lying to herself if she said that she had total faith in defeating it in time before the others perished.

Because a 2,500,000 HP platter would be a very long meal for her.

            

    
        62. A Hideous Dessert

    
    
    
    
                Dungeons very rarely reached this level. The only reason why this was still considered Monsoon was because despite all this; it only required a competent raid team to subjugate. Frost was essentially the only one capable of doing anything here, but now that completely changed.

It’s ATT DEF and MAG DEF stats were unbelievably high. It meant that every single one of her attacks were effectively useless against it; save for her maw. Since the Abominations were slower than herself, she weaved between them and climbed onto the top of the Plagued Heart. From there, it was a matter of chewing through its flesh to her heart’s content.

The towering spires seemed to be connected to it as well, anchoring it permanently into place. Thankfully they were not its appendages, although, that didn’t stop her from planning to take them down.


 

Plagued Heart | HP: 2,486,000


This ordeal was not going to be dealt with any time soon, and these creatures were not the only ones being formed. Among the cries of “MANAGEEEEER!” emerged others, some screaming out names or begging for help with a hideous choir of voices.

It was a meld of male, female, children, and elderly voices – spoken in unison with terror and rage.

“Why are they speaking like that? Is it a vendetta or something? A grudge against certain people!?”

“No. It’s worse than that. As they mimic the bodies of those they capture, however poorly they do, they also retain the last few words spoken by them. What you are hearing is exactly that.”

“MANAGEEEEEER!”

Frost’s heart sunk as she heard them scream out loud again. Nav’s words caused her coat to rustle. It half confirmed that the Scarlet Logic personnel were somehow able to return from the dead, most likely using their Atelier’s technology.

The other explanation was that these were other previous Scarlet Logic forces who had succumbed to the Crimson Hunger, all with their last words being a cry towards their Manager.

They chewed at the air as they hobbled onwards, dragging their limbs behind them. One of their arms were grossly enlarged, wielding a blade made from bone shaped like a crescent.

“Die. Die! JUST DIE!” Frost screamed between mouthfuls, never ceasing her feast as she burrowed deep into the Plagued Heart with her maw alone.

No matter how much she ate the food just magically disappeared, like her stomach was connected to Dimensional Storage. She ate, using her jaw like an excavator as she slurped up its putrid innards to her disgust.


Plagued Heart | HP: 2,450,000


But the tainting of her tastebuds was the least of her concerns. As she gnawed out a cavity large enough for her to slip into – a geyser of blobs suddenly spilled like puss. These creatures flew all over the place, making strange splatting sounds as they fell and melted upon landing.

They were strange critters. Passive, and appeared like traditional fantasy slimes save that these were most certainly made from flesh. They strangely wore weird accessories, such as ears, tails, wings of certain races and the abdomens of the Insectids.

These things were weak. So weak that Frost could have easily ignored them. However – her blood instantly ran colder than ice when she pulled up their statuses.

“What… these are…!”

She immediately stopped devouring the Plagued Heart as more of the Abominations spawned, alongside quadrupedal creatures that very vaguely resembled a fawn, as they were made entirely of rearranged organs and had the misaligned face of a human.

But they hardly shocked her more than the revelation of these slimes.
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“These are undoubtably people caught by the Macro Clumps.”

“They were transformed into these slimes…”

Indeed. Beneath the designated name of Their Bodies were their full, entire names. Then she realized that the accessories they wore were no more than a part of their former selves.

“Why… is this world so fucked up?” She gargled on blood as she grounded her teeth to the point where her gums bled. “No one wants to help anyone. Everyone’s too preoccupied with trying to survive. So then what for does the Nexus exist? The Ateliers? The Beholders…?”

She was lightheaded. Her widened gaze moved towards the escaping Abominations, her pupils contracting to near invisible dots as she tried to find something, anything to justify the inactions of the Nexus.

Nothing. They were irredeemable in her eyes.

“Are these not more horrifying than the CORRUPTED!?”

Her heart wracked wildly. These people were left here to become these things when the Ateliers were capable of saving them. They went from whatever origin they were to the Impuritas. They could not even scream if they wanted to.

She could sense the pain wherever she looked and began to pummel down at the gaping wound of the beast in fury. Then, she leapt from the creature’s back and began to annihilate the Our Body Abominations to keep them at bay as she screamed profanity and curses out at the top of her lungs.

She was now at the verge of entering the Second State.

One final push was needed now. And as she tore through these creatures, evading their bladed swipes and the attempts to bite at her by the quadrupedal variants – she finally used her Unique Skill.

“SINLESS REPENT! CONFESS! TELL ME EVERYTHING YOU KNOW!” She commanded, targeting one of the bipedal creatures as she severed another one’s bladed arm with the swing of her hand.

After briefly attaching it to her strings, she swung it around to marvelous effect, bisecting more than ten at once.

[Sinless Repent].

One of the survivors instantly had its name transform from Our Bodies to Confessor as its eyes suddenly became hollow, and its mouth curved upwards as if laughing. The creature instantly prostrated into the rubble and flesh towards her direction and confessed.


Scarlet Logic Dawn Collection Team Personnel (5)

< Confessor >

< “We died over and over again! Is this even me anymore!? Replication after replication – my body continues to stray away from what it originally was! Scarlet Logic creates us in twos! To fight! For whoever comes out on top! >


 

Frost defended the prostrating Confessor, annihilating all that approached with her fists and jaws. Her swings were wide and aimed primarily against their bladed arms. Taking one in hand, she brandished like a blade.

It served well in extending her reach. She was not proficient in using swords, but there was no skill required when all she had to do was twist her body in one direction. The result left the creatures cleaved in two.


 

< When I am pit against a copy of my former self; why do they cry like I do!? What is the soul when I am here, standing above a mountain of my own smiling corpses!? >


 

“All this insanity… So that’s why Usa reacted that way last night. She fucking died here as well!” Frost roared, annihilating them with ease.

However, her limited movement allowed for the Our Body Abominations to swarm the city in nearly the hundreds, seeking to eradicate all impurities within its territory. She would not be surprised if it breached into the thousands in the next 30 minutes.


< The Hungry are no different from us because they ARE us! I am not a Hungry! I am me! So let me eat! Let me kill the me who believes they are the real me! Let me consume to finally become whole again!” >


“And then she was then brought back… as ‘twos’. So that’s what she meant by defeating her past iteration of herself. Agh…” Frost threw herself back and observed the situation as she tried to make sense of this all.

Replication.

She finally understood the true meaning of replication now. Scarlet Logic possessed a technology that allowed for the creation, or more specifically, the recreation of people, likely preserving their memories in the process. Akin to cloning if her theory was correct.

It explained the strange numbers that appeared right beside their namesakes, meaning the Manager had died 15 times already, and if the confession was anything to go by, then it also explained why her arm was slightly deformed.

Her feathers rustled, and as it confessed, its exact words were written around her in the form of floating symbols. The Confessor repeated this endlessly before it was minced to death by the Abominations as Frost silently stood in a clearing, shocked by the revelation.

These creatures ravenously ate in hopes of becoming who they once were. But Frost knew that was impossible. They were no more than monsters pretending to be who they believed to be, yet she could not help but to believe that those emotions were real.

They were crying out for hope that never existed in the first place.

“Replication… and the Crimson Hunger employs something reminiscent of it. That isn’t a coincidence. The Ateliers… are unreliable. Staying within their Cities… and allowing things like these to exist… outside their walls…” Frost deeply monologued as she could only see red now.

The Confessor likely had a hidden effect because she felt like wielded the emotion of tens of thousands who felt the exact same way.

Their endless hatred and boundless desire for one thing and one thing only – to consume.

Yet it was a controlled rage. But this was not directed towards these Abominations. It was towards the Ateliers. Unfortunately, the Ateliers were too far off for her judgement to reach. Therefore, these creatures would have to bear the full brunt of her power.

There were people she had to save. The Abominations needed to perish.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Second State >

< One Thousand Eyed Bird is the Only Corrupted Available >


 

< Borrowing Active and Passive Skills of the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


< The Second State has manifested as the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


 

< ACTIVE: Prejudice >

< ACTIVE: Biased Verdict >

< PASSIVE: Rightful Ignorance >

< PASSIVE: Fear of Retribution >


Her flowing, grey and black hair grew streaks of white as the all-devouring aura surrounded her. One by one, a thousand stars populated the city skies as she pointed her maw towards their direction and snapped it shut once.

[Prejudice].

Everything before her disappeared when the shadowy maws closed. A shallow chunk was bitten straight out of the Plagued Heart, revealing more of its innards and the slimes. Two of the hundred-meter-tall spires collapsed, crushing streets in their wake as the world turmoiled and sifted.


Plagued Heart | HP: 2,422,000


As Frost fought the Abominations head on, she sent many Judge’s Aid to scour the city in search for the others. She would be a fool to believe that she could defeat this in time. Even with the immense power of Prejudice she’d have to repeat a cycle of devour and attack over an unreasonable 200 times.

Granted, she was more than willing to. It was hardly comparable to the ordeal of dealing with 1,000 of the Hanged Juries. However, she did not have the leisure of time on her side.

The range of control she had over the Judge’s Aids was phenomenal and reached as far as the city’s outer walls before it wavered. Beyond it she saw swarms of Flesh Clots among other Crimson Hunger emerge from the ground beyond, staining it red as they spread the fleshy plague beyond the city’s reach.

Cara was right. The city was ironically the safest place to stay.

Eventually, a few of the golden eyes found traces of battle somewhere in the outermost region of the city. She promptly flew the eyes into the urban complex, dodging rubble and weaving through tight corners before finally reaching what she believed to be a two storied inn.

It had two entrances and saw combat on either end. The Scarlet Logic forces were evenly split as Furio could be seen roaming outside with the Manager, using his flames sparingly.

He seemed to target the wriggling Crimson Hunger. The Entrail Loops, or Noodles as they called were his utmost priority since they were capable of easily destroying walls.

“They’re doing fine right now… thank goodness. But that won’t last long when these things arrive. Think… what the fuck can I do to save them!?” Frost annihilated even more with another round of Prejudice.

Biased Verdict was a rather useless skill in this scenario. The Plagued Heart was already immobile, and the creatures present were weak enough to kill with ease.

That being said – she continued to observe their situation like a watchful owl and dealt with as many of these things that strode in their direction, whilst repeatedly laying down Prejudice after Prejudice like it was only thing she could do.


Plagued Heart | HP: 2,400,000


She moved to the spires now, attempting to remove them all but with each one she felled another just took its place. The desperation kept piling on for she knew that it would only be a matter of time before the others would be met with the full brunt of the Abominations.

And so, she immediately sent every single one of her eyes towards their location, opting to use them like a shield against the Abominations to buy her some time.

The Judge’s Aids slipped into the inn, surprising the Scarlet Logic forces and many of the slaves. The women of her group had to instantly assure them that they belonged to her. She observed the inn, clicking her tongue when she found that Jury was still out cold, whereas the cat-eared girl was now wide awake.

How unfortunate of her to awaken into yet another nightmare.

“Anything else!? NAV!? Any other ideas you can think of!?”

“The strands are futile. Jury is still asleep as well to make matters worse. Manifesting Judgement may be the only way.”

“That can’t be my only avenue to get out of this fucking –!”

Suddenly, a Corrupted skill was used.


< [Remember] >


 

It came from somewhere in the direction she looked in. Then, she heard the faintest snap somewhere in the infested ruins not too far away.


< [Remember] >


 

“It… followed us all the way here?” She said almost in shock. “Who could Our Happiest Moments be taking a photo of? Isn’t Calfasio – Wait!”

And then she realized something.

Calfasio was nowhere to be seen within the inn.

            

    
        63. A Candle and its Flame

    
    
    
    
                Horror.

The Hungry had devoured everything in Divas Pass. Calfasio was surrounded by weeping Adventurers who could no longer handle the grief of their losses. Their families. Their loved ones. Themselves who were stuck in this predicament.

They were all kept hidden within a room upstairs where the sleeping… Demi-human? Demon? Even now Calfasio didn’t know what to call the pale-haired woman.

He looked around and saw the frightened faces of the slaves, and the cat-eared girl who had only just awakened. The shock in her eyes reminded him of Ignis when she realized that she had entered yet another nightmare.

He remembered this inn fondly. Ignis cherished the food here. The sweets from distant lands, the warm milk she would always ask for.

He lamented that he was weak. Weak that he had to travel away in search for his daughter’s happiness than being able to grasp it with his own two hands. He felt like a candle without a flame as he dearly clutched onto his pendant, heartbroken as he prayed to every deity, every God, and every belief there was in Elysia for her safety.

The sounds of bloodshed; the clambering of blades; and the words that Hellen and the others tried to speak to him fell onto deaf ears. Strength was all what one needed to survive. With strength, perhaps even his wife wouldn’t have died when she gave birth to his dear Ignis.

Ignis was everything he had.

I wish I didn’t leave you. If only I had strength. Ignis… Ignis please be alright.

Snap.

The sound of a strange, mechanical sound caught his attention immediately. A highly reflective paper fell into his lap and when he looked up, he saw the one-eyed spider again.

Did you come here to make me feel better? These are supposed photos of my Ignis…?

Snap.

Snap.

Snap.

The spider instantly appeared in front of him now, hidden underneath a small pile of cloth. It moved towards the entrance of the room and left another photo there, right before leaving yet another by the staircase leading to the ground floor where the others fought.

Follow…? Are you telling me to follow you?

Calfasio stood up. All attempts to call him to sit down could only faintly be heard.

“Where are you going? Calfasio? Hello!?” Hellen exclaimed.

“Mister?” Alice whispered.

“Hey! You can’t fight right!? Get the hell back in here! It’s dangerous out there! You saw what happened to a bunch of us earlier… agh. CALFASIO!” The cat-eared woman shouted and was about to chase him down herself until Via intervened.

“Please, leave him be. He just wants to be alone. I know what he’s going through. Believe me. We all have different ways of grieving.” She assured the others.

And though her voice sounded sincere and truthful, he could not help but to feel as if she was following an order. It was unnatural to him, and he believed that Via was trying to encourage him to follow the spider.

The warmth of these pictures grew stronger as he followed them downstairs. He was almost invisible to the others as he slumped his way towards one of the back rooms, finding a window that he could just barely squeeze through. He knew how dangerous it was to leave, but he wanted to see Ignis no matter what.

There was hope in his heart that this spider had found her. That it was leading it straight to her. He toppled and fell over rocks and debris, cutting himself thoroughly on this arduous trip as he watched Furio’s flame lay waste to the Meatballs and Noodles.

Fire magic. How lucky for you to be so strong. With that kind of power, we wouldn’t have had to live in this place. I was always afraid someone would do something horrible to you Ignis. While I was gone… why did I leave again?

Snap.

Snap.

Snap.

That’s right… for your happiness. I wanted you to be the flame to my unlit candle. That’s what you are to me, my dearest Ignis. Ever since we lost her.

“Daddy is coming home… I promise… I’ll be home this time.” Just navigating through the urban ruins exhausted him.

His stamina was laughable. His strength just as pitiful. And his back was hardly reliable for anyone save for his own flesh and blood.

It pained him.

The spider guided him past the dangerous creatures, scouting ahead first then dropping its trail of blank photographs for him to follow. It was a light in his dark world. What a strange creature. Offering a hand to someone like him.

He understood how the healers must have felt when a spider of all things extended their kindness to them. How people as weak as them were offered a place. But there was no place in this world for the weak; for an unlit candle like himself. At least the healers had some use.

His lament steadily became his wrath as he cursed the world for being the way it was. The history of the first advent which laid waste to Atlas, and the events that transpired in Paradise which saw the damnation of Grandis as a whole. And then the persecutions his people conducted which caused innocent people like himself to harbor their sins; punished for things they never did.

He recalled the tale of the Punishing Bird. The one that went around punishing those who committed sins knowing they were wrong. It was a twisted Corrupted because ignorance became one’s greatest ally. How could one be wrong if they didn’t know it was wrong?

Calfasio despised Grandis from the bottom of his heart.

He wished it could all just burn.

Snap.

Snap.

The ground shook as he carefully passed through the fleshy ruins. His wet footsteps only instilled fear in his heart that Ignis had become one of these affronts to everything he knew and loved. He struggled to maintain his pace, panting, and heaving again the world shook once more.

Two of the spires had just fallen. Frost was incredible. She was a being that far surpassed his imagination. Aside from her being somewhat boyish in the way she sat and spoke; it was probably normal for someone of that caliber anyway.

If only he was like that. Maybe Ignis as well.

Snap.

After some time, the spider left one last picture behind. It had miraculously led him back to the entrance of his own home. A couple more spires fell this time, making it difficult to clasp onto the door handle which was still closed shut. In fact, there was not a hint of the fleshy Hungry anywhere to be seen.

Hope returned to him all at once as he pulled out a key and unlocked the door. It creaked open as the light from behind him painted the insides a slight orange hue. Everything was amess.

That’s to be expected after those spires fell.

“Ignis… I’m home! Hello? Darling? Sweetheart? You won’t believe the things that happened!” He was excited.

A smile finally formed on his washed-up face as he scoured the house in search for her.

The kitchen was empty. The living room cleared. The bathroom seeing no signs of life or use for a while. The basement was still full of dry goods, left exactly as he remembered. His room saw nothing at all, except that his blanket was missing.

All that was left was his daughter’s room.

“Ignis. I’m coming in. Don’t mind me.” He said, knocking twice before twisting its frozen, metal handle.

Light shone into the room for what seemed like the first time in months. Red particles floated like dust in the air. The room was completely ruined, the bed ripped apart and the curtains stained with blood.

“I… Ignis…?” His heart then sunk as he looked down towards the base of the window, where the fleshy walls had crept into.

And there, he saw something he wished he hadn’t.

“Ignis…” His voice broke.

Beneath the window still was a head-sized blob.

A blob with cat-like ears and a small tail.

Snap.

Snap.

Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap. Snap.


* * *


“CALFASIO!” Frost called out for the man as she followed the barrage of [Remembers], knowing well that he was the only one that Our Happiest Moments took photos of.

She followed a trail of bloodied footsteps past perilous passaged through the rubble before eventually reaching a house that was somehow barely even touched by the Yearning Flesh. Not even the Abominations passed by here.

But this mystery hardly mattered to her.

“CALFASIO!?” She called again, smashing straight through the wooden door with her shoulder.

She swiftly followed the sound of endless snapshots into a small room. Red mist was everywhere. Blood instantly filled her nostrils as she saw Calfasio standing by the only window in the room with his back turned to her.

“Hey… Hey! Are you ok!? You should be here! Look, I can help you get back! Calfasio… listen. Listen to me! I understand your daughter is not here anymore! Everyone’s hurting right now! But it’ll hurt even more if they lose a friend like you!” She empathized with him, moving to pick up the photographs as she waited for Calfasio to respond.

As she sifted through the photos, she noticed something strange. Half were of Ignis, and the others were of Calfasio. Some even had them both in the same picture.

Why would his own photo be his own happiest moment?

She had to wonder until the man finally turned around, revealing ‘Ignis’ cradled in his arms. The status aside, it was the cat-like ears and the tail that allowed her to identify exactly who it was.

“… fuck… No… I’m so sorry…” Frost instinctively apologized. The shock nearly neutralized her heightened emotions.

Terror. Horror. Sadness. Lament. These emotions swashed in her chest as the light behind her shone over the poor reddish slime in his arms. It quivered in his embrace, as if wishing to cry. But it had no way of doing so.

Calfasio understood this, for this was his daughter. He hugged her tight and hobbled forward into the light.

“Why… does this have to happen to us? What did we do wrong? Was it my fault for leaving her behind?”

“Calfasio…” Frost could not find any words of comfort for him. She could not imagine the sorrow that tore at his heart. “… Bring her with you. I'm sorry for your loss... Let's go. I'll protect you.”

“Why do we need to be protected all the time? If we were just… stronger… then maybe none of this would have had to happen to us. To all of us.” His voice grew deeper, ever filled with lament yet woven between each word was a rage so thick that it suffocated her.

She needed to leave. To bring them back quickly. She could not afford to keep wasting time. However, as she reached out to grab Calfasio by the shoulder –

She pulled her hand away, seeing that her hand was somehow burnt with her foresight.

“What the hell was that!?” She exclaimed. “You – you had fire magic this whole time!?”

This baffled her beyond words. Our Happiest Moments suddenly landed by her shoulder, taking one final photo. It was yet another photograph of the two. But this polaroid was hot.

It seared her fingertips as she wondered what on Earth was going on.

“CALFASIO! Listen – we really should get moving right now –!”


< “Goodbyes left unsaid. Despite our promises I failed us.” >

< “Hey, why did you leave? Why did you leave?” >


 

Frost heard two distinct voices. One belonging to Calfasio, and the other to his daughter Ignis. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. She instinctively retreated as the room steadily grew warmer and warmer.


< “You showed me I was still full of love despite the flame I lacked.” >

< “Without you I could never be.” >


 

The bloodied curtains suddenly caught alight as she felt her blood begin to boil.

Nav… what’s going on? What’s happening to them!?

“Unknown. Unknown. Unknown. Unknown. Could I be malfunctioning? Frost, I do not understand this.”


< In this unfair world that damned us. In this unfair world that demands flames from the flameless.” >

< “What is my name? Papa! Papa! My name!” >


 

Frost’s instincts fired on all cylinders now as she exited the house entirely, watching everything around them catch alight. The Ignis in his hands turned a bright red before flames suddenly ignited from her slime-like being. A wing then suddenly grew from Calfasio’s right shoulder as his body seemingly cracked.

A red, superheated flow of liquid flames course through him like blood.

“NAV! People cannot be Corrupted, right!? That’s not possible, right!?”

“It is impossible! People cannot be Corrupted themselves! If it was so simple, then we’d see countless people become Corrupted themselves! This – this is entirely unheard of! Frost… The Archivist mentions of a novella being written as we speak.

This is their story!”


 

< “If it is flames they demand from us – then the world is better off being burnt. Our name…. we are fire.” >

< “I’m following in your footsteps! I want to be like you!” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

CALFASIO’S AND IGNIS’ CORRUPTION EVENT HAS BEGUN


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

< Frost… I beg of you, do not die! They’re two separate Corrupted, but they’re working together! >
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< Set my wick alight, and I shall burn till the bitter end >
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< Burn those who dare to care for me >
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Frost lamented that these two had become Corrupted. Even Our Happiest Moments made a strangely saddened snap when it realized that these two had lost all hope. And as if to spite the efforts of Our Happiest Moments –

The Corrupted Calfasio used a skill that went against everything the polaroid’s flavor text begged them not to do.


< [Fuel are Memories] >


 

The polaroid clutched in Frost’s fingers fizzled into ashes.

            

    
        64. I Am Fire!
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	NAME : Frost
	HP : 35,000 ^5/Min
	
MP : 8,000 ^5/Min


	AGI : 65
	RESIST : 60 (+100)
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	ATT : 2,200
	
ATT DEF : 520 (+350)


	O : 48
	D : 1



	ORIGIN : Archetype
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MAG DEF : 500 (+250)


	S : 86
	E : 45











< [I Am Fire!] >


A flaming shockwave engulfed everything in sight. The fleshy ruins instantly caught alight as Calfasio’s home crumbled to the heat of his wrath. Having seen this in advance, Frost quickly made her escape with Our Happiest Moments disappearing off, snapping photographs as if in desperation.

Everything within a 20-meter radius was incinerated by their immense heat as Frost’s body seared, taking an insane 1,450 damage.


Frost | HP: 33,550 | 35,000


“Tch!? It did way more damage to me than I thought! I thought this would be a magic attack!” Frost exclaimed, wincing hard as she healed herself and moved out into the open. Everything behind her burnt as her body continued to emit steam. “What condition was I hit with!?”

“Burn. You were given 20 effective stacks of Burn!”

“Effective!?” Frost roared, turning back the sound of a fiery explosion.

From the flames emerged a rapidly approaching Calfasio, now completely donned in his Corrupted form. A pale, waxy skin covered his entire body as the draped wing periodically dripped hot wax due to the immense heat.

But that was not all. Frost’s Solemn Counter activated as she swiftly dodged the thrust of a flaming lance, which in contrast to him appeared to be made of flesh. In this brief window of opportunity Frost did the only reasonable thing she could.

Counterattack.

She smashed her fist straight into his stomach, meeting immense resistance as if she had pummeled a solid block of steel. Nevertheless, she followed through and sent him skidding backwards along the gravel of flesh and debris.

Only slightly, however.


Calfasio | HP: 497,500


“Effective meaning how much is actually affecting you! You are losing 20 HP every second!” Nav made this glaringly clear to her as Frost pressed onwards against Calfasio the exact same time the Corrupted man brandished his flaming weapon which Frost quickly realized was Ignis in her completed Corrupted form.

Furthermore, Calfasio had assimilated all of Ignis’ ATT and MAG ATT stats, most likely due to her becoming a weapon.

No. Not his weapon.

She had become the flames to his unlit wick.


Iron Candle

Calfasio

ATT : 3,000 MAG ATT : 2,200


It became clear that her main enemy was Calfasio himself.

“CALFASIO! SNAP OUT OF IT!” She exclaimed, striking him with insane agility as she continued to rack up Burn stacks just from being within his proximity.

His flaming lance impaled the ground behind her, releasing a torrent of flames which seared the back of her, causing immense pain.


< [Backfire of Dual Embers] >


Frost | HP: 33,000 | 35,000


But this was not enough to stop her advancements. She wore the flames like wings, standing defiantly before his Corrupted form and exclaimed:

“WAKE UP! Calfasio! You can hear me, can’t you!?” Despite already knowing that the Corrupted were incapable of communication; Frost desperately tried to save him with words before Nav flashed but a single prompt before her eyes.


< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Iron Candle and Scorched Girl are defeated when their HP reaches 0 >


 

< “I must burn ever brightly to perish all before me. For my dearest Ignis!” >

< “Papa! Am I too needy for wanting milk?” >


 

It was futile.

The Corrupted were beings of immense emotion. Hardly sapient, perhaps not even sentient at all. What she saw before her was a father and daughter who were plunged into the pit of despair and had succumbed to their emotions.

Frost could no longer see it any other way. Not for people who themselves had become Corrupted, rather than the folklore and the residual emotions of the past two Corrupted she faced.

Her heart burnt with a flame much like theirs as she laid her fists into him, knowing well that Calfasio and Ignis were now a major threat to the others. She did not want to kill them. Rather, she needed to keep them at bay until she figured something – anything out save them.

There was no possible way the others would be able to survive a single second in their presence.

“WHERE THE FUCK IS THE REALIZAION CRITERIAAAAA!” Frost yelled right before Calfasio thrust the lance up high and scorched the air itself. It became near impossible to breathe now as she rapidly backed off, and moments later –


< [I Am Fire!] >


 

Another flaming shockwave quickly engulfed everything around it. The Abominations that foolishly strayed close were instantly reduced to dust as Frost watched her HP drop at around 30 per second. She moved amongst the Abominations just at the edge of its attack, healing herself thoroughly as she ravenously devoured them along the way.

“[Cleanse]! Agh! Nav, this is going to be a battle of attrition! I hate to admit it, but these fucking things are my lifeline now!” Frost heaved, finding it difficult to breathe, for every breath she took scorched her lungs as if she had just inhaled an acidic mist.

An entirely different breed of agony engulfed her.

She entered a coughing fit as the Corrupted Calfasio swung his lance forward and pointed it towards her direction.

“You are not the only one on a timer! Calfasio is also rapidly losing HP as we speak! Like a candlewick, the flames are going to burn him out as well!”

Frost’s eyes widened in disbelief when she heard this. She simultaneously anticipated his movements and attacked him with Biased Verdict. The ground split from beneath him as a Scorched Tree strangled him up high. In this brief moment of vulnerability, Frost snapped her jaw in his direction as she lunged straight towards him.

[Prejudice].


Calfasio | HP: 481,300


And seconds later, she watched it drop again.


Calfasio | HP: 479,500


Ignis on the other hand did not take any damage. As a weapon Frost had to wonder if she was invulnerable to all damage. The thought of Calfasio’s death being the trigger that would allow her to take damage caused immense anguish as she sent a devastating Punch straight into Calfasio’s undefended chest.

“DAMMIT ALL! CALFASIO! PLEASE – I DON’T WANT TO FIGHT YOU!”

However, she was caught off guard in her briefest moment of blindness.

Frost’s heart would not allow her to kill him. It yearned to save him despite the overwhelming odds that were stacked against her. But a Corrupted that existed solely with the conviction to reduce all to cinders was bound to burn the hand that desperately tried to rescue it.

And so, she paid the price.


< [Flame of a Fleeting Ember] >


Calfasio buried his weapon into Frost’s stomach, only just barely stopped by her hands as a flaming explosion erupted right behind him. In the next moment, Frost was shoved along the entire length of the city center, spearheaded at the tip of his lance as her feet dragged along the rubble, ploughing through countless Abominations.


< [Final Onrush] >


 

He accelerated, pinning Frost to the whims of the lance as she found it near impossible to remove herself from its tip. They pieced straight through the folds of the Plagued Heart. In an instant, the red surroundings turned to the grey and pink of the city ruins.

“[GREATER HEALING]!, [GREATER HEALING]!, [GREATER HEALING]! Agh – Angh!”


< “We woe. We cry. We scream. We beg. We all want these flames to stop burning. But in this world, we need it more than anything else!” >

< “Did I hurt mama? I’m sorry!” >


Each wall they smashed through caused her HP to drop by a significant 2,000 as she rapidly accumulated up to 40 stacks of Burn until they finally reached one, final wall where an explosion of flames engulfed everything on sight.

The lance had pieced straight into her abdomen, boiling her blood and imitation organs at its very presence. However, this gave her time to finally act. Boasting superior strength, she shoved the lance out and instantly took rabid bites at them, from both the lance and Calfasio’s writs in an attempt to disarm him.

And it worked!

However, as soon as she grasped onto the fleshy handle of the flaming weapon –

“It’s – AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

– Every fiber of her being felt like it was set alight.

The pain could not be described as physical. It was as if the flames cusped her very soul with its heat as her mind was wracked with mental anguish.

“AAAGH! WHAT IS – THIS PAIN!?”

“Do not wield Ignis! That – it only causes those who wield it misery!”

As a result, she threw the weapon far away, forced to retreat with her HP barely handing on by a thread now. She clawed at the walls along the ruins and ate at the overgrowing flesh, entering a cycle of replenishing her mana and healing herself before they reached the city center again.

“Fuck… I hate this. I hate everything about this. Why do I have to kill him to save him? Why is the Realization Criteria hidden Nav?” She spoke as if begging for a miracle to happen, knowing well that Calfasio was destined to die. “Why is it always so hard to save someone!?”

“Frost… I cannot see the world like you do. I can only discern what is right and wrong based on whether or not they are a threat us. But if there is someone you should blame – then turn to the Nexus.”

“… Is the Nexus our enemy, Nav? You ensured me that the Arbiter was on my side, but what about the others? The Ateliers? The Blessed? The Beholders? I was betrayed by a Star of the Nexus, brought to unforeseen lands… There is no gimmick here like the One Thousand Eyed Bird.”

Frost scathingly spoke, watching the brimming flames sweep over the city as Calfasio made his appearance, his hands now fully grown back, as well as the chunks that she ate from Ignis.

“Dammit… We’ll have to take his weapon away. But I don’t know easy that’s going to be.”

The pain was not something she could withstand. It was unbearable and its effects still lingered. She could only imagine the perpetual agony Calfasio endured as he clutched onto that weapon almost naturally. He pointed his lance towards Frost again, his HP now reaching 450,000.


< [Fuel Are Memories] >


A sudden heatwave engulfed everything again and his stats soared up once more.


Iron Candle

Calfasio

ATT : 4,000 MAG ATT : 4,000


< “I must burn ever brightly for my dearest daughter!” >

< “I always wanted to thank you, but I thought it would be weird to say it out loud.” >


The photographs she kept hidden suddenly grew hot. She clambered to pull them out, keeping a constant eye on Calfasio as she brought them to her face.

Somehow, Ignis’ image was slightly blurred now in every single photo as a few of them fizzled into ashes.

It was then that Frost realized the true horror behind Fuel Are Memories.

“No… he’s – He’s losing his memories of Ignis!”

“The Captured Memories are the proof of this, no? You can see it. I cannot fathom the notion of using memories to empower oneself.”

“Calfasio…”


< [Remember] >


 

Somewhere, Our Happiest Moments was trying its best despite its futility.

While he was still standing there in the distance, Frost used Dismissed Confession now realizing that fighting him head on would be suicidal. However, there was no other way she’d be able to remove Ignis from him again. Her strands also wouldn’t last a single second in the presence of their flames either.

Additionally, Dismissed Confession did not make him speak. Their RESIST stat was so absurdly high that it did not matter the slightest. And besides –

“That is not something that will work on a Corrupted I’m afraid.” Nav warned. “They are already speaking with their twisted hearts.”

Frost’s heart wracked with everlasting hatred as she turned to the Nexus behind her just for one moment. She judged them. She judged all of them for allowing this to occur right at their very doorsteps. They had the forces here to save them. And yet the abandoned them.

The people who were turned into the Crimson Hunger. The people who suffered at the hands of this madness… and the friend who merely wanted to be strong enough to support his dearest daughter; Corrupted by the unfair cruelty of it all.


< The Second State Has Manifested as Judgement >


 

< UNIQUE | PASSIVE: Hysteria >

< We accused one another of the sin of one >

< On death, the Judge’s Aid are reborn as miniature reflections of yourself. They carry your Will as their armaments to enact your rightful judgement >


 

< UNIQUE | ACTIVE: Judgement >

< Was it worth eating what was forbidden by the King? >

< Enact Judgement. One single target may take up to 300,000 damage. Unavoidable and may only be used once >


 

Although Calfasio was her enemy, the Nexus was the subject of her eternal judgement. The aura surrounding her changed as she carefully observed the battlefield, seeing the runaway Abominations spill further into the blazing city whilst the others fought for their lives within the inn and its surrounding streets.

These Abominations were stronger now, likely strengthened as a result of their resistance.

A few of her Judge’s Aids began to shatter, and from the glass shards emerged a form that appeared like a child-like version of herself, around the same size as the cat-eared girl who could only watch with stupor, as if she was stuck inside of a nightmarish fever dream.

Each wielded a pale stake and pounced on the Abominations with little regard for their own life. This bought her much more valuable time as she stared down Calfasio, watching his HP whittle away.

“How… How can I judge them when they did nothing wrong? How can I judge normal people who just wanted to live in this hell!?” Frost let loose of a wild woe, marking the next stage of their battle.

“It would be wise to take Ignis out with Judgement –!”

“NAV! How could you!? I want to save them! The Realization Criteria works on the Corrupted! All of them! It must work on those two! I want to give them my Blessing and bring them back! My prejudices are reserved for the Ateliers!”


< [I Am Fire!] >


 

Calfasio | HP: 430,200


 

This time, his area of effect was a substantial 30 meters, wiping everything out within its vicinity. Though she was another few dozen meters away from the edge, her vision waned to the heat that caused the very ground to grow a bright orange. In fact, the world steadily turned orange as a result of the smoke, the flames and Calfasio’s mere presence which completely distorted their surroundings.


< “World of titans allows us to live only in the mud of its feet.” >

< “Why is it that everyone around me looks so sad. Was my happiness painful for them?” >


“Even if saving them isn’t guaranteed?”

“Guaranteed matters little if we don’t try! That’s why – I have to remove Ignis from him. So he can stop burning. That way we might be able to figure something out!”

“All the while the Plagued Heart is still throbbing with life?”

“Don’t try to convince me otherwise! Nav… please, let me hold onto what I have left of my damned past self! I won’t be like them! Let me try! Let me keep extending my arms out even if this world labels it as wrong! If my hands burn – then so be it! I’d rather die being wrong in the eyes of the world than be like any of them!”

This was her conviction. It had never changed since the beginning. Her rights and wrongs were perhaps illogical in this world, but she’d be damned to let someone die. Someone to suffer all because of the incompetence of the world’s ‘deities’.

However – she also deeply understood that there was a chance she would not be able to save them. Frost however blinded by her valor knew that life was a fleeting thing. It was always her job to help people, no matter how futile, how diseased, how painful, and how distraught it all was.

What mattered the most to her was that there was a wholehearted attempt.

And so, she briskly moved as Calfasio pointed his lance towards her again.


< [Flame of A Fleeting Ember] >


The flames exploded behind him, and he rushed onwards encased in a flaming aura that distorted its immediate surroundings. He was fast, and the longer he chased the faster he became. Frost used the urban ruins to her advantage, avoiding him with ease before she caught him in the branches of Biased Verdict.

However – this lasted only momentarily. The heat was so immense that it almost instantly incinerated the already burnt tree. Frost had to retreat and feed on more of the Crimson Hunger just to replenish her HP. They were like two candles trying to withstand the flame that was Ignis, growing stronger as Calfasio’s wax body further cracked each time his HP dropped.

The cycle was near endless. The cat and mouse game saw the city burn as the skies choked with smoke. Frost’s only viable attack was Dismissed Confession, but at this point she did not think it would be needed.

Calfasio was going to die regardless of her intervention.

“Nav… I’ve hit 0 HP before. When I Awakened as the Amalgam. Will I die if I hit 0 HP again?”

“Unlikely... No. I truly do not know. I believe there may be consequences.”

“… as always.” Frost hissed.


< [Remember] >


 

Once again, the weak little critter snapped pictures of him. It was dangerous for such a low-HP creature to remain while the city caught alight, and yet it did not care the slightest for its own safety.

It just wanted Calfasio to remember.


Calfasio | HP: 370,000


And as if to spite it –


< [Fuel Are Memories] >


 

Iron Candle

Calfasio

ATT : 5,000 MAG ATT : 5,000


< “I must burn ever brightly to perish all for my dearest one!” >

< “Does mama hate me? Do you hate me? You never told me why mama never came back after I was born. You always looked so sad when I asked…” >


            

    
        65. The Fate of a Candle

    
    
    
    
                He was growing stronger as he became weaker. It was here where Ignis finally began to take damage. It was only a single HP per second, but nonetheless, Frost feared for the worst the next time he used Fuel Are Memories.

She needed to act now and fast. Therefore, with her HP replenished and her mana primed to layer down as much healing as possible – she pushed on straight towards Calfasio with the intention of being caught by the tip of his lance again.

If she could just remove Ignis from him then perhaps it would all be ok. That everything would be fine. She had to believe in this as she cemented herself on the charcoaled graveled where the Abominations writhed to the agony of the flames, alongside the blobs that perished to the heat.

Death suffocated them more than the smoke. Frost, grounding her teeth, allowed him to make his advances.


< [Flame of a Fleeting Ember] >


 

< [Final Onrush] >


 

She caught onto the weapon and allowed herself to be dragged across the flaming mud, her feet leaving a heavy trail behind as they crashed through multiple walls and structures, laying waste to everything in their path. He did not stop after five, eight or a dozen.

No. He took Frost all the way out to the cliff face that overlooked the entire city, impaling her straight into its bedrock before freeing her with a grand ball of flames. The wall glowed a vibrant orange, almost at the verge of melting as Frost applied [Prolonged Stasis] to prevent her HP from dropping to 0. Rock, debris, and the trees high above fell. The leaves instantly caught alight as they crashed by, sliding into the city, and causing further havoc.

Frost swiftly bit into the hand of Calfasio, feeling her mouth singe before she snatched the lance and bailed.

“NNNNNNGH!? AGH! GO… GO! MOOOOOOOOOOOOOOVE!” The pain caused her to stumble.

Her limbs hardly reacted to her commands as if strings were pulling against her. She nearly released it from her clutches, but then instead embraced the weapon into her arms and pushed onwards, her mind nearly broken at this point.


< Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Third State >


< There are no defeated Woe of the Fallen Stars Corrupted to draw skills from >

 

< CONDITION: Insatiable Hunger. Your woes will be heard by those with the Blessing of the Amalgam >


< [Flame of a Fleeting Ember] >


 

< [Final Onrush] >


< “I am fire. My dearest ignites my passion to thrive in this dark world. I must become a flame for… them.”

< “Our unchanging reality always dampened your sleeves… And you always wiped them away from my cheeks.” >


“JUUUUURY!” Frost cried, having seen her awaken from her long rest through her Judge’s Aids before she was suddenly swept away by Calfsio. Her mind was in such disarray that he easily dragged her along the ground again, throwing her straight back into the center of the city.

Despite not having Ignis by his side, he still burnt with an unquenchable flame. Frost realized the futility in saving him. He was a candle already lit, and the only way to snuff out those flames was to either Realize him or allow him to die.

She skidded along the granite, her coat miraculously still intact. But underneath the damage permeated right through. Her body was in tatters, seared, singed, and battered like a beaten stray dog.

And yet she never let go of Ignis. Holding her did not reduce her HP thankfully. She wavered as she tried to brandish it as a weapon, holding it out towards Calfasio as he cleansed his memories of Ignis once more.


< [Fuel Are Memories] >


 

Calfasio

ATT : 6,000 MAG ATT : 6,000


< “I must burn ever brightly to protect someone close to me!” >

< “I didn’t know how much I hurt you when I asked where mama was.” >


Calfasio | HP: 192,000

Ignis | HP: 191,000


“C… C… Calfasio… Stop… You’re hurting Ignis!” Frost managed to speak, her voice in a groan as she watched everything they loved burn to the ground. Slowly, she felt like the pain was easing out. Granted, she wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy, but she needed to endure.

If she could at least save Ignis… then… then…

Frost’s tears could not even form. The heat evaporated them, leaving only streaks along her smoldering cheeks. She dropped to her knees, scrooping up the flaming flesh into her mouth just to replenish her mana.

When she stood again Calfasio had already lost a substantial amount of HP. And so did Ignis.


< “There was always a flame by my side, burning ever brightly. On both my darkest days and my brightest nights. Then the flame that was born took away my beloved.”

< “Mama was always asleep. I knew it was always my fault that she was asleep.” >


Calfasio | HP: 165,200

Ignis | HP: 164,200


Ignis would die before him. The only reason Frost was able to remain alive was thanks to Prolonged Stasis. She munched on whatever she could like a scavenger, clumsily avoiding Calfasio’s pursuit. Her AGI was the only thing that saved her in this predicament, but before long – Calfasio managed to cleanly swipe her back with his melting wax wing, sending her flying due to his immense ATT stat.

The blood she coughed out also instantly bubbled and dried out, almost as quickly as it appeared.

“… wouldn’t it be easier… to just… end it now?” Frost groaned, moving up to her feet with Ignis still clutched in her arms.

Calfasio’s fate was sealed.

“… I want to believe… that there’s hope… I can’t… give up on them…”

“Even if it means dying? Reaching 0 HP? Not even I know what occurs. Though I said it was unlikely you would perish, I cannot help but to be… Ah. Is this what you would call being afraid?”


Calfasio | HP: 120,000

Ignis | HP: 119,000


Frost’s mana was running thin. And despite all this, the Plagued Heart was still thriving with well over a million and a half HP. It laughed in the face of their strength. It was a putrid stain in this world that caused these people to despair.

What for did he herself need to suffer as well? She didn’t know. Her heart told her that she had to. Her head was much the same. As was her body. Yet why was it all futile? Why was the Realization Criteria hidden?

Why did people need to die to reach salvation?

“I can still move… I’m not going to die here. There’s food right there in front of me. Look at it… that disgusting mass. Yeah… stay there and let me… eat you.” Frost murmured to herself, pressing forward. She could now wield Ignis in only one hand, dragging it along as Calfasio attempted to intercept them.

However –

A beam of electricity suddenly struck him from seemingly nowhere. It threw him only meters back. But this was more than enough for her to devour as much of the Plagued Heart to replenish her HP, as well as partially Ignis’.

And then, a muffled yell cried out:

“OI! 11th Branch! Isn’t that you!? Heh. So we weren’t the only ones sent on this rescue mission, huh!?” She recognized this voice. “Or is that the 1st Branch?”

It was one the first few voices she heard since arriving her.

Leaving through one of the gaping wounds of this abominable mass, devouring the Abominations and finally using Ignis like a blade – she saw not one, not two – but three of them.

“A Plagued Heart. Hungry. Scarlet Logic are sloppy as always…” Ber uttered.

“Right on the border of Grandis. The timing of the ban couldn’t be worse. Also, who the hell are you mistaking for the 11th Apostle? That’s someone else. And isn’t that a Corrupted!?” Res pointed out at Calfasio.

Cer, Ber and Res arrived at the scene with faces what tried to decipher what exactly went wrong here. But before they could utter a word, Frost yelled at them as she saw the world turn red:

“GET OUT OF HERE! YOU’RE WITHIN RANGE OF HIS ATTACK!”


< [Fuel Are Memories] >


Calfasio

ATT : 7,000 MAG ATT : 7,000


< [A Candle’s Last Flame] >


< “I must burn brightly to protect… who?” >

< “I always played outside beside the tree. I called out to the tree because mama was always sleeping underneath it! I’m sorry I burnt it! I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” >


Fire. Fire everywhere. Frost was lucky enough to take refuge within a place with so much food to replenish her mana. But the heat was more than enough to completely wipe her HP in mere moments. It reached a point where she had to replace Prolonged Statis with Greater Healing despite its lesser efficacy.

But this didn’t matter.


Calfasio | HP: 75,000

Ignis | HP: 80,000


The range of his flames was at least 60 meters. Anything within likely perished instantly. She did not know how a Moon would hold up to this kind of power. The chance to read their status went over her head. There were more important things now than reading numbers… aside from hers, Ignis’ and Calfasio’s.

Nearly every polaroid she carried fizzled away. His memories of Ignis were almost absent, replaced with nothing but rage as she clutched onto the blade, unable to do anything but eat and replenish her HP.

“I’m sorry Calfasio… I did what I could.” Frost gave her silent condolences as she picked herself up, now having more than enough mana and HP to confront him directly as she endured the flames. She caught alight this time, the innumerable stacks of Burn finally becoming the ‘On Fire’ condition.

But this was only momentarily. As she cleansed herself the flames suddenly stopped as the world turned blue, and then – black.


< “With bruses on my knees, and my ribs crushed into pieces, I fall and take my last breaths.” >

< “I didn’t realize that my happiness was one of the fingers that strangled you until you couldn’t breathe.” >


The city skies turned dark, and the world around them was plunged into lightless void.

This was his Corrupted territory. A place much like the Black Forest. However, Calfasio, despite continuing to melt and burn with a blue flame; he strangely did not damage anyone anymore.

Yet his HP still continued to drop.


Calfasio | HP: 50,000


“Calfasio… CALFASIO! You… no. You can’t hear me. No…” Frost watched the man melt, slumping down to his knees as if in defeat. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.” Her voice croaked.

The cracks glowed with an ethereal light. She felt like she was looking at his soul rather than a blue flame. The man looked at her with burning iris, and then, they fell onto the weapon cradled in her arms.


< “We are all candles. Destined to forgo all in the passage of time. The heat only remembered by those close enough to experience it. Could I have changed more if I were stronger? There is nothing left to hold onto…” >


< [Remember] >


 

Our Happiest Moments landed on his shoulder, dropping the polaroid as a last attempt to save him. He grasped onto it, feeling a familiar warmth before the spider landed atop Frost’s head.


Calfasio | HP: 20,000


< [Actually Wait!] >


 

< [I Do!] >


Frost’s eyes brimmed with moisture as the lance in her possession lost its heat as well, becoming lukewarm as she could only watch this unfold, lamenting that she did not know their Realization Criteria.

She made her way towards him, reaching out to heal him. To prolong the inevitable. But her mana was limited, and in this darkened void there was nothing here to devour… except for them.


< “I have a regret!” >

< “I have one regret papa.” >

 

Calfasio | HP: 15,000


< “That day before I left you!” >

< “That day before you left me…” >


 

Calfasio | HP: 10,000


< “You’re my everything.” >

< “You bit your lip, turned your back and said nothing before your thoughts began to speak…” >


 

< [Who?] >


 

< [Remember] >


 

< [Who?] >


< [Remember] >

< [Remember] >

< [Remember] >


Calfasio | HP: 5,000


< “I wish I could have told you this before I left.” >

< “I’m here… I’m right here papa. I’m glad… I at least got to hear this from you.” >


 

Frost heard Ignis’ voice. Not the Corrupted murmurs, but her real voice. The weapon throbbed with a familiar warmth as she felt something dampen her fingers.


< Realization Criteria Reached >

 

< Do you wish to grant Scorched Girl your Blessing? >

< No | Confirm | Do it Frost >


 

Frost collapsed to her knees and nodded. She nodded repeatedly, whispering “Yes” as she brought the weapon close to her neck, holding it close like the child it truly was.


 

< Scorched Girl has successfully been Blessed >


 

“Calfasio. I promise… I’ll look after her. I promise… I won’t let her suffer. And I’m sorry that I couldn’t save you. Ignis… please don’t hate me. I’m sorry.” She wept into the blade, feeling it slowly return to the form it first took before it became a weapon.

The blob with the cat-like ears, and the tail. She held this little slime close. And despite its appearance, it was warmer than anyone else in the world. It quivered in her chest, weeping invisible tears as Calfasio spoke his last few words.


 

< “I’m not ashamed to go this way. But I just wanted to choose my fate.” >


 

< [Because] >


 

< [A Candle Can Only Do So Much] >


The cracks then shone with a golden light before he crumbled into thousands of these tiny particles. They moved towards her, entering her body.

She had devoured Calfasio as the Iron Candle.


Calfasio | HP: 0


Then, she heard his voice. Not the Iron Candle’s, but Calfasio’s himself.


< “And… thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” >


 

< [Thank You] >


< The Iron Candle has been Subjugated >


 

< The Third State Has Manifested as Despair >

            

    
        66. Cer, Ber, and Res and Frost's Vow

    
    
    
    
                Frost wept uncontrollably in this lonely place. Jury was not here to comfort her. Only little Ingis and Our Happiest Moments were. She despaired that these tragedies were unavoidable. No… that they were avoidable, but she was still too powerless to do anything.

How could have the Ateliers allowed this to happen.

It pained her that she was the only one; a person who came from an entirely different world, who wished for people to live happily in this one.

Our Happiest Moments then looked up at her and took her first ever photo. When the spider went to investigate the polaroid, it suddenly froze and stared at her with something shimmering in its lens.

It saw something incredible.

She didn’t know what it was, of who it was, or why it took a photo of her in the first place until she realized its true intentions. This little critter wanted nothing more than to show people their happiest moments in their darkest hour.


< Realization Criteria Reached >

< … I’ll do it in your stead, Frost >

 

< Our Happiest Moments has successfully been Blessed >


The spider’s eyes glistened again as it moved to her shoulder and began to poke at her cheeks, as if trying to cheer her up. It pulled up the photograph and she saw someone. A woman with long, ragged pale-blue hair and golden eyes much like hers and Jury’s.

But she didn’t know who this was.

Yet it made her happy to see them. Still, she despaired and even though the battle was over, Frost remained in this state for an unknown amount of time. For some reason her heightened emotions didn’t subside.

Then, the void cracked.

Nav.

“Yes Frost?”

… Nothing. I just wanted to hear a familiar voice.

“Is now a good time show you the result of…”

Eating Calfasio. The Iron Candle. Please, show me.

Frost mentally spoke, holding Ignis in one hand as Our Happiest moments hopped onto her head.

“The novella of the weeping candle has been closed. Ignis’ has just begun. As has Our Happiest Moments. The Archivist promises she’ll take care of Calfasio’s book next to the unfinished tale of the Price of Paradise. She says she’s also sorry for not speaking much.”

‘She’ huh… The Archivist sounds like a kind person. In contrast to everyone up there in the Nexus.

“She thanks you for thinking so… and she says Jury was a delight to have in her Library.”

Ah… Hm. Yeah. She’s wonderful, isn’t she?


< Stats from the Iron Candle gained >

 

< Unique Ability Gained >


< ABILITY: Unwavering Wick >

< EFFECT: Your precious memories may never disappear >

< Remember what is most important. Never let them burn >


< Iron Candle has been added to your Corrupted Persona collection >

 

< You may wear the Iron Candle any time. Only one Corrupted Persona may be worn at a time >

 

< Do you wish to wear the Iron Candle? >


Will I lose my memories no… what am I saying? I just received a new ability that prevents it.

“You’ve noticed how some of the skills you inherit chance slightly. This one also won’t take away your memories. But… Losing one’s memories is a cruel fate, isn’t it?”

It is. It really is. For the person, and the people around them. I won’t wear it. Not now. Not in front of Ignis.

“As you wish.”

One by one, the pieces of the cracked void fell much like how the Black Forest crumbled, and before long – the world was revealed to her again. It was a hideous world. Worse than she remembered. Everything was still alight, burning all around her.

And then – sparks of electricity ran through the center of the city, striking many Abominations at once. Cer, Ber and Res had entered the fray and did what no others could.

They chose to fight the Plagued Heart for reasons unknown to her.

Frost stood up and primed herself for battle, still half-battered by the ordeal. Her Judge’s Aid saw that the others were fine now that Jury was awake. She seemed stronger now as well! To the point where she couldn’t help but to fondly smile despite battling the fog of despair that ate at her mind.


Plagued Heart | HP: 20,000


They were almost finished with it…

“HEY! You managed to kill that Corrupted huh!? If you’re that strong – THEN GIVE US A HAND OVER HERE! The spillage of this damned thing is going to be a pain the ass for everyone!” Cer exclaimed.

Each spoken word somehow electrocuted the Abominations, and with only the snap of her jaws, she annihilated them in the dozens with an attack reminiscent of a neon-blue Prejudice.
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< Electric Fang >

Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil
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“Are you going to just stand there!? C’mon! We got someone waiting for us in Grandis! You wannabe Apostle!” She snapped. “A Hungry here of all places. You’d think Scarlet Logic would be the type to clean up after their mess!”

Her stats were quite frankly insane. A level 200 was truly God-like in the face of everything else beneath the Nexus. But it was strange. As she moved in to help, devouring the Plagued Heart without care, she had to wonder why they decided to fight this thing in the first place.

Also… they didn’t realize it was her. The one they taught a while back in the Nexus. Not that it mattered seeing that they probably had to act as the receptionist for hundreds. Still… it felt strange seeing familiar faces.

But a part of her was also wary. They were Moons. Straight from the Nexus.

“Mimicry!?” Ber exclaimed, pointing her fist at her as Frost ate at the walls of the defenseless Plagued Heart. “S-say something!”
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Frost, realizing she was mistaken for someone else yet again, had to formally introduce herself.

“Ah! It’s Frost! You… well, you probably don’t recognize me, huh?” She presented herself, holding Ignis defensively as Our Happiest Moments hid inside of feathers. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it Ber?” She somehow managed to smile, despite having all the blood dripping from her face.

“Huh…? R-Res? Can Mimicry speak in full sentences?” She had to ask, not knowing herself.

Mimicry?

“An urban legend that plagues the City of Spades. It is said to take the appearance of anyone and anything, and is only capable of speaking a handful of words.”

Sounds a lot like the Hungry…

“This one is capable of perfect mimicry, however. According to the legend, that is.”

“Mimicry is a dumb rumor and you know it! That’s… wait, she said Frost didn’t she!?” Res, after firing a literal electric laser beam from her eyes onto the Plagued Heart, quickly approached to assess the situation. “A different Frost for sure. This isn’t her. And – state why you’re in the attire of the 1st Apostle. Who do you think you’re trying to fool!?”
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“Then does the Amalgam mean anything to you?” Frost had to say, hoping that at least this name was familiar to them as Cer finally landed the finishing blow against the creature.

It did not wail, scream, or cry. The Plagued Heart only vibrated with the woes of countless thousands before shriveling inwards like a deflated balloon.

“You – how do you know about the Amalgam!?” Res demanded, trying to decipher what Frost exactly was.

“Another secret unit working on this secret mission?” Ber whispered loudly.

Now that she thought about it, what exactly was the proof of her being the Amalgam now that she was in the face of something potentially stronger than herself. While she had no qualms in fighting them one on one, she could not see herself winning against all three.

And so, she had to default back to her own name unfortunately.

“I was in the Nexus with you, wasn’t I? My appearance is different now, but you do recall a woman build like me? In navy blue clothes with black hair?” Frost could not believe she had to say this now of all times, let alone places. “I watched Ber and Cer get arrested by those twins, remember?”

“… huh. Which time was that?” Ber had to wonder, counting on her fingers.

For fuck sakes.

For some reason her heightened emotions didn’t disappear, as if she was still in combat. Seeing that the situation within the inn was under control, she began to spread her Judge’s Aids around as well as… the mini hers around.

And as Res and Ber tried to remember, Cer rocked up walking with her arms held over her head, proud of a job well done. Frost looked into the direction of the Plagued Heart and used Prejudice to showcase her strength. However, Cer took that as a challenge and did the exact same thing as well.

… they’re just going to think my Corrupted Skills are part of my skillset.

“They cannot see your status as well, so this makes it more difficult. But there is indeed another threat present.”

Where!?

“Unknown.”

“You really want to get yourself killed by Scarlet Logic, huh? The war wasn’t even that long ago. So~ What the hell are you doing out here, wearing that get up?” She stood before Frost, staring deeply into her eyes with unrivalled conviction.

“I should ask you the same question, Moons.”

Frost was not the one who said this.

Someone else did. It was spoken in a strange, buzz-like voice. They looked over just past the mound of flesh as a Bee-man donned in crimson armor emerged, carrying blades in all four of his hands.

Frost’s eyes widened.

It was a Star of the Nexus.
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“Bzzt. Five treaties broken the moment you entered Grandis. Did you miss your home that much? That same Wandering Healer still roams those lands if you wish to meet her again.” The Bee-man spoke both coldly and condescendingly towards them. “Intruding on this Plagued Heart is a violation of the new rules set in place. To limit our movement while we track down the rats of the Nexus. Bzzt. And look. Who. Arrived –”

“I get it, your Midnight teams are lazy. Look at you keeping your distance like a coward. 11th Branch, go get him!” Cer also spoke with utter spite towards this person.

“Get him!” Ber riled her on.

“You two…” Res hissed.

“Hold on – why are these three in trouble!?” Frost demanded an answer.

“Bzzt? 11th Branch Apostle? For breaking the treaties placed in Grandis. We have reason to believe that Beholder Galia and Marionette would send someone into the fray. I cannot believe they sent you as well… Bzzt? No. Who are you? No matter. I will personally see these… fools be reprimanded. You have no affiliation, but none will believe that you moved on your own accord. Never into Grandis.”

Reprimanding of intervening…

Frost saw it as reprimanding for trying to help. For destroying the Plagued Heart that Scarlet Logic failed to. Upon hearing this lackluster explanation, she felt something break inside of her.

She did not see this Star as a person. To reprimand them for merely doing what they should have done… which would have prevented all of this from occurring twisted her morals in was she could not describe.

Though she vowed to never be like them… it did not change that there was one language these people understood like the back of the palm.

Violence.

Frost, having enough of all this madness, and knowing that the Scarlet Logic revived after death; targeted the Bee-Insectid for Judgement.

But first, she needed to ask him but one thing. She made her presence known, approaching him with an abnormal air of mystery. Despite the despair that gripped her heart, she had to fight on and present herself as if she was worth more than all his previous iterations combined.

“Was it so wrong of them to cleanse this city of the Crimson Hunger?” She calmly asked.

“Lives are weighted by their strength and usefulness. Tactically speaking, it would have provided as a natural defense against Grandis now that a Star has left the Nexus. Your eyes tell me… that you are not satisfied. Then allow me to put it simply. Those beneath the Nexus, and those beyond the walls of our cities matter very little to many of us. There are bigger fish to catch. So why bother with these? Why stray from our absolute mission?”

His answer was unapologetic.

Frost then realized why the battle was not yet over.

There was one more enemy in her presence.

“A Midnight Drone Scout being here is also a breech in the treaties, no? I’ll remember this. And I ask of you to remember my name as well when you return to your Atelier.” Frost began, confusing them all.

However, the Moon triplets grew wary now.

It was as if they had witnessed something similar before.

The Judgement and Despair she wielded caused Cer, Ber and Res to freeze momentarily. Their animal instincts did not recognize her as a human at all. Or perhaps anything they knew.

No there was one thing that was similar to her now that they noticed it.

“… The Arbiter said something similar, didn’t she…?” Cer uttered.

“Shh… Don’t… say anything. You remember when the Arbiter first arrived, don’t you?” Res begged them in a silent whisper.

“I am the Amalgam from the Floor of Amalgamation. The one the Arbiter wishes to meet. You will tell them that I am coming to fix the Nexus.”

“Bzzt. Oh. Amalgam? Perish the thought. The Mimicry rumors may be true after all. You have the appearance of a human, but wear the aspects of the Apostles. And yet your speech is perfect –”

[Judgement].

She had enough, and so, she judged the Star of the Nexus.

The 300,000-damage attack was destined to eradicate any of these people if its HP was any indicator. She needed them to know of her presence, and their place compared to her. She needed to return to the Nexus and fix this mess in whatever way she could. She was aware that other Archetypes existed on those floors, and so far, she understood that at least the Archivist was a helpful soul.

Therefore, if there was anyone she could trust from there, it would be the Archetypes.

A grand Scorched Tree rose from the ground, ensnaring him by the throat as he was raised tens of meters into the air. Cer, Ber and Res instinctively threw themselves away, not knowing what else to expect.

“Struggle. Kick. Slash. You cannot escape my judgement. Remember my name. I am the Amalgam. May we never cross paths again.”

One snap was all it took to kill the Bee-man. His innards fell in the form of golden feathers, showing the desolate world in its strange light. Our Happiest Moments managed to take hold of one as another fell onto Ignis’ head.

“If Archetypes are destined to enact some sort of change like the Arbiter – then believe me when I say this; I am going to uproot every coward and every one of those unholy deities up there who allow these things to happen.” Frost vowed with all her heart as her heightened emotions gradually dissipated.

To kill a Star of the Nexus in only a single attack left the Moon sisters in… awe? Frost found it difficult to read their faces. And now that the battle was finally over –

They realized that this was indeed the same Frost they knew from the very start.

“N-No way! It really is her! Frost! That’s you, isn’t it!?” Ber was in disbelief when her appearance returned to normal.

But Frost was tired. Too tired to respond properly at all.

“It… It really is her! Here of all places!? Not in Infernis… thank goodness.” Res exclaimed.

“… Those eyes… are so intense. E-eat?” Cer was excited for an entirely different reason.

Frost felt like a mother surrounded by children as they swarmed around her, investigating every inch of her body as she desperately tried to keep her eyes open.

She wasn’t physically drained. It was all…

Mental. Psychological torture. Judgement, through to despair. I’m lucky I didn’t end up alone in there. And I’m even luckier I have you in my mind.

“Shouldn’t you be thinking of someone else now? Jury’s on her way.”

Ah… that’s right. You can talk to Jury directly. How convenient…”

“The same as these two. Ignis… won’t respond, but Our Happiest Moments has taken a strange liking to you.”

That photograph, who do you think it was?

“Unknown. I cannot see, remember?”

Yeah… that’s right. I’ll make sure to keep it close. Just touching it… makes me feel warm. A weird longing.

Frost shut her eyes, almost dozing off before suddenly –

“FROOOOOST! ARE YOU OK!?” She heard Jury’s voice and her eyes instantly lit up.

From the smoldering ruins she saw the woman sprint towards her, her arms held out wide. She swiftly embraced her, mashing her face against hers as if she hadn’t seen her in years. “I’m sorry I was asleep this whole time! I’m sorry you had to shoulder everyone on your own!”

“Tch… she has someone already?” Cer clicked her tongue.

“Shh!” Res snapped.

“Don’t be… it’s not like you could’ve helped it. Was… the Archivist nice?”

“She was incredible… but Frost, please don’t try to dismiss your thoughts! Nav told me everything that happened. You did all you could. So don’t blame yourself.” Jury exclaimed.

“I don’t blame myself at all. I’m just tired. So tired… right now… Jury… have you gotten a little… stronger?”

“I said don’t dismiss them!”

Frost further sunk into her embrace.

“… yeah… I’m sad. I’m moody. I really want to cry. But I also want to push on. I want to change this. As the Amalgam… I want to change what’s happening inside of the Nexus.”

“We’ll change it. Not you, Frost. We.” Jury corrected.

“Aha… yeah. Mhm. Thanks… We… Alright. ALRIGHT!” Frost suddenly yelled, causing the woman to wince before breaking into a smile.

Soon, little patters approached. Many patters, actually. Thinking that it was the slaves and the others, she looked away from Jury’s eyes, only to see another 50 child-like version of herself, all wielding a little stake.

“Frost!? You really did go off and have children, huh!?” Cer exclaimed, sounding way more shocked than she needed to be.

“50 kids. So they’re tiftylets?” Ber stroked her chin.

“Those aren’t her kids… right?” Even Res was uncertain.

Then, there was the question of these three. What were they doing here in the first place. As if reading her mind, Res cleared her throat as she heard the others finally arrive at the scene far behind.

“… Right. Ahem. Frost. Seeing you in the flesh makes things easier. I’ll make it as brief as possible. We were sent to rescue you from Grandis. To bring you back to the Nexus by the orders of Beholder Galia and Marionette.” She announced.

“Those two specifically?” Frost remained wary of them.

“Well, you already know the Arbiter wants to see you so why bother saying that?” Cer sighed. “The Arbiter, the Amalgam… now there’s two of you.”

“And I’m supposed to trust those Beholders?” She spoke scathingly.

“I get you. Galia’s a snake, and Marionette pulls a lot of strings. The Arbiter’s about as famous for murdering 20 Exalted on the spot than they are for the Trumpets.” Cer explained.

I think I found an ally then. The Arbiter seems to understand their language better than me.

“The Archivist says she’s raising a hand as an ally. She has read too many tragic books and wishes to see something different for a change.”

I do as well.

“Besides, wasn’t the Arbiter always an ally? If you realized the invitation sooner, a lot of this could have been avoided.”

But I wouldn’t have saved Ignis. Our Happiest Moments. Jury. Maybe not even you.

Frost found her silver lining, causing Nav to remain speechless as if malfunctioning. Then, it spoke again.

“… What strange logic.”

“But I thought you hated people down here. Especially you Cer. Why did you –?” Frost was about to finish until Cer interrupted.

“Why this, why that. You think a proud wolf is going to turn down a challenge?” She said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You’re right. I hate everyone down here. Depending on who they are, I wouldn’t lift a single finger to help them. Others, I don’t mind. So long as I get some kind of reward. You understand, right? Call me an Exalted from the Golden Index, cause I have a fondness for bounties.”

Her coat rustled.

And then it hit her.

Maybe that’s why these three were labeled as jesters. The oddities amongst them all. Granted, there were certainly other Moons and Stars without Atelier affiliation, but these seemed to stand out in her eyes.

Well, mostly because she knew them since the very start. But that didn't mean she trusted them. Still, she found conversing with them to be rather... soothing. Nostalgic somehow.

“Heh. To think you would be the Amalgam. Punch? I didn’t think much of you.” Cer said, fidgeting a little when Frost’s gaze fell onto her.

The feathers didn’t rustle. At all.

“… yeah, not much at all.” Res sighed. “Stage one of the mission’s complete! Now for stage two. Getting you back into the Nexus… somehow.”

“Somehow?” Frost asked, but before she could answer –

A band of cheers filled the air, causing her to warmly smile. The others had finally made it here to the city center, elated from the bottom of their hearts that Frost managed to deal with the Plagued Heart. Their combined appreciation caused her to nearly tear up as Jury’s embrace tightened.

I’m glad that all these people managed to make it.

“The Archivist enjoys these moments as well.”

Really, the Archetypes sound like they’re all decent people for a change. I wonder how much longer until we finally meet with the Arbiter.

            

    
        67. Love, Knowledge and a Destination in Mind!

    
    
    
    
                Goodbyes said. Farewells given. Familiar faces present and others only here in memory.

Frost didn’t know these people well enough to call them ‘close’. But she’d be lying to herself if she said that she didn’t care about them in some way. Though their journey here was short lived, and their destination was nothing short of a nightmare, she was at least glad that they were still alive.

Not everyone could happily call this ending their closure either. Vendettas, grudges, grief, and despair filled the hearts of the Adventurers as they wandered through these smoldering ruins in the company of one of Frost’s miniature hers called Innocents.

She did not know why they didn’t disappear immediately, but some had already fizzled away into fragments of light and rose to illuminate the darkened skies.

They helped rummage through the city, salvaging any mementos left. Some found solace with pictures and items of lost loved ones, while others could only kneel in the places where their homes once stood.

Cer, Ber and Res aided in quelling the flames, leaving only Frost, Jury and her newest two companions in the company of the others, including the Scarlet Logic Dawn Team. Ignis buried herself into the feathers by her shoulder, all the while Our Happiest Moments, which she had come to name as Snap, sat on her head.

They were ever grateful for her help. They knew the journey would be perilous, but nothing quite like this. Via, Jaris and the other Patrons took a step forward and lowered their heads in unison.

“Thank you! Thank you for salvaging what you could… even if nothing could be saved in the end.” Jaris thanked her from the bottom of his heart, this time without the fear he once held of her. “It was a strange experience. A felled Corrupted, the Hungry… In all the 15 years I’ve spent wandering Grandis’ highways I have never met a person quite like you.”

His voice however pained was filled with respect. The Frost he now saw was no monster, and the Adventures behind couldn’t help but to feel the same way.

“What he means is that he’s sorry for being afraid!” Via exclaimed, bowing so far down that her head scraped against the floor as always. “Frost! Can I say something! We’ve said thanks a hundred times already, but this is the first time I truly want to thank you!”

“Raise your head. You don’t have to go so low for me.” Frost said as Jury nodded in agreement.

“I must! You… Frost! Ahem!” She suddenly threw herself upright, slapping her cheeks together for some reason before she pulled out the Script. “Remember when I said I had a secret for you? Frost, since the beginning, I knew you weren’t only just a healer.” She revealed, causing Frost’s feathers to rustle.

“The real reason I desperately wanted you to come aboard was because the Script told me to bring the black-feathered Amalgam to Divas Pass! The Director of the Floor of Purpose says they’ll pull as many strings for you if it means… awakening them?” Via announced, finally showing Frost the contents of the Script.

Everything she said was true. It was all written there, even the blurb at the end regarding the Director of the Floor of Purpose.

Awakening huh… of not only the Floor of Purpose, but the Director himself. I thought they were already awakened, like me?

“Awakened perhaps meaning to change further?”

Maybe… I want to believe it’s the opposite of the Corruption. Awakening implying… well, opening your eyes and not being blind sighted by emotions?

“A literal interpretation. I like it.”

She wondered how these commandments were even predicted in the first place, never mind the outcomes that led them all here.

“… Via. Do you have any use for that Script?” Frost simply asked, reaching for it.

“No. When a Script is completed it disappears soon after. Do you want it? I’ll gladly hand it over!”

She took the strange page into her hands. The fabric was incredible. No matter how hard she tried to tear of puncture it, it sustained zero damage.

Nav. I have the Script in my hand. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?

“Consider it your dessert.”

Frost, having enough of these things, rolled it up like a scroll and turned around briefly as she scoffed the Script down her throat. As expected, there was nothing that could resist the maw of the Amalgam herself.


< Unique Ability Gained >


< ABILITY: String Theory >

< EFFECT: You may see the strings of those attached to the Fate Mechanism >

< However random or arbitrary each motion of our actors is, they are all accounted for in this grand theatrical >


String Theory… huh.

“A different kind from the one you’re thinking of. Fate Mechanism… it may be related to Act X’s technology.”

The ones that create the strings. We have more things to look out for ahead.

“Indeed we do.”

“That’s right.” Jury whispered, chiming into their mental conversation.

The after taste was somewhat delicious. She couldn’t exactly put her finger on what the taste reminded her of, and she wouldn’t mind eating a few more of these in the future.

When she turned around, she was met with a couple dumbfounded faces, particularly by those within Scarlet Logic who understood that it was impossible to destroy the Scripts. They now realized that Frost was actually someone with much more authority than they thought considering the Moon triplets seemed to obey her command to cleanse the city of its flames.

Out of all of them, it was only Via who had a strange strand hovering above her. She reached out a hand kindly above her head and tried to touch it, but her hand only passed through it as if it wasn’t even there.

Recomposing herself, she cleared her throat and finally revealed her identity to them all.

“A healer. An Apostle. An Adventurer. Someone that eats a little too much. I’m everything you think I am. But my name remains the same. I am Frost, the Amalgam from the Floor of Amalgamation.” She announced to them all with the Nexus rising high behind her visage. “I was born in the Nexus as one of the beings you call a deity. But in truth, I stand echelons higher than them.”

Whether they believed her or not mattered little, save for the Scarlet Logic. She wanted them to know exactly who she was and relay her name deeper into their Atelier, which she knew would be responsible for nursing these slaves.

But she would be a complete fucking fool to let Scarlet Logic take them in the first place!

“Cara. I will only ask you once. Will you allow me to take the slaves under my wing?” Frost asked the dumbfounded woman who could fold her arms, wince before suddenly erecting herself straight with utmost respect.

“At least keep us along for the ride until you find a suitable place to keep them. We’re heading the same way anyway. And besides – you have one of these.”

She pointed to one of the little Frost’s who waddled over, presenting the golden ticket that Calfasio showed them a while back.

“To the Golden Index! They’re not picky with numbers entitled to a single ticket!” Usa rapidly nodded her head, her ears flailing up and down. “That’s the first Aterlier I wanted to get into!”

“Oh please. Ignore her. She just wanted to be one of the bunny girl dealers at the Carpal Casino.” Fran, the tamer, muttered.

A casino? Huh?

“Carpal Casino. The Golden Index are very economy orientated.”

… still, a casino?

Frost couldn’t wrap her mind of the idea of a casino being in a fantasy world like this. Although, fantasy was now quite a stretch.

She mentally sighed.

“I fit the criteria, don’t I? Just no ticket~ But Frost – I mean…”

“Continue calling me Frost.”

“Alright. Frost! I’m sure you can try striking a deal with Beholder Carpalis! She’s the only one that’s never around in the Nexus, so she’s likely to be there in the City of Diamonds!”

Our first location to visit. That makes things easier for her. But it sounds risky waltzing directly into an Atelier’s turf.

“The ticket will compel them to treat you as their guest. If they do happen to know your identity; just know that they will be branded as a betrayer of the Nexus much like Iscario if they so much try to harm you.”

Oh… that’s right…

She remembered that Iscario’s betrayal was not because he defected from the Nexus, but rather because he tried to kill her, the Amalgam. While not everyone knew this truth, she was certain that the Beholders themselves did.

It gave her confidence that she could at least talk to them. If not, then violence was always an option. Admitting this was somewhat humorous to her. From a nurse to a healer… to who she was now.

This world was slowly but surely changing her.


* * *


They parted ways with the Adventurers and the Patrons, leaving them behind in Divas Pass. By some miracle, the Scarlet Wolves managed to remain alive. Fran gifted the Patrons with these creatures. A bit away from the border of Brandar was a town where they could purchase additional caravans for their travels.

Also – Hellen, Alice, Furio and Anna were still here. They were all headed to the Nex Megalopolis, so they may as well tag along until they inevitably parted ways. Around 36 of the slaves followed closely, defended by Furio and Anna in the far back who, to Frost’s surprise, conversed with some of the women with a strange friendly yet crude manner.

Frost had them cleansed with her magic as well. It was just unfortunate that they didn’t have enough clothing for them all, only wearing the feathered vests she made.

Also, it was Cer, Ber and Res’ mission was to oversee Frost until she returned to the Nexus. Kind of like her personal bodyguards.

No one knew what happened to Calfasio. Only that he disappeared from the inn and likely died.

Frost didn’t want to tell them of his tragic end, how he despaired and became a Corrupted. So as they walked along a dirt road surrounded by an endless field of grass, Jury cusped onto Frost’s hand and pulled her a little closer, sensing her emotions.

“The ocean… I’ve never seen it so closely before.” Jury whispered. Frost adored her warmth as her heart began to strangely ache. “The world is so wide. Frost. I’m glad I’m still allowed to see new things all the time.”

“I’m just as glad to be here to share them with you.” Frost said, smiling fondly up at her.

For some reason, she found it somewhat hard to keep staring into her eyes. Frost’s face, for perhaps the first time, flushed in response.

Did she miss seeing Jury that much?

The mini-Frosts gathered around, shoving past the Moon triplets who lagged slightly behind as weird heart-shaped symbols appeared over their heads.

… why the hell are they like this?

“Like who?”

The Innocents. The little me’s.

“They are a reflection of you Will no? I’m sure you can understand that much.”

Frost, having realized what he meant, felt like her palms were sweating after so long as Jury’s hand felt a little warmer, tightening her grip.

“Jury… Um… Er… Listen. I think I’ve missed you a little too much.” Frost spoke uncharacteristically sheepishly, as if she was struggling to find words.

She knew exactly what this throb in her heart was. But she didn’t know how to convey it.

“Mhm. Me too. There were books I read in the Library. Many, many books. I always thought how nice it would have been if you were also there with me. The Archivist showed me one book that I fell in love with.” Jury looked up to the Nexus, and then, stared down at Frost with a beautiful smile.

“Oh? What book was it?”

“That’s a secret~” Jury teased, causing Frost to seem a little… unsatisfied. But that changed when she felt something warm and slightly wet touch her cheek.

“Huh…?” Frost whispered in disbelief.

Jury kissed her. She pecked her and retreated with a small hum, leaving Frost somewhat bewildered as she placed a hand on the freshly damp spot.

Frost’s heart melted as she wore a vibrant smile, causing the miniature hers to walk silently by her side, all staring up at her as if with anticipation. And it wasn’t just them, but almost everyone behind them.

“… I see. Jury. It’s probably weird hearing me say this all of a sudden, but – Jury… I think I’m in love with you.” Frost placed her head against Jury’s arm. “I don’t know when this started, but I think I’d rather tell you than to ignore it.” She spoke.

There was a brief silence that felt like an eternity for her.

The road ahead felt longer than it seemed, and the trail they followed didn’t move at all until Jury placed a hand on Frost’s cheek, gently cupping it.

“I know exactly when mine began. When you pulled me right out of the Black Forest. I couldn’t help but to believe that if it’s you, then I’m sure no matter the darkest forest, the bleakest road, or the strangest tides – it’ll all be fine so long as I’m with you.” Jury relayed her love back.

… I’m so happy right now. Nav… can my emotions really heighten from happiness?

“Just what do you think hope is?”

Aha… I want to cry.

“Of happiness? Emotions are contradictory…”

I hope one day you’ll come to understand this fuzzy feeling.

“I’ve missed you while I was inside of the Library. Every passing minute, every passing second – all I could think about was the time I was missing not being by your side~”

“Library…” Cer ended up speaking aloud, taking one of the mini-Frost’s as hostage in her arms. “Oi. Could you be talking about that Library?”

“There’s multiple libraries?” Jury questioned.

“No… er… Res. Take it from here. I dunno how confidential this one is. Cause we only know of the 2nd Advent, right?”

Frost’s feathers did not rustle, indicating that they were aware of other Advents. It piqued her interest, and before she could speak; Res poked something on her eye before speaking.

“Good. They won’t be able to hear us. I’m more than certain she’s talking about the Eternal Library. Did you see a little girl with black hair running around?” Res cautiously asked.

“In a pale dress? That was the Archivist!” Jury exclaimed.

“Ahhh. She’s no doubt been invited into the Eternal Library.”

Nav, do you have any info now?

“Now I do!”


 

< The Eternal Library; The First Advent >

< “An endless library containing compendiums of the past, present, and future. All knowledge whether from Elysia or worlds beyond are compiled into this one place, written in a 56-character set and 1,000 paged books. Due to this, finding a coherent book is nearly impossible without the aid of the Archivist.” >


 

Reminds me of the Infinite Monkey Theorem. Get a monkey to write enough gibberish and eventually you might get something coherent out of it. That’s probably where your knowledge comes from.

“And perhaps why it is also patchy.”

“Are there any other Advents you’re hiding?” Frost had to ask, knowing how influential these Advents were.

The Nexus was but one of these things.

“Two more, but they’re unconfirmed and not within the Nexus like the First Advent.” Res explained, entrusting them with this knowledge since Frost was an Archetype.

“Hm. Being?”

“One is supposedly an apple, and the other is internally called the Piece of the Fallen Star. You hear stories of claiming their wishes have come true. That’s what the fourth Advent does. It grants wishes.” Res concluded, making a strange face. “Not sure how true those two are. But then again, rumors are rumors until they wipe out an entire Sector. Just like the Big Red Heart.”

4 Advents huh. And the 3rd Advent is an Apple. Unconfirmed as well. Most likely related to the one the princess ate.

“The 4th one is interesting…”

A wish granter. What do you think Nav?

“Of what?”

Using it to grant your wish?

“… we shall leave that until the time comes.”

Frost smiled to herself, enjoying the presence of all these people until Cer spoke one last time.

“But how interesting. You actually spoke with that little pipsqueak? That’s kind of rare.” She huffed, squeezing the cheek of the poor Innocent in her arms.

“Hmm? The Archivist is a nice girl.” Jury defended.

“She is, but she doesn’t speak. No, not that. Look, technologies aren’t made or found because some genius thought it up. Alright! Listen up! I’m telling you this because you’re probably going to become my superior one day, so remember me well! Remember this flawless rescue mission of your lover over there!”

Cer began, walking up ahead of them as the Innocents threw up a question mark above their heads. The woman then spun on her heels and folded her arms, speaking with unrivalled conviction.

“The Eternal Library is a close secret because of the kind of knowledge it contains. Not everyone gets a tour like you. If people knew about its existence, then think about how many people would try to breach into the Nexus just for a taste of the power it grants.”

Frost held her breath, almost immediately understanding what Cer was trying to convey.

“And the people that did get this tour of a lifetime… well, to put it bluntly –

– They discover a technology that resonates with them and become a Beholder!”


* * *






	LEVEL : 30
	 
	
< Observer of Hope >


	 
	 



	NAME : Snap
	HP : 2,500
	
MP : 1,000


	AGI : 1,800
	RESIST : 25



	AGE : 30
	ATT : 0
	
ATT DEF : 0


	O : 0
	D : 0



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 0
	
MAG DEF : 0


	S : 120
	E : 0













	LEVEL : 160
	 
	
< Weaponized Symbiote >


	 
	 



	NAME : Ignis
	HP : 220,000
	
MP : 25,000


	AGI : 55
	RESIST : 500



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 1,200
	
ATT DEF : 5,000


	O : 130
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 1,200
	
MAG DEF : 5,000


	S : 40
	E : 0













	LEVEL : 120
	 
	
< Aspiring Beholder >


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 20,000 ^40/Min
	
MP : 1,200 ^5/Min


	AGI : 60
	RESIST : 50 (+45)



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 1,500
	
ATT DEF : 320 (+150)


	O : 100
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 0
	
MAG DEF : 280 (+200)


	S : 0
	E : 0









< Greater Healer has reached its final milestone >


 

< Greater Healer Has Reached its Mastery >

< Greater Healer has been renamed to The Otherworldly Healer >


 

< Bonuses to HP and MP regeneration have been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >

< Efficacy and efficiency of Skills derived from The Otherworldly Healer profession have increased >


 

< ACTIVE: Corporeal Restoration >

< EFFECT: Heal lethal wounds instantaneously. HP does not recover >

< Cost: 1,000 MP >


 

< PASSIVE: Painkiller >

< EFFECT: Adjust faster to pain. Those you heal resist pain the longer you heal them >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Touch of the Black Dove >

< EFFECT: Healing can now occur to multiple targets so long as they are in contact. Remaining in contact with any target will heal them even without the use of Skills. You bring comfort to those you touch with a body warmer than most >

< The kindness sprouted wings from the bottom of their hearts >


< The Brawler profession has reached its second milestone >


< Bonuses to ATT and DEF stats gained >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills gained >


 

< ACTIVE: Goodnight >

< Deal 10 damage, but each punch applies 10 stacks of Torpidity >


< PASSIVE: Severe Combo >

< Landing Active Skills from the Brawler Profession within 1 second of each other causes your ATT to multiply incrementally with each blow >






	LEVEL : 89
	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 285,000 ^15/Min
	
MP : 25,000 ^15/Min


	AGI : 70
	RESIST : 120 (+100)



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 4,500
	
ATT DEF : 1,500 (+350)


	O : 55
	D : 8



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	MAG ATT : 3,000
	
MAG DEF : 1,300 (+250)


	S : 102
	E : 45









            

    
        68. New Faces in a Town in The Middle of Nowhere

    
    
    
    
                0, 0, 0 PA. The rise of the Eternal Library.

The first Advent; the Advent of Civilization.

An Advent faded from the minds of the world. What sparked the beginning was lost to the test of time, known only by the select few. Even fewer remembered that fateful day.

What began exactly? What happened on that day?

Someone turned the page.

The gentle turn was accompanied by the sound of stretching fabric. A girl dressed in a pale dress rocked her legs back and forth as she sat at the end of a walnut table. This table stretched on infinitely along a grand hallway, where many piles of books rose to a ceiling that could not be seen, alongside shelves filled with countless books.

Her black hair politely avoided touching the pages as she moved with enthusiasm, reacting to each written word in the books sprawled before her. A golden light seemed to cascade the entire Library, which was like a world within a world.

This place was her little world, and these books were her windows to the worlds beyond, and into the hearts of people she wished to understand.

She was careful to not touch the words. To not stain the glowing pages as she followed the tale that wrote itself onto multiple books. She hurriedly pushed herself away from the table suddenly in surprise before quickly rummaging through the countless shelves in search for another book.

Time functioned differently here. Where minutes only elapsed in the world beyond; days or perhaps years may have passed within this endless place. And yet the girl’s appearance did not change, nor did her love for exploring these many tales, both heartbreaking and warm.

The fair-skinned girl climbed and descended walnut ladders that rose kilometers into the air and skittered up and down staircases that only led to differing floors of this labyrinth. In the end, she found what she was looking for and clutched the giant book between her arms, smiling cozily to herself before she returned to this strange sanctuary that was a little different from the rest of the Library.

The fragrance of herbs blessed the air here. A kettle of freshly brewed tea and two porcelain cups sat on her table. Someone had arrived during her absence to deliver these.

She plunked the book down, scouring through its pages with silver eyes until she found words being magically written. The contents caused her lips to move and yet not a single sound was made. In this grand library there was but one rule she always abided by.

Silence.

It was not heavily enforced, but it was something she was keenly bent on. She stopped speaking and waited just one moment as she gazed upwards to the infinite golden sky before suddenly smiling.

Then, her eyes eventually fell back down onto a certain red novella. A line-drawn picture of a metal candle was drawn onto its cover. She spoke once more before pouring tea into two cups. The cup was cozily placed before an empty set, patiently waiting to meet the lips of her next visitor.


* * *


“The Archivist misses Jury already.”

Well tell her she’s not getting Jury. She’s already mine.

Frost was defensive all of a sudden but ended up smiling soon after.

And tell her thanks for teaching Jury new things. Our trip had little opportunity for her to grow. I’m hoping she can further grow inside of Brandar.

“A hopeful prospect.”

Hm… You know, that makes me wonder what the Arbiter is like.

“A judge most likely. The namesake encapsulates this no? One who holds the ultimate authority over matters.”

I was thinking the same thing since they’re the Archetype of Judgement. But what I meant was personality wise. Or rather… mortality? Ethics? I’m hoping we can at least see eye to eye with this whole charade.

“The Arbiter is blind if my knowledge serves me correctly. How can you see eye to eye?”

Nav… please.

Brandar was far flatter than Frost anticipated. The vast green plains ran further than the eye could see in each cardinal direction. She could only vaguely make out the towering walls of the Nex Megalopolis.

They wouldn’t make it there before nightfall on foot. Thankfully, there was a town just ahead. Roughly 50 of them marched along the soft soil path with the little Frost that somehow didn’t fade away. The girl marched right by Frost’s side, kicking her feet up like an actual child.

Although this ‘child’ possessed the exact stats she had save for only a tenth of her HP. It was a monster in disguise.
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They saw people stare in their direction along the trail, gripping their chests and wearing mournful expressions. It was not because of them, but rather because of what they witnessed happen to the city of Divas Pass far behind.

Their incident was not an isolated one where they were the only ones who carried this knowledge. The world was too vast with many eyes and hearts. News of the razing of Divas Pass and the subsequent destruction of the Plagued Heart would make its rounds to various inns and Guilds sooner or later.

The crowd only grew thicker the closer they approached the vast walls to what appeared to be the only town in Brandar. Its size was comparable to Little Tais, but its defenses were certainly interesting. A ring of red crystals was embedded into the lower section of the wall.

“Those produce fire, right?” She spoke to no one in particular, eventually finding themselves partially blocked by a small crowd. “Try to stay close everyone!” Frost called out to the back, receiving a nod from Furio and a wave from Anna.

With so many Demi-humans behind her, most of which were younger children, Frost became wary of one getting lost in the crowd. Granted, she had perfect omnidirectional vision but even so but she wasn’t taking any chances.

And now that she noticed it, she appeared like a mother duck followed by her ducklings.

They quickly became the center of attention as expected. They did, after all, come from the direction of Divas Pass. Not to mention they seemed to recognize Cara and her team.

“Let this meagre manager take over.” Cer said as Cara, Usa and Fran promptly moved to the front, receiving a warm reception from the crowd. “Better for them to talk than us. You’re not in Grandis anymore. We don’t need to bite when we speak.”

“Unfortunately.” Ber added.

“Cara. City of Spades disaster rescue unit! We’ve returned from Grandis with the final collection. I’m sure you’ve all heard the news. Divas Pass is no more, and the borders are off limits. These are survivors and rescued slaves. We have these Adventurers to thank for defeating the Hungry infestation.”

Interesting that they don’t call themselves Scarlet Logic or Dawn Team out loud to normal people unless it’s unavoidable.

“Survivors!? Adventurers as well!? S-Someone! Let them know they’ve come back!” A woman with four arms exclaimed, right as a few others swiftly ran to the gates.

“Oi! Yer idiot, can’t ya see they’re already accompanied by ‘em!? Make way! MAKE WAY!” The husky, thick accent of a somewhat short yet muscular man shouted. “The City of Spades got to ‘em! And ain’t it that bunny girl again!? What’s this, your third sister or somthin’!? Ya rabbits look near identical to one another!” He sounded confused to see her. Extremely confused actually.

Most likely because they didn’t see her return but saw her depart multiple times.

“That’s a big fuck up~” Cer whispered, not into Frost’s ear but her little self. “Should’ve at least cut one ear off or changed her hairstyle somehow. Sloppy. As. Always.”

“Right?” Ber nodded in agreement.

“Shh.” Res hissed.

“So many of them as well… How horrible. Look what those bastards had those children wear. Nothing but feathers. Thank the celestial heavens we got out of there years ago.” A woman whose arms were wings softly spoke.

Ok, that one’s on me. Thankfully the feathers can barely pass as clothes. But man… not even a few hours after walking into Brandar and I already feel like I’ve stumbled into a completely different world. Even Jury’s surprised.

Indeed. Jury was riled with awe seeing so many different kinds of races present. It wasn’t the common human, Demi-human or Insectid they had only seen throughout Grandis. There were so many different races in fact that it was difficult to spot a single human.

Harpies, Orcs, Dwarves, Elves, Dragonkin, Beastkin; which were anthropomorphic, bipedal animals and finally; the Aquatids.

Like the Beastkin, they had similarities to humans save that their sea-creature characteristics were much more pronounced, such having tentacles for legs, or stinging anemones for arms. There was one man who had a tail hoist a glowing orb just in front of face, much like an angler fish.

It was normal sight for the others. But for Frost, some of the slaves and even Jury to an extent – they had just walked into an entirely different realm.

“That is not even all of them. Elysia is home to plenty of races, but Brandar is where they congregate.”

You know, if I didn’t know any better I would’ve thought some of these people were Corrupted. Looks are deceiving, huh.

“Wow...” Jury ended up muttering. “I’m not the weird one anymore.”

“Jury. You were never weird to begin with.” Frost immediately corrected.

Although, it was important to note that there were no Demons present.

From what Frost understood, Demons were the closest things to the Corrupted without actually being Corrupted; hence why they were at war with the Kingdoms in the southern Emvita region who believed they were the source of the Corruption.

But with the knowledge of the Impuritas, she had to take that with an entire fistful of salt. Nothing was closer to the Corrupted than those things.

“It goes to show how different regions are. Imagine Spiriten, the land of the magical creatures and Elves. You’d for sure think you were living inside of a fairytale. Or a fever dream.”

A fever dream for sure. You speak as if I’m not already in one.

Frost needed to reorganize her thoughts. In the meantime, Cara motioned for them to follow as the crowd briskly parted, still shocked by the razing of Divas Pass.

“To think that city was just there days ago…”

“I hope you find a place here in Brandar~”

“Hello~! Are you all new here? It’s ok! Only friendly faces here in this town!”

A number of soothing voices called out to the women behind, trying to ease their hearts as they ventured into this unfamiliar place. Her feathers also rustled to a lot of their kind proclamations, shedding light on the nature of this place.

It’s not drab at all compared to Grandis.

Frost also felt a lot of eyes fall onto Jury and herself in equal amounts of reverence and awe.

They were glaringly out of place. Not in a bad way per say. Like roses in a field of small flowers. Their attires spoke of immense power, and it did not help that Jury’s coat was in constant animation, declaring the sins of these people along its feathers in a language they could not decipher.

“We have a place where we keep people we collected over night. Manned by us. Expect warm meals, a change of clothes and a bed to sleep on. It’s the least we can offer before they’re sent for acquisition. Which is unlikely now that you have a Golden Ticket.” Cara explained, sensing Frost’s eyes stab into her back. “We’ll leave tomorrow for the Nex Megalopolis by caravan. We’ll arrive there on the same day by train.”

She spoke with utmost respect and with only the truth. Cara, despite being from an Atelier Frost had come to loathe, seemed to have her heart in the right place.

“You think I can quit my job and also join the Golden –?”

“You’ll be terminated for good.” Fran sternly reminded, causing the upbeat bunny girl to let loose of a long sigh.

“Yeah, yeah. But a young girl can dream, right!?”

“Captain, must I remind you of the people we’re escorting right now?” Cara managed to tame her emotions and speak as professionally as humanly possible.

They eventually reached the gates of the town. Three blocks of solid steel could be seen hanging from above, as well as multiple murder holes and even more of the red crystals. The town was heavily fortified, having yet another layer of wall internally, finished with a moat of black oil.

All these fire-based defenses made perfect sense with the sheer number of Hungry that emerged during the night. As for the town itself – it was teeming with life. They were immediately greeted by the sound of bustling commerce and communion.

Pale, bricked stone roads went on met in the center at a grand intersection where the largest building in the town sat, most likely being the Guild. Many people crowded near the gate around them due to the sighting of the catastrophe at Divas Pass, and they were instantly greeted by all manners of faces.

She had her second taste of civilization since arriving in this world and she couldn’t be more pleased. The homes and structures here were highly reminiscent those built during renaissance era back on Earth, albeit they were no more than two stories tall.

The Guild building here was more baroque than the gothic one back in Gradis; lavished well with statues and pillars. It was built wide like a manor, possessing two main wings. And unlike the Guild in Little Tais, this one did not serve as the main communal hub of the town.

“It’s beautiful…” Frost ended up whispering, instantly falling in love with the scenery. She felt like was seeing color for the first time. “It’s so much more vibrant. Colorful. And this is just a town in the middle of nowhere, huh?”

“Not in the middle of nowhere. It’s collection point that eventually became home to a few thousand people. Nearly everyone living here was at one point rescued by people like us, but the older ones remember being rescued by Justica Arms. Some even remember Beholder Galia herself. This was built by her in the first place.” Cara explained, greeting people along the way with waves.

Frost even caught a few waving towards her. Both men and women. She waved back, smiling like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“People are friendly here. It’s nice.”

At first, she wondered if it had to do with her looking like an Apostle but Jury then pulled her a little closer than usual.

“Hmm.” She hummed once, holding tightly onto Frost’s hand.

“Yeah, give them that statement. Make them feel my pain.” Cer hissed spitefully at them as Frost’s hand lowered slightly, only now realizing why they were waving at her in the first place.

As strange as it was to admit this out loud, they were attracted to her. The coat, her eyes – the way she presented herself; it all begged for people to revere at her mere sight.

It was endearing to her, and it made her quite happy that they weren’t afraid to show their emotions. Or at least she was just glad they weren’t afraid.

“Demi-humans like to wear their hearts on their sleeves. A little too much.” Res sighed, glaring at an oblivious Cer.

“Yeah, unlike us proud wolves.” Cer puffed her chest out, taking the little Frost into her arms again. The small Frost pouted as a teardrop symbol appeared on her head.

“Exactly.” Ber nodded, suddenly taking interest in the symbols the little Frost conjured. “Sweating? Is that what it means? Or excited!”

“Heh, good catch.” Cer nodded, while the little Frost frantically shook her head, pinching her nose as well.

“Very proud, huh?” Frost ended up uttering.

“I’m so sorry about them.” Res apologized, making her fondly smile.

It brought her way back to the first day she met them.

            

    
        69. A Meeting Before Dusk

    
    
    
    
                The Guild in this little fortified town had three primary functions. The first was to serve as a local bank. Secondly, it acted as a receptions for the Adventurers where they could take quests, turn them in or barter goods. The third was to provide shelter and basic needs for up to a thousand collected slaves, disaster survivors or those rescued from similar predicaments.

It was a source of intrigue for Frost. She had to wonder if the Guilds also acted as a town’s hospital.

No. A hospital? They already have those in a walking, mobile form called healers.

But that thought was short lived. The beauty of the Guild’s interior cleansed these thoughts away by its pearlescent lights.

Everything was made from polished marble, whether it be the reflective floors, the arched ceiling, or the overhanging balconies high above.

No expenses were spared here as far as she could tell. Every inch of this grandeur place oozed with sanctity. This grand hall saw many Adventurers donned in gear like Furio’s. Plated armor seemed to be the norm, followed by robed attires and then…

She saw it.

Frost didn’t want to believe. Rather, she had already seen it before. But to see it again after everything they had gone through in Grandis caused her to make a strange face that not even Jury had yet seen.

And neither could the little Frost react properly with her overhead prompts and seemingly malfunctioned.

“I hate these low-lives too, but isn’t that face a little too much?” Cer was the first to point this out. Or rather, the only one who was able to as the others were too preoccupied with admiring the beautiful interior.

“Woaaaaah!”

“It’s awesome!”

“I can see my own face on the floor!”

Most of these excited voices came from the children, many of which who were never given the luxury of seeing their own reflections.

“I… these ears… are they really that ugly that they had to stomp on me?” One uttered, clutching their head as a whole brigade came to pamper her with heart-warming voices.

And then there was Frost’s voice.

“Bikini armor… I hope to whatever deities you actually have in Elysia that there’s a reason people wear those.” Frost uttered beneath her breath, audible only to those immediately around her.

“AGI bonuses. Either that or they’re Charmers. About as useless of a profession next to a Musician.” Cer shrugged as Cara began chatting with the Guild Receptionists.

They wore a near identical wear to the Moon triplets, save that theirs was colored a deep blue.

Accommodation for the 50 or so people they had needed to be made and when some sort of deal was settled, the receptionists quickly scuttled to make preparations.

In the meantime, Cara motioned them again to follow. They moved in one giant clump with the rear still guarded by Furio, Anna, Hellen, and Alice. For an unknown reason, they seemed to draw a few curious eyes.

Hellen most especially. She did mention that she used to sing, but she didn’t think she was somewhat famous for it.

“Is that who I think it is?”

“The Vocalist? Daughter of the late Conductor?”

“S-Should we say something?”

“No… let’s leave them be. To think she disappeared into Grandis.”

Hellen’s a hot topic huh… and by the way, are Charmers and Musicians like Bards or something?

“Similar, but they can also attack by conjuring musical instruments. They’re an uncommon profession for an Adventurer to possess and primarily function to provide what you call ‘buffs’.”

Interesting. I’d like to see something like that myself. So Hellen’s a Musician. Makes sense with the kind of voice she has.

“Skimpy armor! The City of Hearts has a lot more where they came from. Pretty scandalous if you ask me. Heh.” Cer added from out of the blue. “It’s a treat to the eyes sometimes, but you won’t see anyone wearing anything like that in Grandis. If you’re really that interested then how about Jury over there wears –”

“By the way Cara, where are you taking us?” Frost promptly cut her off, speaking only to Cara who led them up a staircase and through a short network of hallways, eventually leading them towards a door where a number of receptionists waited.

“The common room. They’ll be staying in suites overnight before we depart at dawn. They’ll be given the rare choice of either staying here or coming along to join the ranks of the Golden Index with that ticket. Amalgam… Frost, I know it’s not in my position to say this, but all I ask is that you let them make the choice themselves.” Cara concluded. “It’s not often that people like them are offered the power to make their own choice.”

They were escorted into a grand hallway where countless doors flanked either side. Each one contained a designated number and had a crystal that changed color depending on its vacancy.

An advocator for these people. Cara really does have a good head on those shoulders.

They were finally brought into a large common room furnished ever lavishly. A massive array of couches was arranged in a square, all facing inwards where a small stage rose in the center.

In one end of the room sat a library containing both books and, to Frost’s interest, board games to serve as entertainment for these people.

In the other end was a long table where receptionists could be seen placing trays of food free for the picking. They approached Cara again, causing Usa and Fran to smile before giving Frost a solid nod.

They wanted her to speak on their behalf to the rescued women. She could sense this at an instinctual level, recognizing similar nods from her profession back on Earth.

And so, she moved to the front with grace, enrapturing every eye in the room with her mere presence alone. She gazed upon them with golden eyes and a welcoming smile.

Silence filled the room for only a moment before she delivered a small speech.

“I’m sure you have your doubts. And I’m certain you all carry a pain that only few of us will understand. And I know that you all despaired. But know that you’re all standing here in front of me because you made it. You’re safe here. Eat what you want. Say what you want. Please, don’t be afraid to cause some trouble because no one’s going to hurt you anymore. Isn’t that right?” She looked over to the others as they nodded in unison.

“That’s the whole point of this place. To help people in need. Like them. Like us.” Usa spoke before quickly joining Frost’s side. “I was once like you all, standing there and listening to someone’s kind words. I was a ragged bunny who had her ears sliced off. So I couldn’t hear for most of my life. But! I was rescued by my good Manager friend here! And it’s already been a year since. Look where I’m at now! I can’t wait to see where you’ll all be in a year’s time~! Think about your lives moving forward in a bright light!”

Usa is really endearing huh. So that’s the relationship between those two. I would have never guessed it.

“… I… I still can’t believe it. Is it really fine for us?” One of the women spoke up, clutching at her chest with uncertainty.

“Shh. We’re… not in Grandis anymore. The Goddess promises us a good life.” Another softly assured before pointing towards the table filled with warm food. “Look. They have meat. Let’s share a meal together, what do you say?”

“Mmn.” The woman nodded. “And! T-thank you for healing the scar on my chest!”

“My wounds as well! I thought I’d never be able to walk again!”

“And my eyes!”

“My tongue!”

“My ears!”

Bliss. She adored these people and was glad her healing services managed to erase their physical scars from Grandis. All that was left was to allow their physiological trauma to scab over. The mind had its own remedies to heal itself. No matter her proficiency in healing magic; it was impossible to tap into those places.

And therefore, kindness and warmth were all she could offer.

But that seemed to be enough for them in this happy moment. Snap suddenly brushed her head as it emitted a low-buzzing hum. One that reminded her of an old film recorder. Ignis also presented with a reaction, shivering as she hopped a little more forward on her shoulder as if to get a better look.

Then, there was the little Frost and Jury. A thumbs up was drawn over the head of the little her as her… loved one approached and gave her a cozy smile.

“You helped pull more people out of their dark forest~ Now everything should be brighter for them.” She said right as they all scattered about, moving in all manners of directions as the receptionists began offering to show them their rooms for the night. “Frost~”

“Yes?”

“Nothing. I just wanted to say your name out loud.” Jury brushed her hair out of the way and planted a kiss on her forehead, making Frost melt a little.

“… were you always this aggressive?” Frost had to ask, although, this was exactly how Jury always was. A spontaneous, energetic woman that was the light in her dark world.

She just didn’t have a proper way of showcasing her emotions. Until only recently, of course.

“You didn’t realize?” Jury hummed.

“Um, question! What happens to us?” Anna had to ask from the far back.

“You’re a guest here, so you’ll also be getting a room.” Cara promptly explained.

“Sweeeet! One day of luxury!”

“Then you have my sincere gratitude. And Frost, I’ll be expecting you to give a hand when night falls.” Furio only raised his hand before leaving them behind, quickly disappearing down the hallway without another word.

What does he mean by that?

“Most likely when the dungeon creatures emerge across the surface of Brandar.”

“And there he goes.” Anna groaned.

“Alice! Alice! C’mon! You can read right!?” A few of the children swarmed the girl, holding books in their arms. “Can you read these for us!? P-please!”

“Go on dear~ They’re asking you for help.” She hummed, gently pushing her from behind.

“Mhm!” Alice nodded and joined the group down at the mini library.

“You know, I’ve been meaning to ask you this, but I wasn’t so sure of it. Now that I overhead some gossip I’m fairly certain I know who the hell you are now! You’re not the Vocalist, are you?” Anna’s face somehow drew closer to Hellen’s with each spoken word.

“Hmm~? What may you be talking about, I wonder?” Hellen hummed again, dodging the question as she strolled away, following Alice’s lead.

“Wait – Please, you ARE the Vocalist! M – Ma’am! WAIT! Dammit, please talk to me!” Anna exclaimed.

Needless to say – everyone adapted well to the new environment.


* * *


However, there were things that needed to be addressed.

A small group found themselves within a private room secluded somewhere deep beneath the Guild. It was only Frost, Jury, Cara, and the Moon triplets who were present.

They took their seats around a sole round table in the center of this bright room. There were no windows, or any means of exit save for a pair of oak doors. No one short of an Atelier member, one of the ‘deities’ of the Nexus or the residential healer of the Guild were allowed here unless given specific permission.

Frost left the Innocent to protect the others as the wolf-girls all have her a strange, scrutinizing look. She knew well what the reason was and ended up letting loose of a long sigh.

“Yes. I’m a healer.”

“… And the only thing you decided to bring up from your skills was punch?” Res slowly spoke, half-frustrated that Frost didn’t mention anything about being a healer. Not even a hint of it was given. “A healer that can fight makes no sense at all. You Archetypes are something else… Frost… I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt for losing your memory at the time, but I really cannot sympathize with you. So many things could have been avoided if we knew you were a healer.”

“In my defense I had no idea healers were so valuable. I lost my memory, and still don’t have half of it.”

“… and you know who else lost their memory? The fucking Arbiter. That truth became a dumb rumor, and it was twisted into the urban legend of the Warped Stone eating memories. Hearing that you, another Archetype also lost their memories like that blind Arbiter can’t be a coincidence.” Res deeply explained the circumstances. “I cannot believe they made Warped Stone memory bullshit into an actual condition. That’s why I half blame you. The rest falls entirely on the Stars of the Nexus.”

The Nexus has its own fallings, huh. I thought it was a perfect place.

“We only have surface level knowledge after all. A place that grand is sure to have leaks and cracks away from the light. Or rats.”

Just like a certain Star.

“You don’t think Iscario was the one who twisted it?” Frost brought him up onto the table, causing Cara to stiffen slightly as the conversation dabbled in knowledge she probably shouldn’t be hearing.

“Considering everything he’s done, I wouldn’t put it past him. Iscario, Iscario. Iscarioooo.” Cer recited his name, retching right after. “I always though he was a weird one. Always stuck his nose where it wasn’t needed and like to get intimate with a bunch of Ateliers. Scarlet Logic included. Know anything about that, Cara~”

“Yeah, state your defense!” Ber exclaimed.

“Hey. Dawn Teams are out of the loop.” Res reminded, vindicating the woman. “They’re only marginally better than the fodder they throw haphazardly at whatever threats arise.”

“Heh. Lucky you. Immortality all granted by one red pool. At least those fodder have the liberty to die as themselves. Not whatever you are –”

Frost smashed her fist on the table, eliciting immediate order from the trio as Jury watched on, judging everyone present with her golden eyes.

“Cer. Ber. And you too Res. I’m going to ask you only once from the kindness of my heart. Can you shut the fuck up and be civil? Cara isn’t here to take your shit. At this point I’d be thankful if she answers anything at all.” Frost intentionally inflicted Darkness stacks onto the trio, causing them to instantly recompose themselves in the face of their utmost superior.

Although Cer seemed strangely happy for some reason.

Cara looked over to Frost, her forever stern face parting lightly as if to say thanks.

“Alright. Let’s continue. We were talking about Iscario. On the same day I left, he made it to me with Infusion S. Then he threw me into the Black Forest. Does that place ring a bell?”

“He really wanted to kill you then. From our records the Black Forest messed with the minds of a lot of the Scarlet Logic Dusk Teams after Paradise was lost. Even one Midnight Team had to be terminated. Stars and Moons alike.” Cara spoke, having access to this knowledge.

Her feather’s rustled. Cara was more than willing to cooperate and answer anything she could. At first, she wondered if she was even allowed to say anything, but it was probably fine considering she was an Archetype. Not that Cara knew what it exactly entailed but having three moons follow her orders was enough to convince her that she was at least on par with the Beholders.

“We don’t know what happened, but after they revived, they wouldn’t stop talking about the ‘eyes’. All one thousand of them that watched them every passing day, judging them. Their testimonies remind me of your magic. You did… mention you killed it as well.”

“Terminated? As in dead for good?” This particular word caught her attention.

“More than dead. Every death you’ve experienced replays 10 times. Your body’s sensitivity to pain also multiplies by a similar factor. Defecting is impossible. Missions are absolute. Failure results in termination. Termination means being removed from the Pool. Being removed from the Pool means absolute death.” Cara revealed, explaining exactly why Scarlet Logic personnel were adamant in their mission objectives.

“Meaning the longer one stays in the Atelier, the more compelled they are to serve it.” Frost gathered from this one statement alone and thought back to the Star who had almost died 300 times. “Loyalty in the form of fear.”

“Wrath. It’s wrath. People are angrier and more bloodthirsty than they’re afraid, believe it or not. The strongest people in Scarlet Logic carry wrath because it was our Atelier that helped them in the first place. People like Usa.” Though she didn’t show it, Frost heard regret in her voice. “They want to protect it no matter how ugly it really is. And if they so happen to step out of line, then we’re terminated. But I am still thankful for my job. At least here I’m treated like a human here.”

“And then they damned them with this fate, huh… this is all screwed up right from the roots.” Frost sighed, causing Jury to pat her back.

“Roots. Heh. Funny you mention that. You’ve never seen Brandar at night, right? Brace yourself. It’s going to get even uglier when the sun sets.” Cer ominously warned. “You’ve seen the Plagued Heart in Divas Pass. The one you ATE!”

For some reason, she emphasized ate, causing Ber to repeat it as Res silently apologized.

“What about it?”

“The spires. You don’t think those spires were there for nothing? From what we know, it becomes a Corrupted Zone afterwards, and those spires shoot straight up from underground to flood these plains every night. There’s a method to the madness. But the madness in our world never ceases to stop.” Res concluded, causing Frost’s brows to furrow.

Unfortunately for her, despite how peaceful this place seemed on the surface –

– Horrors only laid beneath.

“By the way Frost, the hell happened to the Corrupted? You eat that too?” Cer asked as Ignis bounced a little closer to her cheek, rubbing up against her almost sadly.

“I did. But I don’t want to call him a Corrupted.” Frost solemnly spoke.

“Him? What? Who?” Ber wondered.

“A kind father.” Frost rose a hand and gently brushed a finger against Ignis’ warm, blob-shaped body.

“The hell are you saying? You’re talking like someone you knew became a Corrupted. Aha. I’ll have you know that’s impossible!” Cer laughed.

But Res slowly leaned forward onto the table, her crimson eyes slowly brimming shock as sparks emerged.

“… Frost. You… you’re joking? I hope you’re joking.” Res whispered as Frost only continued to stare into her eyes with conviction. By now Cer’s laughter had ceased entirely. The room instantly fell silent as Ber gripped onto the table, causing it to moan as she too could not bring herself to believe this revelation.

“The truth is – the Corrupted aren’t just made from residual emotions or tales. People themselves can become Corrupted.”

The table snapped in half.

They had no reason to believe her. They could easily wave off this absurd claim.

But the very person who said this was the Amalgam, and the triplets had witnessed her shape-shifting abilities firsthand as well as her power that instantly smited a Star of the Nexus. Not only that, but she was an Archetype much like the Arbiter who had also brought along her own set of revelations to the Nexus.

This knowledge was likely Frost’s version of the revolutionary Arbiter’s Trumpet.

            

    
        70. Hailstorm at Dusk

    
    
    
    
                One question arose from Frost’s revelation.

If people could become Corrupted, then how come it had never occurred until now? The countless tens of thousands that still suffered in Grandis were bound to have at least one of them become a Corrupted, and yet it was Calfasio and Ignis who underwent this harrowing transformation.

Corrupted had always existed long before the rise of the first Advent. Suffice to say, it was hard for Frost to believe that this hadn’t occurred even once in 350 years.

So, she had to wonder if she possessed some sort of influence when it came to creating the Corrupted in the first place. It would partially explain why Calfasio and Ingis became Corrupted since they were within her proximity at the time.

However, she also had to speculate that it may be caused by the floors opening within the Nexus. She believed that if there were Corrupted created by her, then they would at least bear the Amalgamation Affinity. Wrath and Lament confirmed at least two more floors and Archetypes existed.

In the end, there was no feasible way to explain their Corruption event. Aside from them giving into their overwhelming emotions. Still, it did not change that it occurred within her presence.

Frost muttered random gibberish beneath her breath as she took the liberty to explore the Guild and its functions. Then, she spoke:

“The Guild has its own ranking system for Adventurers. It also incorporates the Arbiter’s Trumpet a little differently.”

She pointed out along the face of a giant billboard. It contained menial tasks ranging from picking flowers to aiding the elderly with their chores. Nothing too serious was plastered here, aside for one giant sign in the center that reminded them to return within the gates an hour before sunset.

“These are probably all the local quests.” Jury noticed. “The bigger ones might circulate over a number of towns using the Warped Stone technology. At least I’d believe so. Is that correct, Nav?”

“Quests higher than Yellow Trickle circulate over multiple Guilds. Anything below is considered a local quest.”

Frost found herself stifling a small laugh. She didn’t think she was so immature to find… yellow trickle such a humorous name.

“… Frost, are you perhaps laughing?”

You’re imagining things. So the color rankings are also slotted into various risk classifications, huh.

From what Nav explained, and from what she gathered from various faces who were more than happy to answer her, the Adventurer ranking system looked like this:




Eternal Night Risk Class – Unbound Ranked – Incandescent Soul – Level 140+

White Monsoon Risk Class – Radiant Rank – White Soul – Level 120 – 139

Black Monsoon Risk Class – Diamond Rank – Black Soul – Level 100 – 120

Violet Hailstorm Risk Class – Platinum Rank – Violet Soul – Level 80 – 100

Red Hailstorm Risk Class– Gold Rank – Red Soul – Level 60 – 80

Blue Trickle Risk Class – Silver Rank – Blue Soul – Level 40 – 60

Yellow Trickle Risk Class – Copper Rank – Yellow Soul – Level 20 – 40

Green Trickle Risk Class – Tin Rank – Green Soul – Level 0 – 20




The Incandescent Souls brought up the question of the Incandescent Colors. She was only aware of the Red Barron, and further asking around of this person seemed to spark confusion.

“The Red Barron died a long time ago, didn’t he?”

“Lady, didn’t he die in Paradise?”

“A-Ah. Oh. I thought you were interested in joining our party. Red Barron?” One person spoke, unable to meet Frost’s eyes as they hovered somewhere below her chin. “… Isn’t he dead?”

“Is that right? Well, thank you for your time.” Frost and Jury promptly left the group of 5 alone, who waved back trying to get them to stay a little longer. “’Dead’, huh.”

I don’t think Iscario would casually bring up the name of a dead man to ravage the women of a village. Unless zombies or the Undead are a thing?

“Perish the thought. The Undead you’re thinking of do not exist in this world. They are not raised from the dead per say. Instead, they are puppeteered as parodies of themselves by the Mycelli; the fungal race, or by other means. A person cannot return from the dead as a corpse.”

But their lingering emotions can return and manifest into something worse. The Corrupted.

“Precisely.”

Unfortunately, her prodding around the Guild bared no fruit. Information regarding this person was non-existent. It also didn’t help that she received varying answers when she asked what sort of powers he wielded.

Fire magic? A swordsman? A Dragonkin? No one knew for sure. It left her starved for wisdom as further investigated the Guild’s processes with Jury by her side, admiring its beauty until she was approached by a short-cut, pale-haired woman dressed in blue robes.

She was a healer no doubt, and the vibrant, cozy smile she wore managed to shock Frost. Having only seen the healers in the from of the Wandering Healer, she was half-expecting her to possess a metal, clawed hand and an ominous smile.

However, this woman was perfectly normal. Human as well.
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“Humans don’t have special racial traits. However, they are the only race that can gain an affinity for healing.” Nav revealed.

“Hello! Is this your first time coming here?” This woman was slightly shorter than Frost, and she tugged around a small cart of baked goods.

“Is it?” Jury looked over to Frost, wondering how they should respond.

“Is it?” The healer giggled. “I’m sorry. I thought you two looked lost. The receptionists were a little wary of approaching you. Not because you’re scary or anything! Um… Could it be your first time visiting a Guild building? It’s not uncommon for people from Grandis to have never visited one before.”

The way she spoke, and the way her body squirmed almost playfully as she spoke caused something to spark inside of Frost’s chest. An instinctual urge to protect this being instantly overcame her, akin to a motherly… no, fatherly instinct.

An angel?

“Healers are free of malice. Incapable of harm or ill thoughts. Purest of the pure. An angel would be correct. Although such a race no longer exists.”

They do now. And Inflow Direct manages them as expected. But those DEF stats are something else. It’s that cloth she’s wearing, isn’t it? They’re probably made from the same strings that create the Scripts.

Frost cleared her throat and replied after a small moment of silence.

“Yeah. We’re completely lost. I was wondering how the Blessed are supposed to turn in quests with the Repositories offline.”

“Offline? Do you mean broken?” She said, pointing her finger upwards. “Grandis jargon isn’t very popular here. Um… about the quests, right now I’m afraid everything’s being processed manually, and everything’s being restricted to local quests. It’d be kinda hard to prove you finished one across the other side of Brandar, right? Oh, sorry. I’m running my mouth, aren’t I?” She sheepishly smiled.

“It’s fine. Please keep talking. So that also means we can’t earn Nex at all, huh. Must be troublesome for the Blessed up there.” Frost assured.

“It’s quite sad. Some people built their entire lives in the residential floor. But without a stockpile of Nex then it’s almost impossible to remain up there. Not to mention the Blessed that live on those floors seldomly carry coins, let alone other foreign currencies.” The healer revealed yet another problem with the Nexus that somehow never occurred to her.

That’s right. You need Nex to remain in the Nexus. So all of the Blessed that don’t have enough Nex are getting kicked out. To where though?

“Across all Elysia. No one has a say in where they’re sent. It seems that a mass exodus has occurred as a result of Iscario’s meddling with the Relay Sites and Repositories.”

And I thought he had already done the worst. You’d think there’d be a backup plan or something at least. Can’t they just teleport to other regions?

“And if those regions are too dangerous for them? Need I remind you that while the Corrupted are rare and Brandar has its own issues with the dungeons, the rest of the world isn’t as pretty.”

Fucking hell.

“A hell indeed.”

“That means we’ll end up getting coins instead of Nex as rewards… By the way, what’s Nex?”

“Currency of the Nexus?” The healer tilted her head, wondering if Frost was asking a trick question.

“Nevermind. Hey, sorry for holding you up. Bringing those to the girls in the common room?”

“Yep! And I didn’t mind at all! It was nice speaking to you. And you too, fellow healer!” She cheerfully cried before handing them both a supersized cookie each. “Do you two have a name? A cool Adventurer title or namesake?” Her eyes glistened suddenly.

“Frost; the Amalgam, and Jury.” Jury answered, her coat showing no animated writing at all, indicating that this this woman has quite literally never done anything bad in her life.

… An angel in the flesh.

“Is that cool enough?” Frost hummed.

“Plenty enough! Call me Pinna! I’ll be looking after you if you get hurt tonight! And you two look plenty strong! It’s been a little rough here lately. But we’re calling in even stronger people this time to help with the swarms!” She cheered to herself, causing Frost and Jury to melt ever slightly to this person’s warmth.

It also angered Frost to some degree. It wasn’t directed towards Pinna. Rather, this anger was for this woman and all healers alike. If every healer was pure of heart just like her, then the fact that the world decided to persecute them was absolutely unforgivable.

She understood the notion the strong eating the weak, but these were people capable of doing only good. Why enslave them? They’d help regardless, right? The barbaric logic messed with her as she ended up glaring at the healer.

Luckily not hard enough to inflict Scrutiny.

“U-Um… sorry, did I do something wrong?”

“Ah, sorry. Hey, take care of yourself. Don’t push yourself too hard. Being the only healer must be tough. And thanks for the cookie. Maybe I’ll cherish this and have it as a keepsake.” Frost joked.

“Please do eat it within the day! That can’t be healthy for you!” The healer cried. “I-if you’ll excuse me! I’m bringing these to the poor girl. See you tonight. And good luck~!” She rushed off with the cart of goodies, waving behind before she greeted others along the way with seemingly boundless energy.

“Jury.”

“Mhm.”

“What do you think about the healers?” Frost asked after a moment of silence.

“Good people. But you can also feel an air of sadness. I read in a book about the extent of their suffering. Healers are the hardest people to break. But when they do it’s tragic. The Archivist says they end up losing their wings. What about you? How do you feel seeing another one of your kind?”

“Anger.” Frost casually admitted, causing Jury to silently nod.

Her feathers didn’t rustle to her own voice. This was because she also expressed sorrow.

Not towards the woman, but for past healers in general who had to endure the cruel whims of the world. While it was all in the past, it did not change the fact that she had come face to face with one of these broken healers who lived during these agonizing times.

It was hard for her to imagine what it took to break and twist someone’s concept of healing from restoration of the body to salvation in the form of death, and yet keep that same air of kindness.

A mangled kindness.

Although, there were some instances where this was unfortunately unavoidable.

An example was those turned into the slimes by Crimson Hunger. Remembering this, she brought a hand up to touch Ingis. The girl shivered as she gently brushed against Frost’s hand. Ignis’ form hadn’t seen any changes yet. Neither did Snap’s.

But it was only a matter of time before they did.

And if history was anything to go by, they’d probably all grow into something huge just like Jury.

That being said –

“You sound like a mother bird. Are your motherly instincts kicking in for your kind? The healers”

“Motherly? Fatherly more like…” Frost trailed off momentarily as she and Jury moved outside, cherishing the warmth of the afternoon sun. “Justica Arms initiated the rescue of the healers. It begs the question of what they’re like internally. One of their Apostles screwed me over, and another went and started a war with Scarlet Logic. They hardly sound like a coherent bunch.”

“Like a wildcard?” Jury said.

“Exactly that.”


* * *


Little else occurred as the hours elapsed. Snap eventually fell asleep with Ignis, both tucked in by the mini-Frost who vowed to watch over them with a solid salute. Frost took a good look at the two one final time, knowing that they were going to transform in the following hours.

And as she left the Guild she noticed that the town’s atmosphere sharply shifted the closer it became dusk.

The happiness stagnated and slowly fizzled away as the sun steadily turned orange. When the skies became scarlet, and as people swiftly returned to their homes and barricaded their windows with wooden curtains; the Adventurers moved to the top of the surrounding battlements of the town and assessed the situation.

Cer, Ber and Res followed Frost and Jury to a more vacant end of the walls as the crystals underneath began to glow a gentle red. Cer pointed out into the distance as the world was drowned by howling winds.

“Do you feel it? Something tunneling deep underneath?” Cer began as a group containing Pinna and Furio, surprisingly, scoured the darkening plains in the direction of the Nex Megalopolis with a telescope.

They were desperately searching for the ‘strong people’, who had yet to arrive.

“Hearts are everywhere underneath Brandar. But I say that’s bullshit. Countless Heart’s don’t coexist. They tear each other apart like natural predators. It’s an eat or be eaten world out here. Rather than many Hearts, it’s a select few. The apex of the Hearts.”

The sun neared its end as a cacophony of voices rattled the cold air. Shouting filled the town before silence instantly befell them when the sun finally disappeared over the distant ocean.

And then, a trumpet sounded.

A bright, red flame instantly shot out from a horn-like trumpet and illuminated the sky like a flare. The man who blew into it donned holy robes that exuded unbounded divinity.
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This man was a member of the Justica Arms who had no other role than to sound the Arbiter’s Trumpet for the people who did not possess the Blessing of the Nexus to receive its warning.

Then, the trumpet resounded once more.

“RED HAILSTORM!” Someone cried out at the top of their lungs before countless pores began to split along the entire stretch of Brandar. It was as if the entire land was a sponge. The ground did not even break. It opened like these pores were its mouths.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< HAILSTORM >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET SINGS >


 

“You see Frost, we call the entire surface of Brandar the Epiderma layer. Beneath all the rock, sediment, bones, blood, and history you’ll find a place we internally call the Derma layer. But it’s easier to call it by its traditional name.” Cer hummed as a sprawling sea of Impuritas monsters emerged from these pores.

It was not the Flesh Clots, or the Crimson Hunger as a matter of fact.

It was a completely bizarre creature. So bizarre in fact that Frost did not know if these were worse than the Crimson Hunger. No. Not even a creature at all. What emerge was quite literally a swarm of paper-crafted balls of yarn.

“IT’S THE PAGES! OUR LUCK IS GOOD TONIGHT!”

“USE FIRE! DO NOT FALL IN OR YOU’LL BE TURNED INTO PIECES OF PAPEEEEEER!”

“FIRE MAGES! ARCHERS WITH FIRE SKILLS! IT’LL BE ANOTHER EASY DEFENSE! MOST OF THE WORK WILL BE LEFT TO THE FIRE CRYSTALS!”
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“That place right underneath us is what they call Hell; all created by an endless sprawl of complexes made by the largest Hearts that not even the Corrupted Zone ones can hold a flame to.” Cer’s fang sparked with electricity as she ominously concluded.

            

    
        71. Wearing Her First Corrupted Persona

    
    
    
    
                A glorious ring of flames surrounded the town. The fire crystals spewed a blazing inferno onto the swarming Collectors, incinerating their paper-made tangled bodies. The roaring winds heaved flaming ash into the air as a grey monsoon befell the town.

The stars of the night sky, the colorful cosmic dust, and the beauty beyond were instantly snuffed by the intense light as the surrounding world distorted to the heat. A hoard of countless thousands of these things swarmed the surface of Brandar, almost coating it entirely as they scoured the world for prey.

But as many of the Adventurer’s had anticipated; tonight would indeed be an easy night.

“They’re weak to fire. Similar to the Crimson Hunger.” Jury commented Frost’s exact thoughts, consuming the world with agape eyes as they both tried to make sense of the ordeal.

“And the Animals. Lucky for them it wasn’t the Gears or the Hearts.” Cer pointed out, strolling along the battlements casually as others could be seen running around like their lives depended on it. “Those two are bastards to deal with if all you have are these tiny crystals. Like this is difficult to begin with. Hailstorm? C’mon. We Moons could walk all the way to the cities blindfolded.” She further ridiculed them, finding it humorous that the situation was so staggeringly different between the weak and the strong.

Pale strands of paper lunged straight over the walls like grappling hooks. These tentacles sought for a prey to snatch, thankfully burning almost as quickly as they appeared. However, there were some unlucky few who were attacked by these things.

They expressed the immediate area feeling numb. All exposed skin that so happened to brush these papers had words written along their flesh like tattoos, almost as if they were branded with hot iron.

“It’s the conversion process. These things turn people into pages, others into books. There was a bibliography if I also recall. We call that the Paged disease. It’s a tier 3 disease for what it’s worth.” Res pointed out, casually electrocuting all oncoming strands of paper like they were mere insects.

There were 5 tiers of diseases, each corresponding with the levels of Cure Disease. 1 being the easiest, such as Cataracts, and the most severe being tier 5. The White Plague was an example of a tier 5 disease that originated from the Mycelli, creating white, bulbous spores on the bodies of those infected.

Sort of like the Black Plague from Earth now that Frost noticed it. But a fungal-based disease intrigued her.

That being said – Their casual deflecting of these things with electricity caused them to begin avoiding their section of the wall almost entirely.

A tier 3 disease. Meaning I don’t have the adequate healing skills to cure them.

Their strength made this whole thing seem like a joke. The blindfolded run Cer spoke of held merit despite being an offhanded joke.

“You know, that’s not a bad idea sis! Just towing those women along might not work.” Ber entered deep thought as she legitimately considered Cer’s ingenious idea to walk across Brandar’s surface.

“All underground… Brandar had this problem from long ago, right?” Frost said, still entirely baffled by just how many of these creatures existed.

Cer adamantly explained that they had always existed. In the meantime, Frost couldn’t help but to doubt that the town would last an assault of this scale. And yet she was repeatedly proven wrong in and endless cycle of ups and downs.

When the Collectors seemed like they were about to ensnare someone, the flames instantly caught up to the rest of its body and dispelled them as if they were no more than a figment of her imagination.

Also, Scrutiny worked well on them. Their RESIST stat was so low that they instantly froze when she gazed upon them, sparking the curiosity of most who observed the phenomenon. It left up to a hundred frozen at a time, but all she was doing in the end was delaying their inevitable end.

Apparently, it was worse beyond the walls of the City of Spades and the City of Strings. In these parts only the lesser dungeon monsters emerged but elsewhere, creatures akin to the Macro Clumps and Angered Clumps were more common.

The fact that these also had the tendency to emerge within the sectors surrounding the cities also casted a lot of doubt of the Nex Megalopolis being ‘safe’. Despite this, the trio insisted that it was true since the monsters didn’t spill like they did here.

Instead, structures known as Dungeons emerged underground or sometimes above ground. Within was a normal Dungeon Heart, very rarely becoming an infestation, never mind a Plague due to how quickly they were destroyed.

And to think this happened every night over Brandar…

“… am I stupid for asking how people in Brandar managed to survive this before the Nex Megalopolis was built?” Frost slowly spoke, watching one paper tentacle approach her. She managed to catch it into her maw and devoured its paper-like contents. As expected, it tasted like she just bit into a solid block of A4 paper.

The trio looked at her amusedly. Her display was hardly strange to them. As the Amalgam, they partially expected her to be able to eat anything. In fact, they had already seen her devour a decent chunk of the Plagued Heart like it was nothing.

Although Cer seemed a little too fixed on her after that bite.

There was no way in hell any normal settlement was going to survive this kind of assault every single night. For countless years, not to mention. This discrepancy ate at her more than she was willing to admit. Her inquisitive mind did not allow her to spare any room for speculation when she had people who could easily thwart these questions at her command.

“You said it. We’ve said it. But ‘oh, it’s the Jesters again.’ No thanks to these two.” Res was the one who complained this time, breaking her usual professional demeanor as she wore a complicated face.

“That’s us.” Ber nodded proudly.

“Shut up.” Res snapped, tugging on her sister’s collar. “And no. You’re not dumb Frost. It wasn’t this bad 15 years ago. They never used to appear in huge swarms like this. But ever since the Nex Megaloplois was built these things grew out of control.”

One of the flaming crystals cracked all of a sudden, prompting a number of Adventurers to rush towards into its direction and begin laying down fire magic as a substitute.

The situation didn’t devolve into chaos. It was all still under control. A crystal failure was a common occurrence. In the event of a complete crystal failure all would have to take refuge indoors, and the oil moat between the two walls would be set alight.

Also, under normal circumstances powerful Justica Arms members would be teleported into this location. Unfortunately for them; it was not possible with all the Relay Sites now broken.

I really can’t wrap my mind around the notion of staying somewhere so dangerous.

“Neither. But they have the promised protection of an Atelier most likely. Either way – it is highly illogical for my logical reasoning.”

“But what do we Moons know? All we do is slay the Corrupted. What goes on in these parts isn’t any of our concern. Epiderma. Derma. The hell does that even mean? You get the point.” Cer concluded, moving up to Frost’s side. “No Moon, no Star and no Exalted will come down to save anyone unless it threatens the Nexus directly. Like a Corrupted. Pretty dumb rule if you ask me.”

“Did the Beholders tell you that?” Frost deeply questioned.

“As usual~” Ber hummed.

“Then, let me ask you three one thing.”

Frost then turned to them with eyes glowing brighter than the bellowing heat. Cer’s tail instantly waged left and right as she stared up into those eyes. The angle, her height; and her eyes were perfect.

While it caused the two to straighten themselves instinctively, it somehow caused Cer to instantly become obedient like a trained dog.

“Will you answer to a Beholder, or to me, the Archetype of Amalgamation?”

“That’s a difficult question I’m afraid.” Res regretfully admitted.

“I’m sticking to their guts.” Ber motioned to the two.

“… yes. I do. Please eat – I mean, huh? You think some Beholder has authority over me? Think again! Having a floor on the Nexus dedicated to you puts you way above the Beholders don’t you think?” Cer proudly placed her hands on her hips.

These three were hardly on the same page even though they seemed to share the same brain cell. Aside from Res who actually had a fully functioning brain. Frost sighed and continued to observe the situation, finding nothing going awry.

“It certainly does.” Frost agreed.

Pinna, the healer, was highly skilled in curing diseases and mass healing. Considering that it seemed to be rare to get heavily injured by these things, her skillset was well suited for the situation.

All was somehow fine on this night of mayhem. It felt like the world had come to an end and they were within the last bastions of civilization.

Trepidation slithered into the hearts of many. They knew that one wrong step was all it took to end their lives. Even someone as strong as Furio wouldn’t last long out there. Mana was a finite thing. The same with life itself.

Frost peered out towards the massive walls of the Nex Megalopolis and wondered how life was within. Did they need to worry about whether they were going to wake up the following day? The answer was no.

So long as one lived within the walls of the cities, that is.

Rolling clouds of flames scorched the lands. Furio’s magic easily dispelled these Collectors all the while blazing arrows found their marks, hailing above these creatures to no end. The nightly routine was done so many times that every mana potion available was rationed perfectly between each of them.

Waves of water pummeled these things, as did razor-sharp blades of leaves. A colorful myriad of magic annihilated them, and within the next hour, these creatures began to back off, likely realizing that their efforts were futile.

If this was how the nights usually went, then their survival out here in these ravaged lands became much more believable for Frost.

A break of cheers drowned out the still spewing flames of the crystals as the adventurers abandoned their post, leaving only a select handful to keep watch as Frost remained there with the others.

She watched several of the Collectors disappear back into the pores which quickly sealed up, leaving behind nothing but an untouched field of moist grass, which steamed before quickly being ignited by the heat.

Frost didn’t even have an opportunity to heal anyone. Although it was not like she didn’t gain anything from witnessing this event. Aside from the horrors that plagued Brandar’s lands – the triplets hinted that the cities themselves had a hand in strengthening their numbers in some unknown way.

“Cer. Ber. Res. Are the Ateliers enemies of the Nexus?” Frost asked as silence befell the world, the grateful cheers behind were drowned by the severity of her voice.

“No. The Ateliers actively try to protect the Nexus. Oh, and those that are useful to them. What, you think the Nex Megalopolis was made for people? Ahaha! Listen close! It’s a giant fortress when it comes down to it. It was built in case of another Paradise Lost event.” Cer answered truthfully as Frost noticed something odd in the distance.

She thought she saw people. Multiple people. But the sheer number of the Collectors made it difficult to confirm this. She ended up glaring deeply upon the world as a result.

“I get you too. You also despise the world, huh? The Nexus really is the only place we can call home –”

“Shut up!” Res barked, noticing Frost’s intense gaze.

“Wait little wolf! Frost sees something!” Jury hushed Cer as well, staring down at woman with those giant, golden eyes. They weren’t sharp like Frost’s, but they managed to strike a different kind of bell within Cer’s heart.

“… O-Ok.” She nodded like an obedient puppy.

“What do you see? People?” Jury was good at reading Frost’s face, to the point where it never failed to surprise her.

She then described what she saw exactly.

“Five people, all wearing dark blue combat or military garbs… I think they have a gun? No, a stick that looks like a Victorian Era gun. Are those Wayfarers?”

“A stick-gun? That sounds like the 6th Branch’s Public Defenders… wait, Public Defenders? In the middle of the night!?” Res sounded shocked by this for some reason.

She managed to make out 5 distinct figures in the distance, each armed with these weapons. Their strength, while unknown, seemed to be enough to get them through the infested plains. But they struggled, and one was carried on the backs of two.

They were drawing their last breaths.

A magical circle written in an unknown language appeared at the tips of these pointed sticks, and then onto the target they chose. She was too far away to see any projectile leave the stick.

But it was odd.

The sticks didn’t have a barrel at all. Knowing that Justica Arms dealt with teleportation technology, she instantly realized that it was not shooing anything at all.

Rather, it teleported bullets to wherever they pointed, easily shredding through meters worth of these creatures alongside slightly larger variants of the Collectors.

They’d be overwhelmed in the next 30 seconds or so. With Frost’s speed she’d make it there in around a minute.

However, Frost possessed a new power to help alleviate this.

Nav! I can wear Corrupted Personas any time, correct?

“Indeed! I shall give you the prompt right now!”

I assume I’ll also borrow Calfasio’s skills?

“All of it.”


 

< Do you wish to equip the Iron Candle? >

< Yes | Yes >


 

Do it.


 

< Wearing the Iron Candle >


Frost felt her blood begin to boil as she warned the others to stay back. ‘Wearing’ a Corrupted Persona was different to manifesting them. Instead of becoming the Corrupted Calfasio, only his characteristics were worn like pieces of armor.

A pale, wax-like wing grew from her right shoulder as cracks seeping with lava formed along her right arm.

“Jury, you’re in charge of these three!” Frost departed with these words, causing the woman to sternly nod as the triplets watched on with confusion.

“W-wait you’re going to help them?” Ber exclaimed, heaving half of her body over the ledge.

“Look, I get wanting to help but they’re as good as dead out there! I can’t even see them at all!” Cer did the same. “Those are some crazy eyes!”

“Best of luck to you Frost.” Res on the other hand was more open to her helping them. Although, Frost could tell in her voice that she doubted those people would survive out there for long.

Unless they were strong enough to persist, of course.

A powerful heat radiated from her body in that instant, far surpassing the flames of the crystals which desperately tried to lick her back. She drew many eyes in that instant, some attempting to call for her aid, but they were quickly silenced by the triplets and Jury who all had a prompt flash before their very eyes.

How did she know this?

Because the Arbiter’s Trumpet was blown twice more in the wake of her presence, meaning the risk classification in this area had risen to Eternal Night. She didn’t know what else was shown to them but judging from their faces – it must have had her name appear somewhere in the prompt, hence why they didn’t seem to be flustered like the others.

Although flustered was a massive understatement. An Eternal Night creature was something only the Blessed and the Incandescent Colors were capable of defeating.

Therefore, she needed to end this quickly.


< Borrowing Active and Passive Skills of the Iron Candle >


< The Iron Candle has successfully been equipped >


< ACTIVE: I am Fire! >

< Only to burn those closest to me >

< Unleash a pulse of heat dealing your maximum MAG ATT damage to everything within a 10-meter radius. Increases as Burn stacks accumulate >

< Cost: 5,000 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: Backfire of Dual Embers >

< Warmth and wrath come from the same comforting heat >

< Create an explosion of flames wherever you touch. Deal ATT damage and place up to 30 Burn stacks onto target caught within your plume of flames >

< Cost: 1,000 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: Flame of a Fleeting Ember >

< The flame of a candle is strongest in its final moments >

< Propel yourself forward and reach your maximum AGI speed instantly. Creates an explosion of fire. Deal maximum MAG ATT damage to those within a 5-meter radius >

< Cost: 2,500 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: Final Onrush >

< My wrath. My vow to protect. Spearheading my heart into the unfairness of the world to show my strength >

< Your AGI incrementally increases the longer you run in a single cardinal direction. You may lock an enemy into your grasp. The longer they are pinned, the more damage the final explosion will deal. Up to a maximum of 5x your ATT damage >

< Cost: 8,000 MP >


 

< PASSIVE: Fuel Are Memories >

< They all perish with the heat as our candles dwindle, and our eyes masked by its elusive haze >

< Emotions heighten in tandem with self-inflicted Burn stacks. The higher your Burn stacks, the higher your emotional state becomes. Iron Candle becomes stronger at higher emotional state >

            

    
        72. A Healer That Can Fight?

    
    
    
    
                And so, using her newfound skills, Frost propelled herself forward and left behind a grand explosion of flames. Like Calfasio, she combined Flame of a Fleeting Ember with Final Onrush to increase her speed to tremendous levels. It also greatly helped that she only needed to move forward, further increasing her speed as a blazing afterimage followed.

The grass singed in her wake, and the air heavily distorted all around her. Before even 20 seconds elapsed, she suddenly found herself in the thick of the swarming creatures, annihilating them with her mere presence alone until she finally took one of the Collectors into her hand and thrust it into the ground, splitting it cleanly.

The resulting explosion wiped out another couple dozens more, leaving behind a scorched wasteland just a good twenty meters away from the 5 who struggled to keep themselves afloat with all these creatures at hand.

“YOU FIVE! I CAN KEEP THE FRONT CLEAR FOR YOU! YOU’RE HEADING FOR THE TOWN RIGHT!? JUST KEEP MOVING FORWARD!” Frost commanded them, inflicting Scrutiny an entire approaching legion much to their shock.

“H-Help? 1st Apostle? No – YOU HEARD HER! Get our Flock Captain straight to the healer once we’re there! Focus on the rear and our sides!” A woman relayed, entrusting their front entirely to Frost as she paved the way for them with a sweeping combination of her new skills and her Scrutiny. “Left is mine, take right! You, take the rear and you rotate as they make the calls!”

“YES VICE CAPTAIN!” A composed choir of battle cries filled the air.

How they managed to survive until now baffled her. She didn’t know if these people were foolish, suicidal, or needed to follow through with an unknown mission out here in the dead of night.

Whatever the case was – they were heavily injured, and their apparels were even worse for wear.

Frost feared that her heat would end up killing them if she moved too close. It was the downside of using the Iron Candle. Nav also warned that it would take a complete 24 hours before it could be worn again once taken off, leaving her little choice but to defend them until they at least made it to the town.

Either that or to make them give up just like what they did with the town.

They were all Justica Arms Public Defenders, each at around level 80. Stronger than Furio, but in the end, there were simply too many enemies to face at once.
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Another set of their sticks hovered around them like shields, periodically sniping off the approaching creatures with teleporting bullets.

Also, any of the paper tentacles that entered within a 3-meter vicinity was instantly disintegrated by a bullet that ricocheted all around them…

No, it didn’t ricochet. It was moving between different points in space, each connected by multiple magical circles that hovered around them like satellites.

These people utilized the power of the Warped Stone in an impressively offensive manner. She would have never thought to use teleportation magic to conjure bullets at a point-blank range. This meant that every single one of them hit their mark, managing to further penetrate through countless more afterwards.

They laid waste to hundreds in no time.

“Thank you!” One would occasionally relay to her any time she slew or froze the Collectors for them.

Backfire of Dual Embers was her main offensive attack. It was relatively low cost, had good area of effect, and increased her Burn stacks to further amplify her power. Although that was hardly needed.

When her mana reached around 5,000 she relied completely on her fists and the aura of heat she exuded to do the work.

She did not scold, yell, or criticize them for their foolish endeavor. All that mattered to her right now was that they were fighting for their lives. She needed them to do everything they could to the best of their abilities, because she too wished for them to survive.

Now that she thought about it, these people were likely the backup Pinna spoke of.

The slightly larger variants of the Collectors dubbed as the Acquisitors were roughly the same level. The only difference was that they were shaped like paper, humanoid golems with an exposed chest cavity, reserved for a prey to be slotted into.

But they were burnt by her immense heat. No creature stood a chance against her. Unfortunately for her, she could not devour anything here. Just being within their proximity was enough to destroy them and was why she kept a 20-meter distance between her and the straggling group of Public Defenders.

In due time, their numbers began to dwindle as they migrated off to distant lands in search for easier prey. Their efforts were futile here; wasted on a being far too powerful for them to convert into a book or page.

In the end, all 6 of them were left alone, trampling over a land of charred grass which snapped at each movement. She waved at them kindly, garnering expressly nods of thanks.

“Are you guys ok?” She promptly asked, unequipping the Iron Candle when prompted by Nav.

“We’re fine! But our Captain is afflicted with the Paged disease!” A man carrying the unconscious man over his shoulder exclaimed.

“The healer there specializes in diseases. I’ve seen her cure it with my own eyes. Your Captain’s in safe hands. In the meantime, try to save your breaths.” Frost said as the heat surrounding her instantly disappeared.

A cozy coldness returned in its absence as the cracks and the wax wing disappeared, instantly causing the 5 to stare at her in awe.

“Relax. I’m not the 1st Apostle.” Frost assured, walking over to them. She assessed their HP and found that the Captain was on a sliver of HP left, slowly trickling away with each passing second. “Shit… he really was close to dying. Give me a second. [Greater Healing].”

“Heal?” One uttered, taken aback by her words. They expected her to pull out a red HP potion, but instead, she placed her hand onto the man’s shoulder and to their shock, she managed to cast healing magic of all things. “HEAL!? Wait – you… what – How?” The confusion was spread evenly between them, but their shock and fascination only further amplified.

“I can heal. I can also fight. Rather than being shocked, I’d like it if you said, ‘thank you’, instead. Still, that doesn’t change that I can’t cure tier 3 diseases. Let’s hurry back, alright?” She spoke in a deep voice that matched her overwhelming might, but also carried the signature gentleness of the healers they knew and loved.

Suffice to say – her very existence was a contradiction to all they knew.

And as expected, it still didn’t do much to quell their shock. Rather, it suddenly intensified yet again.

Because something else appeared behind her in an instant. A looming presence made them to gulp as a rush of air suddenly caused their hair and attires to dance.

Something had seemingly teleported behind her, but Frost knew that this critter had all the speed in the world in in all its 8 arms.

She made a strange smile that was meant only for Jury’s eyes when the familiar sound of an old tape recorder played behind her.

“Snap. You came alone, huh?”

Indeed. Snap proudly stood behind her, with one of its arms held slightly above its singular eye as if saluting. “Did the little me teach you that? Aha… you’ve… well, you’ve certainly grown.”

And grow was a severe understatement. It was almost as tall as herself and easily spanned a good 3 or perhaps 4 meters long. She imagined it going up to 7 meters if Snap completely flattened itself out.

Rather than the creepy hairs of a spider, its entire body was covered in a beautiful golden fur that felt like clouds when she went over to pat its head.

“Ignis is still asleep, huh? I see. Can you do me a favor, Snap?” Frost began as Snap communicated not with words, but with the sound of a moving camera shutter, accompanied with a soft buzz.

As strange as it was, Frost could understand it. Perhaps thanks to the Language of Judgement ability.

Snap didn’t even wait for her to finish speaking. It instantly placed its head between her knees and threw her up onto its back, causing her to gently laugh as the others stared with eyes agape, hardly able to comprehend their living fever dream.

A giant spider. A woman that healed, fought, and didn’t have white hair – it was all nearly enough to erase the pain of their hardships as Snap slowly crawled towards them, offering a ride back to the town.

“… Ma’am. As a Public Defender of the 6th Branch; I must thank you. We thank you. It’d be rude to ask you intrusive questions. Especially when you just saved us.” The vice-captain spoke, truly thankful for her help.

She wanted to say ‘but’.

Frost knew those bewildered faces like the back of her hand. It was the same kind she’d seen doctors make after telling a patient the good news before dabbling with the bad.

And although the woman said this, the revelation was akin to trying to digest a solid block of stone. It was not going to happen. At all, unless they had the fortitude to stomach it, and the mental capacity to comprehend this.

Suffice to say – there were indeed stranger things than the Corrupted in this world.

And a healer that can fight is certainly up there.

Way up there past the moon and the stars of the night sky.

            

    
        73. The Unconventional Healer

    
    
    
    
                Snap scuttled along the plains carrying Frost and the Justica Arms members aboard its fuzzy back. It almost glided along the blackened lands, appearing like a shooting star as its legs methodically propelled itself forward.

The grass somehow remained undisturbed. Each step was also alarmingly light, hardly digging into the soil underneath. Now that Frost had a closer look at Snap, its back bared black markings that closely resembled a giant smiling face, as if to declare it was a ‘good’ spider.

Although, whether it was a good spider or not didn’t change the fact that Snap still looked like a spider through and through. As cute as it was in her eyes it was likely a source of eternal nightmares for others.

The fur was cozy. Soft. Complete bliss. The faces the stoic men and the woman behind her almost fizzled away as all eyes fell onto the unconscious man. His skin was wrapped with words describing fragments of his life, creeping around this throat as his HP slowly bled.

Frost kept a hand on the man’s forehead, healing him slowly over time as she tried to assess what sort of disease the Paged was. More specifically, what it did to people. On Earth her role was never to outright cure diseases, but rather to help strive towards it whilst thwarting its symptoms.

It was no different in this situation. She wanted to ensure their Captain suffered as little as possible until he was cured.

“Hold him upright. At an angle. Just like that, thank you. He’ll find it easier to breathe in that position. Good. The pain’s already subsiding. Can one of you explain the Paged disease while I wipe his sweat down?” Frost spoke as she put her Painkiller Passive Skill to good use.

The man’s breathing stabilized. His vital signs were in good shape too, save for his heart rate which easily neared 200. Luckily, her foresight didn’t show him giving out. In the meantime, the vice-captain woman explained what this disease was exactly.

It was a fast-acting disease that converted people into pages, books, or any written media upon death. The words often inscribed onto their flesh depicted moments of their life. The longer one’s life was and the higher their soul rank, the higher the quality of the written media they turned into.

No one knew the intricacies of this diease, and Frost quite frankly didn’t expect them to. In a result-orientated world of magic, the processes and basic principles were bound to be neglected. The proof of this was when they asked why she was holding a finger over the captain’s wrist to check for his ‘pulse’.

They did not know that the pulse was an important indicator of the body, and none had ever seen a healer do such a thing.

That being said, she still could not wrap her mind around the concept of someone turning into a book. But then again, the Crimson Hunger existed. Ignis was an unfortunate victim of their whims.

What these pages and books did exactly was unknown. The converted people were usually taken by the Collectors likely somewhere beneath Brandar. Perhaps to the Heart that created these things in the first place. No one seemed to know. Not even Nav.

“We’re just thankful it wasn’t one of the Gears that got to him. He would’ve turned into a gear by now.” One of the men uttered, cradling their weapon which they called a Justica Reach.

Justica Arms. Arms meaning firearms. I don’t know why that never occurred to me until now.

“They are the only Atelier that uses such weaponry. Scarlet Logic uses a similar weapon, but its strength mostly relies on the person using it. The other Ateliers tend to stay away from them.”

Interesting. So what prevents them from making regular firearms?

“Do you believe your traditional weapons surpass these? Why waste materials on what can be achieved one hundred times as easily through magic?”

Alright, you got me there. Teleporting bullets huh. They’re awfully powerful as well. I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on one.


* * *


The battlements were filled to the brim with countless people standing shoulder-to-shoulder. Anticipation hideously melded with an air of anxiety.

It created a concoction of dread in their hearts as they looked outwards in their direction.

The reason why the air reeked of fear was because of the Eternal Night elevation. Only a select few individuals could defeat such a thing. And yet they were primed, ready to go down fighting against whatever creature had suddenly arisen on this quiet night.

But to their surprise… no, to their shock, they saw a giant spider rapidly emerge into the light of the crescent moon. It was a golden spider unlike that of an Octanid or anything they had ever seen.

It carried Frost alongside the Justica Arms Public Defenders which they instantly recognized from their weapons and tattered blue cloths alone. Their dread instantly turned to hope as thousands of eyes widened with elation.

“OPEN THE GATES! LET THEM THROUGH!” One man commanded before the adventurers swarmed towards the opening.

“One of them is in the late stages of the Paged disease! H-Healer! Please come quick!”

“T-They came – She came back from the Eternal Night threat!? D-Does that mean – doesn’t that make her an Unbound Ranked!?”

“Could she be an Incandescent Color!? Here of all places!? Wait – who’s the Black one again!?”

“There ain’t no black one ya damn pebble.”

“There is one now!”

“HEY! Don’t fucking crowd the main gate! I’ll incinerate every single one of you low lives if you don’t get out of the way! MOVE!” Frost managed to make out Furio’s voice amidst the chaos, causing her to smile as Snap brought them to the main gates of this little town.

One by one, the steel gates rose as winches were pulled and spun by several men. When they were fully raised and locked, a thousand eyes carefully watched them as they strolled through atop what they believed to be a mythical creature.

No, that wasn’t all.

Frost became the center of attention suddenly. It was unwanted attention since her only intention was to rescue these people. However, she had inadvertently ‘defeated’ an Eternal Night creature. The proof was that she returned in good health, and the Augurist sounded a horn rather than a trumpet, confirming that the threat was no longer present.

It was… baffling to say the least. Unexpected, but that didn’t matter the slightest to her.

Because someone’s life was still in danger.

“WHERE IS PINNA!? HEALER! WE HAVE SOMEONE WITH THE PAGED DISEASE!” Frost called out to the woman, beaconing her to come forth as she gently took the man away from the vice-captain.

“O-Over here!” The little angel lifted her hand from somewhere within the crowd. “P-Please make way! I can’t get through!”

“LET HER THROUGH! WE HAVE A DYING MAN OVER HERE!” Frost roared.

Those that stood before Pinna were dragged, shoved, and thrown away by the crowd until a clear path was made for her. It clearly troubled the woman that they were so rough with each other, but nonetheless, she rushed through with thanks.

Profanities and minor scuffles broke loose, but these were eventually quelled by Furio who easily had the capabilities to incinerate most of them where they stood.

Snap angled its body forward and allowed her to slide down with the man in her arms, who she then placed onto the ground with their head lightly lifted. Both healers knelt by the man’s side as the Justica Arms members surrounded them, watching on with hope as Pinna placed a hand onto his chest and uttered:

“[Cure Disease].”

A golden light travelled along her arm and into his chest, dispelling the disease with utter ease. The inscribed writings faded as she then healed him with regular healing magic, just to keep his HP stable. Pinna occasionally glanced over at Frost during these brief seconds as trying to ascertain something.

“Did he drink a HP potion? His HP was still higher than it should’ve been.” She wondered, perplexed by this detail.

“I healed him, but I don’t have a high enough level to curse tier 3 diseases. Pinna, his heart rate’s increasing. Is this normal after curing the disease?” Frost revealed this casually, far more focused with the situation at hand as she kept one hand on his neck, and the other on his wrist.

At the same time, she monitored every fluctuation in his vital signs like a hawk. Something felt awry. The man was still unconscious. His HP was perfect, and the disease was cured, but his heart would not stop thumping.

No. It was quivering now that she realized it.

Frost’s heart instantly sunk, and in that moment, adrenaline coursed through her veins.

“H-Heart rate increasing? Um – [Minor Healing]. [Touch of the White Dove]… You have G-Greater Healing!?”

“Pinna, are you trained in CP – Tch, no – fuck, here! Hold his head for me!” Frost, anticipating the inevitable, briskly swapped positions with Pinna.

And as her instincts anticipated: the man’s body flopped. It went limp, and every single one of his vital functions ceased entirely. His breathing stopped as Pinna silently lamented the loss.

“… Healer’s Dilemma…” She uttered, causing the others to make similar, sorrowful sounds.

“Healer’s Dilemma is a state where an unconscious person will die if they are not constantly healed, but they can also never awaken. It is exactly what you are thinking. Organ failure, most likely of the heart.”

Healing magic doesn’t restart vital functions, huh!?

“Unfortunately not. It is rarer than you think and occurs in very extreme circumstances. Such as being healed at 1 HP. And even then it’s uncommon.”

I’ve been in that situation as well you know!

“But can you say that your heart is the same heart you once had?”

Hearing this annoyed Frost to no end. But she ultimately couldn’t care less. While the others mourned his death, she exposed the man’s chest and placed both hands along his sternum like it was the most natural thing in the world to her.

… the basics aren’t understood in this world. That’s why Healers are so important to them. If that’s the case… then I want to show them something from my world. Medical Attention Please! Will finally get its time in the spotlight.

“Wait, Frost? What are you –!?”

“Pinna, are you comfortable with putting your mouth on his!?” She yelled, watching the man’s HP rapidly drop now that his heart had essentially stopped.

Thankfully, it didn’t mean he was dead.

But he was on death’s clock right now.

“H-Huh!? I-I can do it if –”

“Then you Vice Captain! Get down here! Get by his head! When I give you the signal, I want you to tilt his head back and blow as much air as you can into his mouth!” Frost commanded, causing the woman to momentarily lock up before doing as told.

As unconventional as this was – Frost sounded like she knew what she was doing, and it was enough to inspire much confidence in their hearts as the little town eagerly watched on.

“… this is to save his life, right?” The Vice Captain had to ask.

“Why else would I be doing this!?” Frost yelled.

She began the compressions, ensuring that she did not apply too much pressure.

With her strength, it was entirely possible her hands might end up finding themselves within his chest cavity. And as if on cue –

Snap.

The sound of his ribs snapping caused many heads to turn, and Pinna’s eyes to water in shock.

“Fuck, it’s alright! It happens sometimes! Trust me! Listen up everyone! This Healer’s Dilemma – you do not need a healer to save them! Let me show you how to bring someone back from this! CER! BER! RES! ONE OF YOU GET OVER HERE RIGHT NOW!”

“Right here at your service!” Cer sprouted forth. “Heh. You’re making quite a show –!”

“Shut it and listen close. Which one of you can electrocute on touch!?”

“That’d be me!” Ber raised a hand, appearing right by Frost’s side.

“Then get on the other side. I’ll show exactly where I want you to electrocute him! Don’t kill him, alright! You’re going to be my defibrillator!”

“Electric torture. I like it.” Ber smiled, finding this all amusing and new to her.

And once Frost’s compressions were over –

“Vice Captain! Blow two breaths! Pinch his nose as well! Ber, place your hands here and here. Do not shock him yet!”

The woman did as she was told, and to Pinna’s shock – the Captain’s HP stopped lowering. This whole process was healing the man! No, rather, it was preventing him from losing HP in the first place.

This revelation caused her to look upon Frost in an entirely new light, as did many others who recognized Pinna’s astonishment.

In a world where results mattered the most.

Where the basic principles were forsaken and replaced by the convenience of magic –

Such a little thing from Frost’s world was able to flip theirs upside down for the better.

“GET AWAY FROM THE BODY! Ber! Shock him!”

“With pleasure!”

A crackling electrical sound emitted from her gloved hands, and the man’s body heavily jolted in the following moment. But he did not awaken yet. They repeated the entire cycle one more time as Frost called for Ber to increase the shock slightly.

And to everyone’s terrific surprise –

“HE’S AWAKE!?”

“No… No way!”

“Magical things tend to happen in this town, don’t they… I need a drink. Oi, someone reopen the tavern for tonight.”

“Who would have known that Healer’s Dilemma was curable!”

“Aha! What an unconventional healer!” Cer laughed as Jury proudly watched on, falling deeper for her lover and her wonderous heart.

The man’s eyes were unsteady, and the hand he raised was instantly placed back beside him as Frost ushered him to rest.

“It’s ok, you’re back with us. Do you recognize her?” Frost then asked this one simple question, pointing to the Vice Captain.

It was merely to test his cognition. Healing magic should be able to heal brain damage, or at least cure it, but she still needed to test it regardless.

“… Vice Captain…” He managed to utter, still groggy from the whole ordeal.

“Good. Alright, now how many fingers am I holding?”

“… two.”

Frost sighed in relief and smiled at the woman, to Pinna, and then to the rest of the Justica Arms personnel. She threw them all a thumbs up and proudly announced:

“He’s as good as new!”

Suffice to say, the resulting choir that consumed the town could not be described as a mere celebratory cheer. It was a united cry that marked the beginning of something special. Something new.

This was the first time anyone had ever heard of a person returning from the Healer’s Dilemma. It was a source of awe, intrigue, and fascination for all. Pinna clutched her chest and stared into Frost’s golden eyes with happiness.

“Sorry Pinna. It must have been traumatizing for you.” She apologized, dusting the woman’s clothes for her. “And thanks for your help. Both of you.”

“… I-It’s fine. Really, it’s fine.” Pinna assured, speaking in a dreamy-like manner. She was completely in awe of her. Stardust seemed to sparkle in her eyes as well.

“You’re thanking us?” The Vice Captain shook her head. “Justica Arms thanks you. The 6th Branch will be pleased to hear that the 15th Peace Flock is a survivor of the Healer’s Dilemma. Anything we have to do now!? Any precautions!? Is his life still on the line!? Will he be able to stand again!? Is our marriage still –!?”

One of her team members thrust the end of their gun in front of her face to silence her.

“Sorry. That’s her fiancé. This was probably the last straw before she broke. You have them an early wedding kiss. You have the gratitude of our entire Branch. What do we do from here?”

“Just watch over him. Are you staying in the Guild?”

“That we are.”

“Then come get me if anything happens. He should be fine now, but it’s always good to be safe. Besides, you have Pinna with you.” She said, standing as the men gathered around the still laying Captain, asking him if he was alright among other questions. “Until then, take care good care of him.”

“That we will, Black Incandescent.”

“Just call me Frost.”

It was her cue to leave. Everything was under control now. The man was healthy from what she could tell, and almost fully conscious too. She accumulated every eye in the town. Her presence alone was always powerful, but with the knowledge of her ‘defeating’ the Eternal Night creature alongside being a capable healer was too outrageous for them to comprehend.

Not to mention that she managed to deal with the Healer’s Dilemma in the most un-healer-like manner possible. The sound of the man’s shattered ribcage was a reminder that this healer was no innocent puppy, but a lion with a voice to match.

They believed her to be the unnamed Black Incandescent Color.

Frost hummed to herself as a result, all the while Cer, Ber and Snap followed by her heels.

As young as the night was; these events made it feel like they were at the verge of dawn. It wasn’t tiring per say. It was just… a little more hectic than usual.

Or as usual, actually. Frost couldn’t recall a night where things were normal, aside from the first night they spent outside of the Black Forest beneath the stars… with Jury by her side.

But she didn’t need to look up to see them again. Neither did she need them.

Because she had something better down here in front of her.

“Frost. Glad to see that things turned out alright~” Jury applauded before happily taking her by the hands.

Yeah… good thing I gave that demonstration. Because if my heart keeps beating like this–

–then someone’s going to have to give me mouth to mouth.

            

    
        74. This World is Our Home

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s display of power and ingenuity became a canard overnight. The truth circulated the town as taverns and inns opened their doors wide to welcome all for tonight’s triumph, and the miracle they witnessed at the main gates.

Healer’s Dilemma had tragically claimed many lives in the past. It was considered an untiered disease, meaning incurable, with no real known origin or cause. For it to be so casually dispelled by Frost like it was no easier than writing down her own name instantly propelled her status into a legend in this town.

But this truth was no more than a small rumor in the face of the other myths and legends of the world, and the Nex Megalopolis which held countless more within its urban sprawl.

The name of the Amalgam proved to also be a source of confusion to many, and it hardly resonated with the people. It didn’t roll off the tongue or accurately depict her appearance and contradictory existence.

If one thought of the Amalgam; then the last thing they’d think of is a black-coated woman capable of healing and… fighting. They would imagine a monster as the Amalgam. A non-humanoid creature of some sort. Even a Corrupted.

Although in truth Frost was all of these.

Ultimately, the Amalgam was a name only useful to those who either knew of its meaning or were in some way connected with the Nexus. Otherwise, it exerted little power in the greater parts of the world.

And so, Frost was therefore appointed with a name by these people as they chugged on spirits and gossiped throughout the starlit night, whether in their homes, the Guild or along the flame-lit streets.


< Black Dove >

 

This name circulated the town along the roaring winds throughout the night. The name was a contradiction in of itself. Doves were normally white and were what the healers were normally referred to. A black dove twisted this meaning.

Also, this whole Color thing was a misunderstanding on their part to begin with. They believed her to be the Black Incandescent Color, which she obviously was not. Well… was.

Because that’s exactly who she is now.

From her knowledge, the Black Incandescent Color did not exist. This meant she was assuming a new identity this time and not someone else’s. An identity that stood at the pinnacle of normality in this world.

Incandescent Colors were the strongest beings outside of the Nexus and were among the highest achievable ranks in the Guild. From what Cara and the others explained; assuming the identity of the Black Dove would grant her access to special mission of the Guild, and more interestingly, ties with the Ateliers.

The Colors were even allowed minimal access within the cities themselves.

However, this did not mean she automatically gained these privileges. Frost was only recognized as a Color here. And with the entire Guild and Hyperlink infrastructure down, it became rather difficult to prove her strength, efforts and the miracle that occurred on this fateful night.

That’s why her name was no more than a rumor for now.

She patrolled the Guild’s corridors, always greeting the night receptionist and on-duty guards, alongside the Scarlet Logic personnel.

These grandeur walls were well lit with rows of magical lanterns and casted a beautiful golden reflection of light along every surface. On occasion she’d come across one of the rescued women either looking for something to snack on in the middle of the night or scouring this maze-like place for the bathroom.

If it was a snack they wanted, then Frost asked them to remain in their rooms and recite what they wished to eat. In minutes she’d return with something freshly whipped up from the kitchen. It resulted in a few gained levels in her Home Cook Skill, and their grateful smiles were always a sight to behold.

“Thank you miss.” One whispered, taking a plate of lightly seared fish from her.

“Tashy ash awaysh!” The cat-woman said, instantly chowing down on her food.

“For me? Can I really… eat this?” Another uttered, making a guilt face as their puppy-ears fell. When Frost assured them that it was ok, their fluffy tail happy wagged.

Frost adored every single one of them. But tomorrow she would find many of them parting ways and begin a new chapter in their life. Perhaps an entirely new book for some.

They had but two choices. To remain in this town, or to join the Golden Index.

And as rumor has it; Beholder Carpalis was also present in the City of Diamonds.

If she was lucky, then she’d finally meet face to face with a Beholder. The outcome of their fated encounter was no more than a coin flip. Either all hell breaks loose, or they’re on good terms. There could be no in between. Frost vowed to take no compromises if it meant endangering these people’s lives.

Lost in thought, her legs eventually took her to a certain room housing her closest companions… and her most cherished person. With a slow twist she pushed the oak door open and found a heartwarming scene unfold before her very eyes.

Jury cozily slept at the edge of the bed, tucked away with the little Frost cuddled in her arms. The Innocent was still wide awake, flashing a flushed icon above its head whilst making a blissful face.

Frost was… kind of envious of it.

But she digressed and quietly sighed, silently slipping into the room. The fluffy Snap curled itself into a giant ball of fuzz in one corner like a golden cloud with a sealed camera lens.

And then there was Ignis.

She hadn’t changed just yet and was still the same little blob with the cat ears and tail. But Frost could see that she’s put on a little bit of size. Ignis was expected to change entirely by daybreak.

Seeing her caused her heart to wrench a little.

“… I hope you won’t come to hate me, Ignis.” Frost whispered, glancing down at the photograph of Calfasio, which rested right beside her. “Goodnight. No matter who or what you become, I promise I won’t come to ever hate you myself. Even if you hate me.” She vowed before promptly leaving the cozy world behind a single locked door.

But then there was a thump, followed by a small number of shifting footsteps. The door silently twisted open, revealing a pair of golden eyes and a casually dressed Jury. She was draped in a huge pale shirt that reached all the way down to her knees.

Kind of like… a hospital gown in a way? Either way, it was kind of suggestive.

And stimulating? Frost didn’t know how to describe it.

“Frost~” Jury yawned, a little groggy having only just awoken. “Hmm. Day time already?”

“Almost dawn. You had a good sleep?” Frost quietly spoke as the Innocent then tucked herself right beside Ignis.

“Mhm. Thanks to you… Hmhm. I meant the little you.” She smiled longingly, lifting her shirt to scratch her belly, revealing her toned abs.

Frost imagined a xylophone for some reason, perhaps to distract her as she lowered her guard for a split second, awed by her muscle tone.

And thankfully Jury also wore a set of loose shorts underneath. She felt like Jury didn’t like tight clothes now that she realized it, most likely due to her giant tail, which methodically swayed in her presence as if pleased.

“Little me, huh. How can you say that when the real thing’s right in front of you.” Frost grinned, wanting to tease her. It made Jury’s dark cheeks flush a little, completely sobering her up. “C’mon. I’ll make something for you to eat while we wait for the others to get up. It’s almost time to get moving again.”

“To the Golden Index. Or the City of Diamonds, was it? The Archivist told me of the amazing things there.” Jury hummed as she undressed her nightly wear, causing Frost to disappear behind the wall out of respect. “Lots of gold. Coins everywhere. Merchants from different lands, and places of games called casinos.”

“A gambler’s paradise by the sounds of it.” She said, gripping her chest as if to tame her throbbing heart.

“Gambling coins to play games sounds like a small price to pay.” Jury said. “Like that saying… the price of paradise?”

“It is until you get hooked on it. I wonder if they have the same games from Earth. I’d love to have a game of poker~”

“Hm? Your world also had casinos?”

Frost’s eyes mellowed before she answered.

“Huge, neon-lit casinos. With so many lights that people of this world would think our nights were their days.” She spoke fondly of her world even if she did only remember a small fraction of it.

It was her home, after all.

A small moment of silence ensnared them suddenly. Only the sounds of fabric and rustling feathers could be heard as Frost looked down at her apparel. She had black boots and pants to match since the old ones were too burnt for wear.

It was a miracle that they managed to hold up until now. But these thoughts were no more than just a way to distract her again.

And then, Jury asked something that caused her entire train of thought to derail.

“Hey Frost, do you miss your old world?”

“That’s… well, I guess I do.”

It wasn’t an easy question to answer.

Because of course she missed it. And yet there was so little she knew of it, like it was all a distant, faded memory. Her old body, and even her own name was seemingly erased from existence.

It bothered her knowing that there were probably people she loved on Earth that she no longer knew the names or faces of. But she never let it get to her. She was in the present now; with people she wished to cherish and protect in this foreign world…

No. This was her world whether she liked it or not. Her determination to persevere was adamant as ever. And like her derailed train of thoughts, she could only keep moving forward as she always has, no matter how ugly or rough the trail became.

As long as she had these people by her side, then she was more than happy for a little derailing.

“But I’m here now. With you, Nav, and the rest of our new friends. This is our world, Jury. We both see the same night sky, don’t we?”

“… mhm.” Jury murmured, sounding rather happy to hear this.

“Were you scared that I would have answered differently?”

“I was. Because there’s still so much I don’t know about you. I also don’t know a lot about myself either. The emotions that made me. Who I represented in that tale…” Jury whispered.

“Then you’re like me. I know very little of who I am aside from what I did in the past. But I think that rather than trying to figure it out, let’s allow the present to shape us. I was never a violent person. Look at me now. I regretfully speak fluently in it.” Frost had to laugh at herself as she felt Jury rest her back against the wall behind her. “You’re Jury. I’m Frost. Nav is Nav.”

“Also known as the living GPS or the electronic guidebook. A compass more like it.” Nav joked, wanting to brighten up the mood.

Jury also ended up laughing.

“That’s why let’s aspire to become who we want to be. I believe that process matters the most. And maybe along the way we’ll end up figuring out who we were and look back fondly at it. You’re still the kind person I know. You really are my everything Jury. If it weren’t for you and Nav… well, let’s not think about it.” Frost admitted, moving her hand around the corner of the door to clutch onto Jury’s clawed hand.

The woman slowly emerged into the light, wearing her grey-feathered coat and a face that spoke a thousand lovable words.

“… and in the end, I still like skewers. I guess some things can’t change~” Jury’s voice carried renewed enthusiasm as she wrapped Frost’s waist with her tail, keeping her close as they ventured down the warm, golden halls.

“It can’t be helped when it comes to food. And by the way, did your tail get a little thicker?” Frost knocked against its soft, fuzzy exterior.

“The Eternal Library has books of power. So I’m always changing. The Archivist’s helping me discover myself. That way I can find a technology!”

“And become a Beholder. Jury the Beholder. Beholder Jury. I like it! I wonder what you’ll find~”

“I like to wonder as well! But nothing’s more precious than my time with you.”


* * *


After breakfast, they offered a hand in the kitchen to prepare a morning meal for the others. Between chopping and sizzling meat over a magical stove, Frost had Pinna write down every instruction she gave regarding CPR.

Although, she decided to call it CAS, short for: compressions, air, and shock. It still required someone with an affinity for electrical magic for this to work at all, but these people were far more common than healers.

Additionally, certain weapons could produce electricity.

It was entirely possible for defibrillators or AEDs to become mass produced. ImpulseWorks seemed to be the Atelier responsible for creating such items. They were the ones who created the Moon triplet’s weapons after all, so it wouldn’t a far-fetched idea.

The issue was if they’d be willing to give this a shot.

In the end, this truth was still no more than a rumor. And with how things were, they’d still likely require healers just in case of potential accidents. Like for example, a victim being shocked to death.

But still, what mattered the most was that they knew Healer’s Dilemma was curable with a good shock.

Afterwards, everyone grouped up at the common room to eat as Cara began separating the rescued women into two distinct groups. One would remain here and live their anew, and the others would follow them into the City of Diamonds.

Nearly all the women wished to remain here to Frost’s surprise. She didn’t expect them to be so fond of a place that found itself at the mercy of monsters every single night, but at the same time… she’d rather they stayed here than join an Atelier.

However, the ones that did wish to come along for the ride were the same people Frost knew from that Anid forest. The bunny, cat, fox, bee, wolf and the 6 others including the cat-girl were eager to tag along to the very end.

“I thought about it earlier, but maybe I do want to be a bunny girl dealer in that casino, or whatever it’s called.” The bunny-eared girl said.

“I’m interested in the money. I wanna live a life of it! Make my bed out of coins~ That’s what happens in the Golden Index, right? I’m right, yeah?” The cat-woman proclaimed proudly.

“I think I’m good with numbers, so maybe I can be of use that way. Does the ticket let us live normally, or do we have to work? I’d love to work so I can meet new wonderful people.” The fox-woman gleefully spoke.

“Golden Index? I’ve heard of them. I can be part of the Golden Middle. One of their fighters. I have a lot of pent-up stress to let loose on this world!” The wolfwoman rallied.

“… I want to help people like me…” The cat-eared girl timidly spoke. Out of every one of the people here, she held the highest potential of strength as a Serum S survivor. Plus, she was destined to become a Moon of the Nexus. “And thank you Frost. For showing me that picture of my family. Or was it – it was the spider. Thank you.” She thanked the ball-version of Snap which was just small enough to roll around in this vast room.

It saw countless children swarm over to it to play, many of which sank into its irresistibly soft body. Some even disappeared entirely into the fluff, somehow appearing on the other side.

She had to wonder where its actual body was. No, where the hell were the legs!?

That aside, Frost’s heart melted when she heard how highly they thought of her. Not as the Amalgam or some deity of the Nexus, but as a friend. A party broke out as a bubbly air pleasantly engulfed the room, leaving them all happily sated as they bid each other farewell.

The children ran around to Alice and embraced her one by one, all the while a few of the women made their moves on an irate Furio who could not handle Anna’s teasing. Hellen simply watched on all the while Frost found a heartwarming smile permanently affixed to her face.

After everything they’ve been through, it was almost surreal to see something so… happy. Not that she was complaining. She savored this moment like it was her last.

Because she knew that the transpired events hardly scratched the surface of this world’s horrors. They had only accomplished but two chapters in the tale of the Price of Paradise.

And she would be a naive fool to believe that this was the only unfinished tale in the grand, eternal anthology that was Elysia.

When all goodbyes were said and done, Frost suddenly heard the front doors open. She expected Pinna or the Justica Arms members to appear, but instead –

– She was greeted with the one person who she wished to see the most this morning.

A long, red-haired girl about Pinna’s height stood cemented by the Innocent’s side. The little her waved her towards Frost and then merrily pointed at the girl, bubbling a fire icon above her head.

This girl’s eyes were sharp. Perhaps even sharper than hers. They were of a blood-red, and her flesh, while white, had a certain scarlet undertone. She appeared like an entirely normal feline Demi-Human.

Except Frost knew well that beneath those layers of flesh was something entirely abnormal, much like her own.

The girl didn’t speak. She merely glared over at Frost and tried to smile, as if to say she’s also here. To a normal onlooker it would appear as if she was staring Frost down with daggers, preparing for a bloody brawl.

Nav then clarified.

“Ignis says ‘good morning. She’s happy to see she didn’t hurt you back then’.”

Indeed. This wrathful-looking girl was the little Ignis!

            

    
        75. Onwards to the City of Diamonds!

    
    
    
    
                A pair of crimson caravans idly parked outside of the town’s walls. An orange horizon graced the world with its beauty as the emerald grasslands shimmered with morning dew. The pores, the hoards of monsters and the scorched lands were nowhere to be seen anymore.

It was as if the land had healed its wounds overnight.

None would be the wiser to believe that Brandar’s plains were the perfect place to venture. It was truly the pinnacle of a fantasy landscape, bearing small hills and luscious greenery as far as the eye could see.

But hell laid beneath. A tangible hell that the Nexus called the Derma.

Epiderma and Derma were awfully close to the epidermal and dermal layers of the skin. If CPR was ill known here, then how the hell did they possibly know about these words? Unless they were realized within the Eternal Library?

It was yet another mystery and brought an interesting thought.

Nav. Are there any stories of people arriving from other worlds like me?

“None that I am aware of I’m afraid.”

… I thought so.

Frost did not allow herself to shrug this thought off like it was no more than an aside. It was highly possible that she wasn’t the first to arrive in Elysia. Whatever the case was, only time would tell.

And right now, they had a train to catch.

The next stop was a fortress that housed of one of Caldera Industry’s transport networks. This one was an Express Network which directly linked two intercity stations, allowing for travel between sectors of differing cities.

Although this one was made specifically for the Collection Teams to reach the City of Diamonds.

Frost helped the others embark onto the caravans as Pinna and the Justica Arms approached to say their goodbyes. Atop the battlements stood a good hundred people who cheered on the name of the “Black Dove.” With them were many familiar faces belonging to Scarlet Logic’s collected women who could not be more thankful for the miracles they were gifted.

The dark-skinned 15th Peace Flock Captain gave his utmost sincere thanks, as did the rest of his team alongside Pinna who fondly looked up to her with sparkling eyes.

“I’ve relayed a message to the 6th Branch. If you ever find yourself in the outskirts of the City of Hearts, then please give them your name. They’ll recognize your efforts. Justica Arms always rewards the gallant handsomely. And thank you again strange healer. You saved my life.” The man then nodded at the Vice Captain who instantly erected her posture.

“Don’t cause too much trouble. I’m telling you this now because a fighting healer is bound rattle people’s perspectives on our cute doves.” The Vice Captain added, mellowing slightly as Pinna made a strange smile. “Surprising that Inflow Direct hasn’t taken you in. Goes to show that not every healer out there is under their protection. But you’re not the kind who needs them anyway. Not with that kind of strength, Black Dove.”

“Farewell and safe travels. And good work clearing that Infested Heart. It’s what our Apostles would have done.” The Captain thanked right before the Vice Captain suddenly added:

“And I suppose the Scarlet Logic Dawn Collectors are to thank as well. It’s a shame you chose their proposal over ours.” She said, redirecting her attention elsewhere.

This message not meant for Frost.

“How is that working out for you, Caralana?” She then concluded.

“… Justica Arms loves to stick the end of its guns right where it doesn’t belong.” Cara spat with vitriol from within their caravan.

Her voice was barely audible, muffled by the half-walls. But it was enough to elicit a small, regrettable smile on the Vice Captain’s face.

This was the first time these two differing Ateliers interacted at all. Despite the comfort Frost felt in this sendoff; the tension between these two groups could not be understated. Their history was written with blood on the parchment of war, and Cara seemed to have some personal history with this Vice Captain.

It was interesting to see how the dynamics worked between these Ateliers. There was hatred, spite and yet some form of regret existed within the hideous concoction of emotions. But before she could dabble into these thoughts, Pinna slowly waddled towards her and cusped her hands.

“U-Um! I know it’s not much but if you ever need help or a hand then please don’t be afraid to visit us again! As a fellow healer I think we should look out for each other. I don’t know your circumstances, but to be able to fight must mean you’ve been through a lot… It’s been tough, hasn’t it?” She spoke with her heart, and her sincere eyes spoke another dozen heartfelt words.

Frost was taken aback by these words.

Of course it’s been tough. Physically. Mentally. Hell, even spiritually. It was no easy feat to reach this point. She walked bloodied roads ever since arriving in this world. Only now has it changed for the better.

This brief moment of reflection caused her lips to curve into a solemn smile as she then moved her hands to Pinna’s shoulders. She deeply gazed into her silver eyes, as if peering into her soul.

“I like to think my circumstances aren't the worst of it. It’s an unfair world, but at least healers like you are trying their best to make it a little easier to live in. Pinna. I hope you continue to have good people by your side. They’ll be there for you when you’re in trouble. Likewise, you can always come to me for help. Well, if you can find me in the first place that is.”

Frost whispered and broke character on purpose, wanting to get the woman to warm up and smile. She then ruffled her blue coat like they were messy feathers before taking a single step back.

“Goodbye Pinna. I enjoyed my time here thanks to you.”

“A-Ah… That makes me happy to hear. Goodbye Frost! The Black Dove!” She called out as soon as Frost parted ways, raising a hand high behind her as she boarded the caravan containing the others.

The other caravan solely contained the Scarlet Logic personnel. And while they had a Scarlet Wolf attached to the front, Frost’s caravan had Snap volunteer to tow them along.

Funnily enough, it was Snap itself who took the initiative. And despite being a… spider, it could not produce web. Frost as a result had to attach it with her own steel strands. The sight was yet another source of confusion for all that witnessed.

Once aboard, she took a seat at the back beside Jury and across Ignis. And with one final wave, their caravans departed onwards to their next stop as the entire crowd above the battlements simultaneously cried:

“THE BLACK DOVE!”

I kinda like the name. The Black Dove does have a nice ring to it, don’t you think?

“I believe the title of the Harmacist would have painted you more viscerally, don’t you agree?”

Huh? What the hell is a harmacist?

“The pharmacist occupation from your world that harms –”

Nav, please. I can’t tell if you’re joking or not with that tone of voice. Frost mentally winced at the suggested title, but it was enough to make her chuckle.


* * *


There was nothing new to note along these grand plains, aside from the blurred-out silhouettes of mountains that seemingly poked at the skies in the great distance. Those belonged to the Dwarhelven region; the homeland of the Dwarves and where the largest mountains rose.

Faint outlines of towering crystals could also be seen protruding from these enormous masses. The sheer distance made it impossible to tell the colors of these things.

They were washed up by layers of atmosphere, but it did not detract from its grandeur scale. Rather, it seemed to amplify it; like they were looming, God-like behemoths.

It stirred Frost’s imagination as she blissfully gazed into the distance, devouring these alongside the others. Ignis was much the same, save that she spent an equal amount of time glaring at Frost and the others as she did with the scenery.

Ignis did not talk. She didn’t think she could either. She only spoke through Nav on very rare occasions over the last 6 hours.

“Everyone here looks nice and friendly.”

“Your name is Frost? That’s funny, because mine means fire.”

“Jury like a judge? But you don’t look scary at all.”

“The spider looks nice to sleep on. It reminds me of a big plush toy!”

“Nav has a funny voice.”

Needless to say, Ignis’ inner thoughts were the polar opposite to how she appeared. Never judge a book by its cover as the saying went, because it was entirely impossible for Frost to read her emotions at face value.

She truly believed that Ignis despised her for a while until the young girl simply stated that she didn’t. At all. Perhaps there was some lingering anger towards Frost’s failure to save her father, but in the end, Ignis refused to clarify further.

Frost decided to not pry.

Ignis needed time to process this all. Never alone, of course. Frost and Jury made it their mission to ensure Ignis was never lonely, having her now sit in between them. She was still a child despite her adolescent appearance, although much like Jury, she had gained considerable intelligence after being Realized.

A total of 8 hours elapsed before the scenery changed. Massive boulders began littering the plains, growing more compact and numerous the further they ventured until a massive stone henge-like construct were formed by these seemingly haphazardly placed objects.

They wove between boulders and drove beneath massive stone archways, all battered and weathered down by nature’s course and the creatures that roamed the nights of Brandar. Now that Frost realized it – these were not boulders but were instead ancient ruins of a town that once thrived in these parts.

Perhaps long, long ago prior to the emergence of the dungeons considering there was no evidence to suggest it possessed any defensive wall. It was strange moving through an ancient site. All went silent as if to mourn this long-lost place.

And although the wind howled with sound that could only be described as a dirge, the grass did not dance.

They stood respectably motionless, only disturbed by the creaking wheels of their caravans.

“Civilizations rose and fell as far back as history remembers. This used to be a huge theatre built during the Civitas Era in 500 BA. It’s melancholic, isn’t it?” Hellen softly spoke fondly as she admired these timeless relics. “Music is such a timeless thing~”

Nav. BA?

“Before the First Advent. The Civitas Era marked the beginning of Atlas’ construction, among the rise of other major civilizations. Atlas’ size spanned far more than the cityscapes of your world. It was a true ancient marvel, later lost after the arrival of the Second Advent. The Nexus. But before that it had seen its own fair share of wars, sieges, and disasters for being what was essentially the heart of the world.”

Then what happened between 500 BA and 0 PA then? Something must have sparked the arrival of the Eternal Library.

“War. War and only war. The time period between 200 BA and 0 PA was called the Purge of Knowledge. A dark age as your world would put it.”

And as its name suggests, there is little known about it huh.

“Precisely. But it was after this time that the Eternal Library arose. Ironic isn’t it?”

It really is. Maybe their hatred for wisdom somehow manifested as the Eternal Library. Who the hell knows anymore. But then what would that imply of the Nexus?”

“Unknown.”

Regardless of this, Frost was glad that history beyond the First Advent existed. Civilization did not begin until only 850 years ago, or roughly 1,150 years when converted to Earth’s time. The civilized world evolved far more rapidly in Elysia with the existence of magic.

It created fundamental shortcuts that seemingly allowed civilizations to prosper at an astronomical rate. But this created massive gaps in knowledge. The healers were an example. While they had healers, there was very little they actually knew of the medical world, and likely amongst other things.

Also, the brutality of these ancient time periods was still deeply rooted. Rulers like the King of Puritas controlled Grandis with terror. She utterly despised that major figureheads in this world were chosen purely out of power than any other merit or virtue.

At least as far as she could tell in the little bubble she knew of Elysia. After all, Frost was still no more than a fawn in this new world she had to call home.

They eventually arrived at a stone fortress. It closely resembled the fort-like castles of Earth, save that they were far more simplistic in design. Also, there didn’t seem to be a single soul present within.

Moss and ivy scaled its outer walls. The place felt abandoned, and its metal gates were hideously warped inwards, suggesting that something had breeched through. Thankfully, this seemed to have occurred years ago.

It inspired little confidence that it would protect anyone for more than a few minutes when night fell. But what surprised her the most was the appearance of a train. It rested idly in the center of the courtyard, guarded by a man dressed in a fine, dark blue suit highly reminiscent of an old-time train conductor back on Earth.

As for the train itself, it was designed closely to that of a steam train, holding 5 additional compartments. But this thing was massive. Frost had to steeply raise her gaze just to see the top of this mechanized wonder.

It was highly plated with black steel, appearing like the scales of a dragon, and each compartment had up to three different levels. How such a thing was powered baffled Frost to no end, and that was not even mentioning that it lacked wheels of all things.

The refined man then greeted them with his free hand, all the while the other carried what was quite literally a black hole; one that bent light to its whims.

“Res. What is that object?” Frost had to ask, knowing that Nav wouldn’t be able to answer her.

“The train’s Core. It’s what allows the train to move along the rails.” Res casually explained as if Frost understood anything at all.

“Huh. C’mon Froooost. It’s like you’ve never seen a train before!” Cer belittled obnoxiously, causing Frost to instantly inflict her with Darkness stacks. And to no one’s surprise, it was more of a reward than a punishment for this so called ‘proud’ wolfwoman.

“It’s a train. It moves. Like this.” Ber said, gliding an arm over the other, demonstrating its movements like Frost had the mental capacity of an infant. “What more do you need to know?”

Frost deeply sighed in response and glanced over at Res, who had to apologize in their stead for what felt like the thousandth time.

“I’m so sorry for you.” However, it was Frost who felt truly sorry.

How Res managed these two since birth was entirely beyond her. It must be a skill. An ability perhaps. Otherwise, her patience was commendable.

“And they wonder why we’re called the Jesters. Haaah. At least you understand what I deal with every. Fucking. Day.” Res painfully groaned. “This is our stop. This Express Train will take us straight to D3, right at the entrance of the City of Diamonds. From there it’s just a matter of waving that ticket in front of a receptionist.”

Scarlet Logic exited their caravan in a timely manner as Cara greeted the smiling man who seemed to be taken aback by Snap’s appearance. In the meantime, Usa and Fran arrived to help them disembark.

They all gathered behind Cara with unrivalled awe. Amid their conversation and summary of events; Cer seized the opportunity to steal the show. She took Ber aside and rolled a boulder nearby.

The woman then hopped atop and with folded arms, stared down at the others as she loudly announced:

“You ready to see gold? Coins? Games? Sharply dressed women with a perfect gaze to match?” Cer hyped the City of Diamonds for an entirely different reason than they were thinking, causing Frost to laugh a little.

But even so, the surrounding women grew excited with each spoken word.

“The Golden Index. If there’s one Atelier I can vouch, then it’d be them. They say it’s a city of realized hope! If you got the coin to spare that is! That’s why if anyone here has a few coins to spare then I’ll gladly –”

“Where the fuck is your shame!?” Res exploded, instantly firing a beam of electricity at her, sending the woman topping over. The air instantly smelt of chlorine for a brief moment as a result. “I’m sorry. The Golden Index will take you all under its wing with that ticket~ Until then, let’s ignore that one and enjoy the ride. She’s a bit sick up here.” Her demeanor instantly shifted to a graceful one.

Suffice to say, things were about to get a whole lot more interesting now that they neared their next major destination. And hopefully it wouldn’t be as bad as Grandis. Though that being said –

– Onwards to the City of Diamonds!

            

    
        76. The Train Trip

    
    
    
    
                The express train blitzed through the plains at an incredible speed. The grass snapped in its wake, creating miniature vortexes along the way. The entire mechanized wonder operated in silence much to Frost’s surprise.

The churning of machinery was absent. Not even the roars of the wind beyond the thick windows could be heard. Only the wonderous gasps of the rescued women echoed thoroughly in these lavish compartments.

They were extravagantly huge, and the entire compartment they all found themselves within was reminiscent of a miniaturized ocean liner.

These trains were designed to house upwards of a thousand people at once for over weeks on end.

Crossing Brandar to other regions took days by train, meaning it would have to travel through its infested nights. Therefore, its plated armor and sheer scale made it appear more like a moving fortress than a train. The lowly monsters were no more than droplets in a rain to this behemoth.

Furthermore, this train was gravitationally locked to the railings underneath.

This meant that it was near impossible to move the train beyond the manipulation of the Train’s Core, which was only accessible to the Train Conductor.

That being said, the ground floor was like a giant ballroom and the two upper floors were hollowed out in the center. The middle floor was where the suites, restrooms and kitchen resided, and the upper?

Finally, there was the upper floor. It was reserved only for the onboard crew and was where Frost, her companions, the Moons, and the Atelier personnel remained. The room itself was a lavish hall made from fine walnut much like the rest of the train’s interior.

Bright lamps containing a glowing magical orb illuminated the place nicely, casting countless reflections along the polished surfaces. There was not a single speck of dust aboard, and each repeating fixture such as the tables and the couches were placed with perfect precision and symmetry.

Frost fondly explored the place, her mind half a mess by the perversion of physics once again.

“It floats.” She spoke with a voice of disbelief, still bewildered as she passed by the windows, staring out into the greater world beyond. “The windows are built like the ones in submarines and cruise ships. I was half-expecting them to use one giant slab of glass.”

“That wouldn’t make sense.” Jury pointed out, tapping on the metal bolts that secured the windows in place. “It’s an armored train. Having a giant window is kind of counter intuitive. Unless you were thinking of some kind of impenetrable glass?”

“That’s right. You’d think some kind of super-glass exists here, but I guess not. Glass becomes a weak point and a potential mode for entry, so this design is actually crucial. And besides, it’s not like there’s much to sightsee across Brandar. Are you able to make out those mountains?” Frost asked.

“Nope. I don’t see them at all.” Jury replied, squinting outside as Ignis did the same, finding nothing but the same endless stretch of grass.

“You’ve got good eyes. You can make out the crystals can’t you? Just where the hell do you think Justica Arms sources their crystals from.” Cer suddenly spoke as the trio followed them throughout the compartment like pack of stalking wolves.

“Yep. And they hardly look natural, don’t they?” Ber then stated, prompting Frost to take a closer look at the mountainous region.

Nothing. They didn’t look out of place. To this world’s standards, of course. It’d be quite a marvel to discover such a place on Earth.

“What do you mean by out of place?” Frost needed them to clarify.

“Simple. Caldera Industries got involved with the entire Dwarven population a while back. They’re as close as lovers at this point. Not sure what happened between them, but those mountains swelled like never before! Crystals never used to grow there either. Makes you wonder just how much power those people have.” Cer added, speaking mysteriously to restrain their attention.

“Then what’s the real reason they don’t try to help the world?” Frost ended up asking after hearing how powerful these Ateliers supposedly were from these Moons.

“The real reason’s muddy. Clouded. Too much blood in the water once someone slips from their pedestal. As far as we’re concerned. I just like to fight.” Cer shrugged. “Justica Arms and the Scarlet Logic might as well be at war again at this point. But do you think people inside of the Nexus are exactly ‘normal’?” She then shot back another question as they found themselves inside of the main hall again, as if they had looped around a giant circle.

They then saw a few of the women clamber up the stairs from the other end, carrying dishes atop a silver platter. They seemed awfully ecstatic, and the way their ears and tails wagged thawed her heart.

“Normal as in mentally or, are you talking about the damage the Blessed are capable of? Like how Infusion S was able to destroy a city?” Frost asked, though she wouldn’t put it past being the former.

“I love your thinking! It’s exactly those. Our oh so great Beholders who fight Apocalypse entities usually lay waste to cities. The most drawn-out fights can see the collapse of entire countries.” Cer exclaimed, waving at the women with a cheeky grin.

“That’s why we have the Hyperwarp. The fruition of Galia’s hard work.” Res added.

“Look, I’m willing to admit that she’s not all that bad. Aside from stealing our Raoul. You see, Beholder Galia strives to bring every little problem into the Nexus. The Nexus is practically an infinite space so we can cause as much havoc as we want during these invitational raids.” Cer then concluded.

“… bring the problems internally huh.” Frost was somewhat fixated on this detail, but she could not dabble into it for long.

The women eventually reached her and presented a beautiful platter of food before them.

“U-Um! We heard that you like to eat a lot so we decided that as thanks we- um.” The cat-eared girl stammered, her words betraying her mid-sentence.

It was cute, but she also felt a little sorry for her.

“It looks wonderful. And it smells great too!” Frost complemented, taking the platter with thanks as Jury nodded.

“Ah! Skewers as well! Thanksh mnew!” She said right as she plunged a stick of meet into her mouth, chewing delightfully. Jury then hovered it in front of Frost’s face, allowing her to take a chunk straight off… alongside the wooden stick.

It was just a tad bit crunchy, but that was on her.

“It’s delicious. Looks like I have some competition in the kitchen space now. Thank you. I was just thinking on what to make for lunch, but you guys beat me to it.” Frost added, expressing her gratitude to these people.

“You mean girls, right? You have a funny way of speaking sometimes~” The cat-woman chuckled.

Although their exchange was brief she felt like they shared a thousand words. This was the least they could do as thank for her help. But Frost cherished it. They eventually left with exaggerated waves, leaving behind a trail of warmth as Ignis and Jury fondly watched them disappear into the distant staircase.

“One of them is a Serum S survivor, huh. Which one?” Cer suddenly asked. “Frost? Which one? Which one!?” She demanded, only just barely managing to contain herself.

“The cat-eared girl. Why?” Frost wondered what was wrong with her all of a sudden.

“Tch… 30 years later and she’s still fucking around? Don’t fuck with me!” She scowled with bottomless contempt before suddenly dismissing herself.

Not to Frost or the others, but most likely to the Wandering Healer: D-13. Her sudden explosion of rage came from seemingly nowhere, and Frost could feel every ounce of contempt in her voice.

Cer rarely wore a serious face. She only knew this woman at face value, much like her sisters.

“They never stopped with the Serums.” Ber similarly spat and quickly joined Cer’s side, right before Res excused themselves, avoiding eye-contact with Frost at all costs.

“… please excuse us.”

They were left alone in total silence as the triplets disappeared into the hallways. There was no telling what exactly happened to them, or why they only just reacted like this now of all times. It was jarring and entirely out of character for them.

But in the end, there was still only so much she knew about them.

Aside from being Moons…

And the Jesters.


* * *


The day went on without any further incidents. The Scarlet Logic Dawn Team were mostly secluded to their chambers alongside the Train Conductor, only rarely leaving for meals or during their periodic checks around the train.

Like them, Frost explored every corner possible and was surprised to find new places appear from time to time. Sometimes, she would appear in an entirely different place than expected or be met with a wall rather than a door.

Her mind was certainly not playing tricks on her, because when she asked around the others seemed to express that the space within the train was little odd and often changed at times.

An example was the bathroom door on the second floor. It did not have a fixed location. Frost recalled it being closer to the main stairs, while the others swore that it was on the other side. Not only that, but the space within also seemed to blatantly violate the laws of physics.

Because the bathroom within still existed, even when the door was plastered straight against the window-side of the train. It was bizarre to see the interior as one simultaneously looked out the window. To what realm, dimension, or space it existed in was beyond her.

Nav affirmed that this was not the same as the Dimensional Storage, as this was still within the realms of their own reality; whereas the former tapped into another plane of existence so to speak.

Apparently, this was a well-documented but ill-understood phenomenon called a Spatial Distortion. It only occurred within the proximity of a Caldera Industries product, and the effect was far more pronounced with bigger machinery.

Frost called bullshit on it being ill-understood, however.

Caldera Industries was an Atelier founded over a century ago. She refused to believe that the Atelier themselves were unaware of its inner workings. However, her rational mind also considered that this phenomenon may also be out of their control.

When she asked the triplets, they were adamant that while it was completely random, it did not change that these were quite dangerous. The effects were small and largely harmless, but in extreme cases the aftermath was… sinister to say the least.

These outcomes gave rise to the urban legend known as the One Way Ticket to Hell. Sometimes, trains disappeared due to these spatial distortions. No one knew to where exactly, and again, Frost doubted the legitimacy of this information. Someone was bound to know.

However, her feathers rustled. The triplets truly did not know where they disappeared to. Much of their information was also at a surface level since they weren’t affiliated with any of the Ateliers, save for partially Justica Arms considering they personally knew Beholder Galia.

But like Frost, they knew that the surface was just that.

A mask enshrouding what laid beneath.

Day eventually turned to night, and Brandar’s plains were flooded with monsters once again. The train began to rattle as if battered by a monsoon. These sounds were caused by the head of the train ploughing straight through countless thousands of these creatures along its path.

The night was not easy for most to sleep through as a result. Many refused to snuff out their room’s chandeliers, cuddling close with their pillows and one another. No one slept alone tonight, and Ignis was glued to the windows in the main hall, glaring spitefully at the monsters as one of her arms slowly morphed into a crescent bone-like blade.

Its thickness far surpassed any contemporary sword and became thinner towards the top which rose a few centimeters above her head. Flesh cascaded this biological weapon as blood dripped from toothed mouths that formed alongside the flesh.

Frost then realized the meaning of the Weaponized Symbiote.

Ignis herself was a living weapon.

“Ignis yearns to devour them like how they devoured her body. But she says she won’t do anything stupid. She just wants to show you that she can be useful when the time comes.”

“As a level 160 with HP comparable to my own, ‘useful’ becomes an understatement… Ignis.” Frost softly spoke, approaching the girl from behind.

She took a silent stance beside her, watching the same scenery that bellowed the flames in the girl’s heart.

“Are you ok?”

Ignis nodded, causing Frost to softly smile as she gently took the girl’s hand.

“Are you angry?”

She nodded again.

“… and are you afraid.”

Ignis gently nodded once more.

“This world has a lot of things wrong with it. The Impuritas. The Ateliers. Kings and rulers. Idle Gods and the overall unfairness of it all. The pain, the suffering, the despair… Ignis. Did you know I’m not from this world?”

The girl suddenly looked up at her, still glaring, but Frost could tell she was surprised.

“Shocking, right? I don’t know much about this world, and you probably know much more than I do. But it’s my home now. And I want to fix it… so no one has to keep on suffering. Like Jury. Like the slaves… and like you.” Frost slowly spoke, almost motherly to her as her bladed arm slowly disappeared. The girl drew closer, eventually placing her head against Frost’s arm like the child she was at heart.

“That’s why, I want to ask you one thing. What do you want to do, Ignis?”

She fell into deep thought. Seconds then turned to minutes. Ignis ultimately came up short and shook her head.

“I don’t know.”

“That’s fine. I didn’t know what I wanted for the longest time in my world until… until?”

Until what?

Frost could not remember. Such a memory did not exist. A wild case of déjà vu hit her as she struggled to remember, eventually coming up short as well. It frustrated her, and before it could get any worse, a warm hand suddenly found itself on her head.

It was Jury. She had arrived just in time, as if sensing Frost’s mental woes. It caused her to break into a cozy smile as she then concluded.

“Well, in the end we’re all in the same boat. Aspiring, striving and trying to figure things out along the way. So, Ignis, I know it’s a bit late, but I want you to come along for the ride until you figure out what you want to do.” Frost then placed a hand onto the girl’s head, patting her crimson hair down.

It soothed her.

The Touch of the Black Dove skill had a familiar, nostalgic warmth as Jury and the others described. It eased Ignis’ heart to the point where the girl’s scornful face suddenly shifted into a wonderful smile.

“… I will…” Ignis’ lips parted as she spoke her first words.

Her voice was unbelievable serene, yet there was a tone of maturity woven within.

The sound of an old tape recorder played as Snap observed them from afar. Frost could not help but to believe that Snap wasn’t taking photos of their happiest moments from the past, but rather… was trying to capture the present in a recording format, hence the noise.

And right beside it was the little Frost who held her hands out like how a film director would, framing them between her fingers as if to capture the perfect shot.


* * *


2 days later –


< Estimated time to reach the City of Diamonds | Epiderma D-J | 6 Hours >


 

The great, towering walls of the Nex Megalopolis loomed in the nearby distance. They eventually passed through a rapidly opening gate ahead, leading them into a tunnel that bored through the entire thickness of these walls. These concrete gates opened like a complex puzzle before sealing themselves in an entirely different arrangement.

They travelled for minutes; a testament to how exactly large these walls were. And before long, as everyone gathered by the windows. Their reflections stared back at them in the darkness as anticipation built.

And then – there was light.

Light, and a world of black and gold.


 

< Entering the Nex Megalopolis for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the Nex Megalopolis >

            

    
        77. Arrival!

    
    
    
    
                An urban sprawl of golden buildings ran as far as the eye could see. They were designed to stand no more than two stories tall and were highly reminiscent of renaissance-era buildings much like the previous town.

Except these were grander. Larger, and there was far more structural diversity. Massive, almost castle-like buildings ran up to hundreds of meters alongside the black, brickwork paths. Signs illuminated with magic floated across various stores as merchant companies roamed these streets alongside Adventurers and normal everyday people, easily numbering in the tens of thousands.

The streets themselves were colossal in scale and spanned up to a hundred meters wide. Each Sector possessed at least one of these major highways which ran up all the way to the City’s walls, meeting at one major intersection known as the Diamond Square.

Caravans of differing aesthetics, whether they were made from wood, stone, metal, or thatch were tugged around by horses, giant chameleons, and wolves similar to the Scarlet Wolves. Some wagons were even dragged around by hand by muscular individuals, such as Orcs, Dragonkin and the Beastkin.

Apparently, these wagons were either one of two things. Merchandise to sell by these roaming companies, or they were the belongings of their clients. They were the equivalent of removalists from Earth. That, or they were armed guards escorting high valuable goods.

Their work according to the triplets were highly regulated by the Golden Index subsidiary: the Golden Thumb. In fact, all work was regulated by the Golden Thumb to some capacity.

They were responsible for coordinating and monitoring both businesses and the general state of the Diamond Sectors. All materialistic possessions were given a designated value by this body, and were tweaked to reflect supply and demand on a daily basis.

Frost did not understand the world of business well, and she highly doubted that would change here. Not to mention that stocks, stakes, bonds and lending firms thrived in this city of gold. How these worked were absolutely beyond her, but the triplets explained nevertheless.

“The Golden Index is exactly what their name implies. Were you thinking of the finger? Hah! Rookie mistake.” Cer belittled Frost as all eyes were glued to the world beyond the windows. “The Golden Index compiles every imaginable transaction within the entire Nex Megalopolis. Every merchant, every seller, every single buyer, and every completed quest is written down somewhere. So long as they’re within the Guild or one of their Brokers of course! If you notice the Guild receptionists writing something down, then it’s just the transaction they closed.”

“The Nex Megalopolis has a highly regulated market, huh.” Frost said, half-interested by this.

Money wasn’t something she adored to begin with, so this hardly sparked her intrigue. The prospect of the casino on the other hand? Sign her right up!

“Regulated implies control. The Golden Index don’t control it. They’re trying to keep it alive. Take the City of Spades for example. Your wealth means little to them. Power is what rules its Sectors.” Res then explained.

“Can you imagine what those Sectors are like~?” Cer then hummed. “Depending on your luck, murder becomes the norm.”

“I thought this place was supposed to be a paradise.” Frost was instantly confused by the mention of casual murder, causing Ber to shrug as if it couldn’t be helped.

“The actual cities are what you’re probably thinking of. We’re currently in the D3 Sector. An outskirt of the City of Diamonds.” She simply said.

“… Meaning they’re not obligated to help anyone beyond their walls?” Frost tried to make sense of this puzzle.

“Nope. Why should they? The Golden Index is about the only Atelier that’s hand’s on, aside from Justica Arms and Inflow Direct. But then again, Inflow Direct’s more concerned about their precious healers.” Cer sadistically grinned. “I know what you’re going to say. Why do they insist to maintain all this infrastructure? Who the fuck knows. And it doesn’t change that it’s one of the safest places in all Elysia.”

“With rampant murder in the S Sectors?” Jury had to prod. “That hardly sounds safe.”

“For normal people, well you’d be right. But us? What’s a street rat to a Moon? To one of us?” Cer painted a picture of the sheer power differential they had compared to the ordinary people of this world.

“Besides it’s only just a handful of the City of Spades’ Sectors.” Res added, speaking regretfully.

“And it’s not like those kinds of people can spill over to the Sectors of other cities. Peasants of the S Sectors can’t leave. Think of it as the slums of Nex Megalopolis.” Ber then concluded.

“… fucking hell, and here I thought this city was perfect.” Frost spat.

Cer then further clarified that people could not move freely between city sectors.

For example: a person from a D sector could not move to H or S sectors without the money or a valid reason. One such reason was partaking a quest from a Guild that required them to travel across these borders. Another was status alone, such as possessing a high Adventure Rank, or just by being a healer.

However, misconducts outright banned individuals or groups from travelling at all. And that was the ‘good’ outcome.

Serious offenders were never seen again once Justica Arms had their hands on them. There weren’t any incarceration sites like prisons here. Instead, the Nex Megalopolis utilized these brutal sectors to mass dump these problematic individuals.

Luckily, or perhaps unluckily for them – they were only outright killed if they resisted capture.

These criminals were then boarded into a train similarly built to theirs, stocked with food and all the necessities to live for upwards of a decade.

Then, they were left to their own devices for days, months or even an entire year before they reached their destination. And suffice to say, the number of survivors were rarely in the double digits.

It was essentially an express train straight to hell, and it served as one of the pillars that gave birth to the One Way Ticket to Hell urban legend. Whether these two were connected or not was hard to say, but Frost took every opportunity to allow as many of her trains of thoughts to interact.

With the existence of fate-predicting objects like the Scripts, Frost would be an utter moron to believe in such coincidences.

“This city has its own share of nightmares, huh. Man… I hope we all enjoyed the last two days of peace while they lasted.” Frost grumbled as the scenery quickly changed to vast cultivation lands, growing near endless fields of bountiful harvests.

Homes built like castles sat in the center of these lands with towering spires. People of all kinds worked these fields, whether they were the normal everyday person, or an Adventurer donned in plated armor.

An onsite healer could also be seen wandering these fields alongside men dressed in green suits. They also wore a matching tie and a jade ring on their thumbs.

“Are those green suits and ties important? And the rings?” Frost pointed out this one peculiar detail, instantly causing the triplets to look up at her in confusion before they scoured the fields again.

“How the HELL do you see that!? You see the rings!? Huh. Those damned eyes are pretty good as always. Listen up. Green suits and ties means they’re from the Golden Thumb. The ring is practically the same thing. An identifier!” Cer explained, tapping on the window with a thumb.

“They must be there to seal a deal with the quest giver and those workers. You usually see a lot of Stars do the same thing undercover.” Res further added as Ignis tried to get a closer look but sadly to no avail. “They’re information brokers as much as they are guides. Stars like to get the word around. Sometimes for the worse, like what happened with ‘warped stone that eats memories’ rumor. Idiots.”

The setting while largely unknown, felt oddly familiar as a result of this fixation on business and currency. The City of Diamonds was a merchant’s paradise and was where money circulated the streets of the Nex Megalopolis like its blood.

But it was the City of Hearts was where most of the money moved. While merchants predominantly existed here, the majority of services were found in the City of Hearts and the City of Clubs.

It was here where the largest players moved their assets; sealed deals and had them written by a magical vow. If broken; then said breaker of promise disappeared without a trace.

Suffice to say, it was one hell of a strange place, but from the elated faces of the people she watched stroll those pleasant lands, she could tell that this place truly was their paradise. How people skipped with a carefree smile and seemed to genuinely belong to this place, and the sight of ecstatic children reinforced this air of serenity as they ran through fields of wheat and corn.

Frost mentally described everything she saw for Nav as they travelled onwards to the walls of the City of Diamonds, never skimping on the detail for her dearest, blind friend.

Nav. What do you think of these Sectors?

“They are interesting. Subcultures likely exist. But it is hard to tell. The world it too big to understand it from a mere train ride, wouldn’t you agree?”

Oh absolutely. We only know so much about this city. The same goes for our Moon friends. The only real way we’re going to figure things out is by digging deep into this whole charade. We’ll see what happens after we reach the City of Diamonds.

“But you already have a plan in mind, no?”

Frost grinned to herself.

Explore. Probably take quests for currency and renown. I want the name of the Black Dove to spread. That way it’ll be easier to crawl into the recesses of this world and figure out just what the hell is going on with the Corrupted, Impuritas, Dungeons – hell… everything at this point.

Frost was already detailing her future endeavors. While it not a terrible idea to go along with the whims and motions of the world, she needed to be more proactive in her approach if she truly wished to help people. That’s why she heavily considered the prospect of Adventuring. If she wanted to spearhead her questions, then she needed to head directly into the fray herself.

4 months was a long time in this world. It was likely that the 4 months period the triplets were given was because that was how long it would take to repair the Hyperlink Network. Until then, they had virtually no access into the Nexus, and Frost opted to further increase her strength until then.

That way she could speak the language of these Beholders with absolution when it was time to return to the Nexus.


* * *


Only hours separated them from reaching the grand reception of the City of Diamonds.

Frost took this opportunity to cook one last meal for them all. She went around the train with Jury, collecting the meal suggestions from each person. Afterwards, a plethora of steaming plates of delicious food left the kitchen one by one, reaching a lavish dining table that had everyone happy dine.

Between laughter, clinks of silverware and glass; Frost wholeheartedly cherished that these women were doing fine and adapting well to their new environment. She sincerely hoped the Golden Index would treat them well, else they’d be put on her kill list, right up there next to Iscario and the higher ups at Scarlet Logic.

Personal stories were shared by the women. It turns out that a few of them knew each other before they were enslaved, hence why they seemed so close from the start. Others were not so lucky and didn’t know the feeling of warmth until much later on in life.

It was heart wrenching, but they gladly expressed that they were thankful that it was at least over. Moving on was a hopeful prospect, although that did not mean they could forget it all like it never occurred.

They hoped to at least one day be able to look back at it as a distant memory that made them into who they are, rather than to chain them into who the were.

It was empowering to hear it directly from them, and Frost couldn’t be happier.

The scenery shifted every passing hour as they neared their destination. From a plainlands, to farmlands, to even a circus-like location that saw many Adventurers flood into with brandished weaponry.

Eventually, they arrived at a colossal cluster of urban sprawls and accommodated countless finely dressed individuals. They numbered significantly less than those closer to the outer wall. However, these people seemed to be of a higher society, reflected by their apparel.

Men and women dressed in suits and fabulous, sharp wear of all kinds of colors roamed these parts, as did women wearing…

“No… it can’t be.”

It was not skimpy bikini armor, but an arguably more suggestive piece of wear.

The bunny suit… black pantyhose, a nylon one-piece, and a black bowtie.

These were unsurprisingly worn by bunny-eared Demi-Humans. And amongst them were other Demi-humans wearing a similar piece of attire, like bear Demi-Human girls wearing giant fluffy paws to go along with their get up.

It was a source of spiritual anguish for Frost. She gruelingly winced as Usa and the other bunny-eared woman squirmed with excitement.

Maybe I just don’t get it. Yeah, that has to be it. No… fuck no. Who am I kidding? Why the hell does it exist in this world!?

Frost was unaware that this was the occupation Usa was referring to all along. Although she did say dealer, so perhaps it wasn’t exactly this. Still, she could not believe that this even this existed in Elysia.

“Maybe you’re too hypercritical, Frost.”

Alright Nav, then explain why bunny suits are important in this society. Frost demanded, her mind nearly broken by this as she tried to grasp for something – anything to justify their existence.

“Advertisement. People want to feel like they’re winning in these establishments, no? These women likely help with that. They also signify Golden Index-ran casinos. The main one resides within their city. The Golden Index offers them immense protection, much like the rest of their personnel.”

This was reassuring to hear, but at the same time…

Sorry, but that doesn’t justify anything. Put them in a suit. They look better like that.

“Better off in a suit. How putrid.” Cer similarly winced, adoring the women sharply dressed in those fine suits.

Frost found solace in the fact that Cer had a similar mindset. Or tastes? Preference? Frost did not know what to call this. But…

She was oddly happy that these people could wear things like these here in a world with so much darkness. It put into perspective just how safe the Nex Megalopolis was compared to the lands of Grandis.

And just as she broke into an accepting smile –

“Jury says otherwise.”

Frost instantly entered a choking fit.


* * *


The Train Conductor announced their impending stop and to brace themselves. The massive hunk of steel slowed down at a rapid pace, causing various fixtures to slide around as if they were aboard the lounge of a tilting ship.

Everyone locked themselves inside of their rooms just to be safe as Snap and the Innocent made their rounds to make sure everyone was alright.

The little her rode its back, issuing directional prompts above its head which Snap ignored and went along its way, causing the Innocent to pout at every turned corner.

The world beyond the windows instantly became black as they entered a long tunnel, finally passing through the walls of the City of Diamonds. Frost was under the impression that they would be greeted outside of the city itself, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

The reception was actually inside much to her surprise. But this thought was short lived. As she sat at the side of a double bed, sharing a room with her companions and the Moon triplets – a prompt suddenly flashed before her eyes.


< Leaving – Entering – D – Leaving D2 – Approaching Epiderma D-J | 1 minute >


“… what just happened?” Frost had to ask.

The prompt was heavily fragmented. Or rather, it seemed confused as if they had simultaneously entered and left an area

“A minor hiccup~ Kind of scary, isn’t it?” Cer hummed, bemused by this.

“That doesn’t explain anything. What do you mean?” Frost questioned as the woman laid herself across the bed, sliding around to the whims of the train.

“We entered a minor spatial distortion. Nothing too major, but you can sense something went awry for just a split second.” Res answered briskly, as if somewhat shaken by this. She quickly grabbed the still slipping Cer by the collar and sat her upright like a child.

“Ahem… that was a close one.” Ber cracked her knuckles. “It would’ve been like those twins all over again.”


“Please do not be alarmed. We are on track to the reception of the City of Diamonds. Thank you for travelling with Caldera Industries. I hope you find an Atelier of your liking. Endorse Attachment.”


The Train Conductor spoke through a magical intercom after a musical tune, concluding with his Atelier’s motto. From where his voice came from was a mystery.

And thankfully in the end, nothing serious came out of this abnormal phenomenon. But it did raise a few hairs on Frost’s back… well, if she had any to begin with.

The train eventually arrived at a complete stop as light flooded back into the windows once again. One by one, they all gathered at the ground floor.

Frost thoroughly counted the people present and healed the injured, thankfully most being bruises and small cuts. Only after ensuring that everyone was here did the Train Conductor then bid them farewell.

“Good luck and do avoid these trains for a while if you can. Just my few copper coins.” He warned as Cara escorted them all towards the exit.

“Looks like Justica Arms isn’t the only one experiencing failures with their technology.” Cer stated, stretching her arms far and wide. “C’mon. Let’s go drown in the city lights already.”

Once the metal doors were twisted and pried open – the golden lights and the warm air of floral perfume instantly enraptured them. When their eyesight adjusted to the surge of countless lights; everyone’s jaws dropped.

Frost’s heart was instantly swept away by the breathtaking sights of towering, golden spires that reached up as far as the eye could see. There were a total of five towers, each representing a finger. The building representing the index finger was the largest and by far the most pronounced, making up almost an entire fifth of the city itself from what she could see.

The spires were built with marvelous golden stone and countless windows, appearing almost like a modern concrete megastructure, rising upwards to around 400 meters.

And to think all of that was dedicated to a fucking casino.

The lights here were enough to dispel every shadow imaginable. The darkness itself was non-existent even in the cusps of night. These blinding lights replaced the stars of the night sky.

The suits of playing cards were inscribed into its masterful architecture, beginning at clubs, and ending at what appeared to be a diamond at the highest peak. Her eyes were far too focused on these monumental structures to notice that people gathered around them to give gifts to the recently collected women, offering food, coins, and beautiful leather satchels filled with sweets.

“… Frost. This is unbelievable… I read a book about your world and this reminds me of it.” Jury couldn’t help but to utter as Ignis froze in awe.

“You’re telling me. Shit… it looks nothing like our buildings from Earth, but I’d be lying if I said that it didn’t at least resemble them.” Frost was entirely taken aback by this, her shoulder drooping as she fell into a mesmerized trance.

The angle of the train’s approach made it impossible to see these building in the first place. This was the very first time she was seeing the city for what it was worth.

And it was utterly gorgeous.

“Hmhm! There it is! The Golden Index!” Cer cried out at the top of her lungs, and with it, came the elated cries of the others.

They were finally here.


< Entering the City of Diamonds for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the City of Diamonds >

            

    
        78. Farewells, Goodbyes and Hello to a New Start!

    
    
    
    
                Fragrant air filled her lungs.

The bustling sound of movement and the clinking of coin satchels played as the city’s thick ambience. A short-walled compound surrounded them and joined with the thicker walls that protected the city from the outskirts.

Unarmed personnel dressed in bright-red clothing made their rounds along this beautiful area. This place was the public reception where certain groups were given access, such as the Scarlet Logic Collection Teams and their collected individuals, as well as recognized Incandescent Colors.

Access was strictly limited. It was also interesting to note that this place was not technically part of the city itself. It was more of a boundary, and it reminded her of how certain esteemed places on Earth had limited sections opened to the public.

All under the promise of immense scrutiny and unparalleled security, of course.

Citizens of Diamond City approached them with open arms, offering splendid goods. Their attires piqued Frost’s interest. They were somewhat casual, but punctual, wearing fabulous dresses, suits and coats made of fur about a quarter the fluffiness of Snap’s.

In short, their wear was on an entirely different level compared to the high society below in Diamond Square.

That being said, the Scarlet Logic forces escorted them towards a pair of golden, diamond-shaped gates.

This was the main entrance to the city, sprinkled with dazzling floating orbs which lit up the world. These little things moved like slow fireflies and hovered around the city’s heights like artificial stars.

Dozens of level 100 Golden Index personnel guarded the entrance with nothing but their bare fists, dressed in razor sharp, red suits with a rather… particular black logo on their back.
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Indeed. The very symbol of a middle finger was proudly adorned on their backs. It didn’t seem like the middle finger was considered vile or offensive in this world, interestingly enough. No. It was much worse.

Instead, it meant a declaration of imminent harm or the intent to murder as Nav promptly explained. These City Defenders were but one facet of the Golden Middle, who served as the Golden Index’s paramilitary force.

people of vastly different races were chosen for this role, although Orcs and certain Insectids made the overwhelming majority of them, such as ant-like people.

These ant-people boasted two antennae and a second pair of arms. And to no one’s surprise they were capable of carrying up to 10 times their weight. Still, 10 times the weight was cute in comparison to a Moon, let alone someone of Frost’s caliber.

That reminds me. The Orcs here aren’t like the ones I had in mind.

“The ones that capture women and –?”

Stop! Y-Yeah – yeah. Those ones.

Frost did not need to hear Nav recite the gritty and downright disgusting depiction of Orcs that Earth had of them.

They’re kind of civil now that I have a closer look. Lots of bulging muscles. Built like a damned Adonis. Why couldn’t I have ‘that’ kind of body instead of this?

“I can say the exactly same thing. Oh wait – I don’t have a body to begin with.” Nav, despite its cold, monotone voice somehow managed to convey its cheekiness.

Alright, point taken.

“Returning to the Orcs – they’re an honorable race at heart. They don’t tend to fight those that can’t fight back, but do not take my word for it. Orcs are about as thirsty for battle than you are for a meal.”

Sorry, but hunger and the impulsion to smack someone in the face are two completely different things. You can’t call that a biological need. But then again… I’m not sure if mine’s biological anymore.

Frost shook her head slightly and quickly surrendered this thought.

They were soon replaced with the faces a certain mother, her daughter, a hot-headed fire mage and a battle axe woman. Their travels had finally come to an end. Likewise, this was where the Scarlet Logic parted ways.

Cara, Usa and Fran arrived at an abrupt stop just meters away from the main entrance. Countless eyes befell them as Cara’s team swung themselves around on their heels and straightened themselves with perfect unison.

“Frost. Jury. Everyone. This is where we say goodbye. Our intercity train will be shortly departing, so we’ll make our final statements quick.” Cara then suddenly announced, still wearing an imperviously stoic face as Usa’s ears jolted upright.

“I worked hard the last two days for this moment! Because I believe we were blessed to have such capable people aboard our mission, however short lived it was! Archetype. Deity. Dove… I’ll make sure your name goes around! Beholder Marduk will know of your name! In about a few months.” Usa then broke into a goofy smile as she rapidly spoke the last few words.

“Likewise. Thank you for your help.” Fran spoke with simplicity, excusing himself alongside the other personnel who each gave a unanimous thanks before following in his footstep.

They moved to a grand multistoried structure that connected the city with this compound. Within, a one-way train straight to the City of Spades awaited. The stronghold of Scarlet Logic.

This building saw little traffic and its sheer scale seemed wasted to be an ill-used train station. But Frost never assumed that its design was accidental or a miscalculation.

“Alright. Everyone. I know I never got to know all your names… er, since you all don’t have one to begin with, but I’m happy that you all didn’t turn out like me in the end! Half of these guys here still remember me, don’t you? Slightly shorter? Missing ears? A couple fingers sanded off?”

Usa sheepishly began, brushing her ears as a couple of the City Defenders nodded, fondly recognizing this bunny-woman.

“Of course you’d remember me~ Oh and Serum S girl –!” She took the hand of the cat-eared girl, shaking it enthusiastically before taking two precise steps back. Then, with a magnificent grin, she shouted: “Good luck! You’ve got hope on your side! Smile more! It’s good for business!”

“Good luck? A-ah-wait… thank you. Goodbye!”

“See ya!”

“Farewell!”

“Until next time bunny-Usaaaaa!”

The women cried, bidding their farewells as Usa gave one last wave. Frost, Jury and the others also pardoned her with goodbyes, leaving only Cara behind. The red-haired woman deeply sighed and clutched onto her bandaged arm.

“Our Captain’s a handful.” She slowly spoke, staring off at the running back of the woman with a side-long gaze. “I hope she can remain like that after the next dozen iterations. Ahem. Amalgam. Take care of them. The Golden Index will cherish them as their own. Like family.”

She then threw her fists down to her sides and stiffly erected herself before finally stating:

“Thank you for saving them. If it weren’t for you, then we all would’ve died, and I’d be sitting in the arena kicking myself over it.” Her words carried a powerful and literal meaning now that Frost understood the technology of the Scarlet Logic.

It painted a melancholic picture that caused her heart to ache as she gracefully approached Cara.

“Cara. Manager of the Dawn Collection Team. The next time we meet, I want to meet with you again. The 15th Cara. Can you promise me that?”

“The 15th me is hardly me. And I’m already breaking protocol by saying this out loud. But when you return to your rightful place up there in the celestial heavens, then I’ll count on you excusing me from whatever punishment’s waiting for me. I can’t guarantee I’ll still be me, but I’ll keep that in mind.” The woman broke into a wonderful smile, thawed of her permanently stoic face.

She departed soon after, leaving them in total silence until she disappeared into the archways of the building afar.

“It’s my turn to bid farewell. Farewell it is.” Furio simply said, moving to the entrance with a single hand raised above him. “And Amalgam. Deity of the Nexus. I’m thankful you acknowledged a little flame like me. Brandar’s been lacking a lot of color lately, so I hope you can keep on helping people.”

He spoke deeply, consumed by thought. He abruptly stopped at the top of the staircase and stared down at the grand masses below the city nights.

“Thank you for shouldering that battle alone. When I began, I wished to shoulder their burdens myself. As the strongest. But I realize I would have led everyone to their deaths if I had it my way.”

“You were a greedy guy. You wanted a free ride as well. Remember that? Don’t conveniently leave it out! That’s one hell of an inflated ego you have!” Anna exclaimed, moving up towards him as she similarly waved goodbye, right before standing beside him with a scolding look.

“I agree.” Furio simply said before finally departing.

This caused Frost to softly laugh as Anna stared at the man as if she had seen a ghost. The events seemed to have changed him in some way, perhaps for the better.

“You… admitted you were wrong? You? The same guy that nearly burnt down the entire town –!?”

“Shut up, and don’t fucking follow me woman!”

“Huh!? What other direction do you think I can go you red-haired prick!? If you hate me so much, then stop walking so slowly!”

Despite how it appeared, these two somehow got along. Frost vividly recalled their beginnings. The fire in that town’s square. Their arguments which slowly over time became a proof of their comradery, and now, their simultaneous departure seemed like the perfect ending for the two.

She wondered if she’d ever get to see them again.

And finally, it was Alice and Hellen’s turn to depart.

“Hellen. You never really told us what you were doing in Grandis, did you?” Frost brought up as the two walked over at the front, hand-in-hand as Alice stared fondly at the group she had come to adore.

“The cat’s leapt out of the bag now, hasn’t it~ Hmm. Let’s say it had to do with me being the daughter of the late Green Composer; Mr. Haydn. Does his name ring a bell~? I was called with hopes of sharing some of my magic, but I’m unfortunately more attuned to be a Vocalist~” She hummed tantalizingly, her voice so sophisticated that Frost did not know if it was magic that caused her body to feel at ease or the sheer quality of her vocals.

“Something like a concert, huh?” Frost asked.

“Close. But we’ve been living in Grandis for some time now. So this is her first time in Brandar~” Hellen revealed, gently scrubbing the head of her dearest daughter.

“Ahh! Is that right? Hey Alice. How do you like it here?” Frost crouched over as she spoke to the little girl as softly as possible.

The girl rapidly nodded, her eyes still glittering with amazement. Every little sight was a treat to her.

“Mhm! It’s not scary here. I thought we were… in trouble all that time. But I did a good job in imagining them as something else!” Alice exclaimed as Frost placed a warm hand over her shoulder. “When things get scary, I like to imagine them all away!”

“That’s one way to deal with scary things.” Frost said. “You’re free spirited as ever now that we’re far away from Grandis.”

“This is the normal her~ But Grandis is a place unfit for children.” Hellen admitted.

“I’m sure you had your circumstances for staying there for so long. Alice. Let’s meet again, ok?”

“Mhm!” Alice firmly nodded.

“Oh, and do stop by H6 when you get the chance~ I have a store near the main strip!” Hellen clasped her hands together as Alice nodded again. “You too Jury~!”

“We definitely will, won’t we?” Frost glanced over at her lover with a small smile.

“Yeah!” Jury smiled, quickly noticing that Alice was staring at her a little too intently. “Yes? Alice? What’s wrong?” She pointed at her face, tilting her head slightly as she lowered herself to match the girl’s height.

“If Frost is the Black Dove, then you’re the White… White…” Alice tried to think of something to conclude with.

And then, she witnessed an optical illusion when the bunny-eared woman passed behind Jury.

“Rabbit! White Rabbit!”

“Me? A rabbit?” Jury looked over at herself, holding her tail in her arms in confusion. “… why a rabbit?”

“Because you’re interesting! You’re nothing like anything I’ve ever seen before! And we still don’t know what race you’re from! So – I want to be the first to find out!” Alice boldly proclaimed.

“Huh, that’s supposed to be my job.” Frost playfully argued before Alice suddenly fired back:

“But I like Jury too!”

A direct hit.

“A-Ah… Oi, Alice… you’re seriously not trying to pick a fight with me, are you?” Frost, while obviously joking, did feel a little stung.

“Yeah. Good. That’s a critical hit! Tell ‘em! Make Frost feel our pain.” Cer silently taunted.

“Our? Are you an idiot?” Res looked at her like she was no more than trash.

“I’m with Res on this one, sis. You’re getting weirder by the day.” Even Ber had to agree. “But you’re 0.8 seconds older, so maybe you got hit by an age-related disease.”

There were now two pieces of trash flanking Res. Although with these two; they may as well be the entire garbage bin.

At the same time, Ignis appeared out of nowhere and squeezed between Frost and Jury’s shoulders, glaring menacingly at Alice. The girl jolted back, afraid of those eyes as Hellen let loose of a motherly hum.

“Ignis says she senses a familiar pain. Alice likely lost her father as well.”

So she wasn’t angry. I see… but she managed to get all that how exactly?

“Intuition.”

What a convenient way of saying ‘I don’t know’.

“Mhm. Ignis~ You know it’s rude to stare. It’s ok Alice. She’s happy to see that you’re doing fine~” Hellen was completely unfazed by Ignis’. No, not only that, but she was somehow able to comprehend Ignis’ intentions.

Hellen was, first and foremost, a mother so perhaps that was the case? Frost didn’t know. Those motherly instincts could be a skill or ability for all she knew. But in the end, it caused her to break into a small laugh.

“Hellen. Alice. Until we meet again.” She bid her farewells.

“Goodbye Alice. Miss Hellen!” Jury yelled as the mother and daughter duo waved.

And then –

“GOODBYE ALICE!”

“HELEEEEN! I’LL MISS YOUR LULLABIES!”

“YOU WERE LIKE THE MOTHER I NEVER HAD!”

“I LOVE YOU HELLEN! I LOVE YOOOOU!”

“Goodbye… mmn. Goodbye, Alice.”

– A melodious choir of beloved goodbyes shook the air.

Frost could only imagine the magnitude of her own departure after hearing this.

It was enough to make a grown… woman tear up.

Until then, it was finally time to officially enter the City of Diamonds.

            

    
        79. The Reception of the Golden Index

    
    
    
    
                Vast, empty spaces filled the multistoried building. The long stretches of walk along these pristine golden floors sparked the imagination of all.

Countless eyes wandered from each glistening corner as the ceiling rose to tremendous heights, bearing a single window in the shape of a diamond high above.

This building was split into two distinct parts. The smaller section was a train station and could be found in an immediate split upon entering this magnificent yet hollow premise.

A single pair of black, highly dense steel doors blocked off the entrance of this station. Huge could not begin to describe their size. They were constructed at an angle and saw various black chains bind them, much like the ones she saw that bound the Repository crystal in Little Tais.

Each chained link was at least 2 meters in length and emitted an ominous, glowing outline that oozed of ethereal origins. Yet they were strangely not. It was yet again the ‘technology’ of another Atelier.

“I know that look when I see it. Those are Dimensional Seals, courtesy of the Chained Theocracy. Don’t bother asking us questions. That Demon Beholder has never set foot into the Nexus so there’s little known about them.”

Cer was quick to notice Frost’s intrigue and explained as these chained doors loomed off in the background. It was a disturbing contrast to the gold that encased every imaginable ornament and object in this place which Frost quickly realized was the Golden Index’s Reception.

“But we do know that their technology is responsible for our Dimensional Storage.” Res elaborated.

“I thought it was a passive skill.” This intrigued Frost. Dimensional Storage was indeed a passive skill, yet they referred to it as a technology. “Unless… it’s a skill given to the Blessed because of their technology?”

“Yep. You’re thinking correctly.” Res said as they steadily approached a massive circular desk situated in the middle of a vast sea of reflective flooring.

It was made from a single solid chunk of an opaque, blue diamond. A red tablecloth ran around the entirety of its surface where stacks of coins, playing cards and neatly folded suits of varying colors laid like some kind of souvenir shop.

An overly extravagant one, that is.

“It’s similar to Beholder Galia’s Hyperlink integration. Like how only the Blessed can use it as if it were an innate ability or skill. They’re one of the few Ateliers that has their technology merged with the Nexus.” Res further added.

Interesting. Technologies can merge with the Nexus. Not sure why all of them haven’t already. What do you think, Nav?

“It is difficult to conclude on the reason when we do not know the implications of it, aside from granting innate skills.”

That’s true. And the triplets only know so much as well.

They further explained that those chains acted as an impenetrable seal that trapped entire spaces, objects, or people within a separate dimension. Nothing could ever dream of eating through those chains, save for perhaps Frost.

Their use case here was to prevent surprise attacks deep into Atelier territory since they directly connected with the neighboring cities. They were linked via railway which traversed through this strange dimension behind those sealed doors.

It was difficult to navigate through the urban clusters in events that required mass mobilization of manpower. Hence the reason why this was created. It also explained the reason why this building was so spacious.

It needed to facilitate up to thousands of armed forces at any given time, particularly those of the Scarlet Logic whose numbers could easily reach into the thousands.

Only the sound of their footsteps could be heard now as they approached the grand, ring-shaped desk. When all seemed silent, a mysterious man suddenly rose from the center. The resounding sound of shuffling cards followed and echoed in this magnificent chamber.

“Welcome~! Welcome to the Golden Index! It is I – the Diamond Suit!”

He wore a smooth, golden mask devoid of all facial features save for a yellow diamond. A black suit tightly wrapped his torso, as did an undershirt which was so dark that it appeared like a tear in space.

He had no arms, and neither did he possess a lower half. The torso merely floated in place like a ghost as all 13 playing cards of the diamond suit spilled from his void-like chest one by one, orbiting him shortly afterwards.

The mysterious presentation robbed them of their breaths as they were left in soundless awe. Save for the triplets, who impatiently watched on with slight irritation.

Once again, Frost found herself trying to discern her reality from an endless fever dream. A floating suit? She knew names held many meanings, but this was the first time she had seen it manifest in a literal form.

Aside from the Corrupted, of couse.

“I am but one of the humble 4 receptionists of this marvelous city! Rejoice!” He spoke with a wonderous voice as he floated right over to the edge of the desk to greet them. “You may find me roaming within City of Diamonds just behind if your luck happens to shine!”
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The cards eventually settled into a perfect pile. Facing upright at the top of the deck was the jack of diamonds.

“Now – How may I help you all on this fine evening?” He invited them to speak, bowing his body forwards.

“Atelier acquisition. Get straight to the point you little stowaway fairy. It already took you 35 seconds before you decided to appear.” Cer’s fangs glistened with electrical sparks as she permanently scowled in the face of this receptionist.

“35 seconds.” Ber repeated. “That’s a whole half minute of nothing!”

“Can you two show some respect for once! I apologize about them, Mr. Diamond Suit.” Res sincerely apologized, tugging these respectless wolves by their collars like they were no more than little dogs.

There existed an unspoken rule between the Blessed. ‘Respect the receptionist’. Cer broke this rule by presenting herself with hostility. It twisted Res’ face into an angered scorn before she rapidly recomposed herself with a sudden exhale.

“We are in the possession of a Golden Ticket with origins from Grandis. It only has one known previous owner. We request entry into the city under this ticket.” Res succinctly relayed all relevant pieces of information, leaving Frost to wonder why the number of previous owners mattered in this instance.

“Not the usual 50th. Quite rare. This last owner wasn’t the creator I take?”

“It’s highly unlikely.” Res answered, sensing Ignis’ eyes drill into her back as Frost moved towards the desk with the Golden Ticket in hand.

“How troublesome. It’s difficult to discern if these are the real deal and not some explosive counterfeit. Oh the travesty of combing through towers of coins on the daily! Then getting blown up by a false gold coin! But I take it as a wonderful sign seeing that you haven’t blown up yourselves! May I take it that from you?” The receptionist asked as she placed the ticket onto the desk.

It began to float as if held taut by a pair of invisible hands. The man flipped it repeatedly, inspecting every minor detail on the ticket before it suddenly sunk into the void in his chest.

“It is as authentic as it can possibly get! Welcome! Welcome, welcome to the Golden Index! I take it that you Moons are not a part of this acquisition group?” He grandly announced as the lights within the reception suddenly brightened by twofold, and at once, a mass brigade of feathered women exploded into the floors and began to dance.

A bouquet of giant pale and golden feathers protruded from their attires like that of a peacock’s tail, swaying in perfect unity as they orchestrated an exotic performance.

It left them all utterly overwhelmed with awe, and others struck in a mesmerizing trance.

“I-is this all just to greet us?” Frost asked, watching the women gather close and wave giant two-handed feathers like flags. With each rocking sway a bunny-woman dressed in their highly erotic outfits strode past their shoulders to the front with elegance, each carrying varying articles for the women to choose from.

The choreography was perfect, and no one missed a single beat. She could only imagine how beautiful it must have looked from above.

“Just? You underestimate the rarity of such a blessed invitation! These are specifically crafted by our benevolent leader Carpalis! The tickets are destined to find their rightful owner. It is a privilege beyond comprehension! A hope for the hopeless!” The receptionist assured as the shuffling of footsteps continued, alongside the sound of multiple decks of cards.

In less than 10 seconds the entire building had burst into magnificent life.

“Only these ones are part of the acquisition. We just want special permission to enter the city.” Res stated.

“The casino. To hell with the city. We just want to check out the casino in Carpal Tower!” Cer interjected, crossing her arms as beautiful women dressed in the finest black suits emerged to look after the women, introducing themselves individually as the concierges of the Golden Index.

“Wait, wait! Before that – mind explaining what’s going to happen from here on out to them?” Frost wanted to know this acquisition process.

And with her deep mistrust of the Ateliers in general, she also wished to at least have some sort of guarantee that they’d be fine.

“I take that you, the healer beside you and your red-haired companion do not plan to join our family. There are many forms of work, but it ultimately depends on what they’re best suited for! They will be treated like family. Else many of us wouldn’t be here.” He assured as Frost’s feathers rustled. “Fear not! We are not like Act X. Their theatrics are as hollow as the man who proclaimed to be the Director! Can you believe the audacity of such a fellow!?”

The man’s professional guise cracked at the mention of the Director, instantly causing Jury and Frost to gaze at each other with intrigue. There was only one person they knew who possessed this name, and before they could press any further, a mysterious parchment of paper floated beside the man’s head.

Ignis trembled.

Her pupils contracted as the world seemingly fell silent. The words of comfort that the polite concierge staff offered to the women fell onto deaf ears as the triplets, Frost, Jury and Ignis tried to process what as exactly shown on this piece of paper.

“… Hey… that’s not supposed to be me, is it?” Frost winced as Ignis made a strange sound, all the while Snap took a photo to the dismay of the little Frost who began to flutily smack its head.

“That’s definitely you.” Jury said, certain of this. “Golden eyes. ‘Looks like she’d eat you on the spot…?’ That drawing’s annoying. It makes you look like you’re a wanted criminal.” She then bit her lip, revealing her sharpened teeth.

“They got the eyes right at least. Not bad!” Cer at least appreciated the drawing.

What they saw was a drawn picture of herself. A crudely, pencil-drawn picture that was supposed to be her given that the name ‘Amalgam’ was written onto the paper with an arrow pointing at her, alongside a ‘have you seen this woman?’ and ‘looks like a walking black bird’.

It was like a kindergarten’s first drawing, and she did not know if this was on purpose or if this Director simply didn’t know how to use a pencil. Whatever the case was, it almost caused her to burst out laughing when Ignis stifled hers, desperately clutching onto Frost’s sleeves to control herself.

But she didn’t let this distract her from the fact that this meant that the Director wasn’t currently within the Nexus. However –

“This was drawn by another peculiar fellow that our leader Carpalis took an instant liking to! A good fellow with a set of their own bizarre deck of cards unlike anything we’ve ever seen! I’d say their work presented here is close to a magnificent objet d’art worthy of being framed, but alas I am no art critic like our friends over at ImpulseWorks. But hear this Miss Amalgam –!”

The man steadily grew closer as a strange card suddenly slipped from behind the paper. This card was four times larger than an ordinary one and possessed exquisite detail. A picture of a sleeping man with three swords hung above him. A fourth sword could be seen etched onto the tomb-like bed they rested on.

A tarot card? The Four of Swords?

It slipped right into her hands, emanating an undecipherable power. The card itself glowed with a semi-golden light and resonated deep within her chest. She could not analyze it, and neither did Nav know what this thing was or did exactly.

But it was warm. Very, very warm.

“– They wish to meet you at the summit of Carpal Tower! That is your proof of entry Miss Amalgam! As per the deal we settled with the Director, our first ever appointed Consigliere, and leader Carpalis – I believe it is in your best interests to meet with this fellow as soon as possible!”

Her feathers rustled as if a gale had rushed by. Frost deeply stared into the card, lost in its wonderous power as her heart rallied at the prospect of not only meeting with a Beholder; but perhaps another Archetype like herself.

It was kind of humorous to her that the Arbiter wouldn’t be the first one she’d meet. But it also begged the question of why they weren’t within the Nexus in the first place. Were their circumstances like hers?

She could only grandly speculate with a hopeful heart.

“I’m assuming I’m wanted alone, correct?” Frost asked, wondering if Jury and Ignis could at least come with her.

But as expected, the man slowly rocked himself left and right.

“I’m afraid that invitation is solely for your use. But fear not! The Golden Ticket will see them all enter the lobby of the Carpal Tower as a welcoming event! You’re already dressed finely for the occasion, so there is no need for our dearest apparel specialists to help!”

So I’m headed in alone. A one-on-one meeting with potentially another Archetype.

“Excited?”

Beyond words. I want to tame my expectations but there are only so many who know what I look like… let alone be able predict that I was headed here in the first place. It wasn’t the Director who drew me either. That’s why I’m assuming this person is another Archetype.

“We are also unsure of what they encompass, so it may also be wise to exercise some degree of caution.”

Yep… ahhh. But I can’t stop grinning. My cheeks won’t move.

Frost wanted to pinch herself.

Meeting another one of these people would mark the next pivotal chapter in her story. What awaited was all up in the air, but in a place where one’s best friend was hope in a place of odds – she could only hope that their meeting would shed light in the mysteries of this world.

And perhaps the mysteries of herself as the Amalgam.

            

    
        80. The Archetype at the Golden Casino

    
    
    
    
                Frost immersed herself within the city streets.

Wide lanes of yellow paths flanked by lavish double-storied homes summarized the City of Diamonds. It was like walking through a historical neighborhood, save that nearly everything was adorned with gold and every person dressed like it was their last night alive.

The erotically dressed bunny-women were nowhere to be found on the streets to her relief. Patrols of horse-drawn carriages carrying people from the Golden Middle periodically drove around certain blocks like guards.

The civilian life was highly lavish within the City of Diamonds, which saw beautiful sights no matter where she looked. The city itself was designed heavily around each of the five towers. The DJ Sector for instance was the internal city Sector belonging to the Golden Thumb and saw little variety in combatants.

Only the City Defenders were spotted in this sea of life. Even at the cusp of midnight she saw countless faces drinking at open-roofed bars. The irresistible scent of coffee and sizzling meat were wafted over by an invisible wind from massive bistros and restraunts.

“Even the citizens here are considered personnel of the Golden Index, huh.” Frost, although speaking to no one in particular, was quickly answered by the only person who deeply insisted to tag along.

“They’re the luckiest people in the world. And you fit right in here with that get up. Aha. To think I’d be walking alongside you personally. An Archetype!” This voice belonged to Cer.

This woman, despite her obnoxious personality, was actually quite reliable when it came to this kind of informational work. While Frost was confident that she’d eventually reach the Carpal Tower on her own, there were certain avenues, twists, and turns that she would not have understood.

The city was, after all, not built on one horizontal plane. It consisted of multiple stairwells that led to networks beneath the streets. At some point they reached a stone bridge that crossed a near endless pit where massive pipework and sewerage lines protruded like the veins of the city.

“I feel like I’m in a completely different world. This all leads into the ocean I’m assuming.” Frost’s voice echoed in this vast, hollowed place where little light reached.

“Straaaaaight into the ocean where the gravity wells gobbles them right up. You know, you always struck me as a devourer of knowledge. Asking this, wanting to know that. Do you really need to stick your nose into everything?” Cer said judgingly, leading the way on this thin bridge with her hands held behind her head.

“I mean, there’s little I know of this world to begin with. Not to mention I was betrayed by a Star who you, by the way, told me I could trust with my life. Put yourself into my shoes for a second.” Frost suddenly complained with vice as they then exited this strange, vast abyss and entered a semi-underground section just beneath one of the main streets.

The bustling sound was muffled by ceilings of brick and soil, entering through ventilation and sewerage gaps. This wide tunnel they traversed was similar to the ancient city tunnels found in modern cities back on Earth.

Except here even these places were polished to the same standards as above.

Frost held some degree of spite towards the triplets for this misinformation, but it was ultimately very little since it wasn’t their fault to begin with. And after her encounter with Iscario and that unapologetic Red Giant – Stars were no longer trustworthy to her.

A Beholder on the other hand? There was potential. After all, these people were of the highest order within the Nexus. If she could at least speak to one directly then perhaps she’d understand the Ateliers situation better.

And also why the fuck they were so inactive in the first place, aside from being in the equivalent of a total cold war with one another. From what she also understood, the Director had also personally spoken to Beholder Carpalis.

This was why she was also looking forward to meeting this Beholder, for better or worse.

Not more than the potential Archetype, however.

“I hate the way you speak. This world? You talk like you’re not from Elysia. But it wouldn’t be the first time someone spoke like that.” Cer stated.

“If I said I’m that I’m actually from a different world then would you believe me?”

“My instincts tell me yes. But I got a brain. The brain of a hunter. Testing me for my loyalty? Nice try. I’m 30 steps ahead of you.” Cer dismissed this, tapping at her head as she took multiple steps forward. “You can at least tell me the name of your fictional world. Live the lie. You’re good at that, aren’t you~?”

“Earth. Sometimes called the ‘Big Blue’. Lots of oceans, cities like these. Around a few billion years old.”

“Billions? You’re not making your lie any more believable. But… heh. That snake’s got something in common with you then.” Cer chuckled, tilting her head back enough to meet with Frost’s eyes.

“Beholder Galia? She knows what Earth is!?” Frost inadvertently yelled at the notion of Galia being another person from Earth. It caused Cer’s ears to twitch as she growled in minor pain, right before she wore a somewhat conflicted face.

“Oi. If you’re gonna yell, then at least yell my name! Tch.” She shook her head like wet dog and slowed herself until she was by Frost’s side. “Not sure where she’s from, but you… how do I put it. You remind me of her. We go waaaaaay back in the day. To think it’s almost been 30 years already since...”

Cer’s mouth suddenly sealed shut as her voice betrayed her. She seemed rather hesitant to speak, but as she scraped a single nail along the wall, she began talking again.

“Frost. Listen. This is kind of out there, but you’re lucky. Lucky that Iscario was your only threat, and probably still is. But I don’t know that. I’m just running my mouth to get shit out of my head.”

She breathlessly uttered, her nail digging deeper into the wall, scraping straight through like a hot knife through butter.

“If Grandis was as bad as it was 50 years ago, then trust me, you would’ve transformed into something worse than those Wandering Healers. The world’s antagonist I bet. And rightfully so~”

These words alone carried the emotional storm that surged in her heart. Unspeakable things had happened to Cer, and she sounded like she had also witnessed other harrowing transformations. Perhaps of the Wandering Healers themselves.

Cer was an interesting person. Despite her insisting that she despised helping others, she gave Frost some valuable insight. Just like any receptionist would. Her crude way of talking was also charming and felt more like advice stemming from true experience, rather than something pulled out of a book or script.

“Me as the antagonist? I don’t know about that.” Frost was a little offended by this.

“That’s what they all say until they become the most violent. How about you hit me to prove me wrong!” Cer slapped her flat chest and presented herself, begging to take a strike.

Frost could only shake her head and place a warm hand onto the woman’s head.

“Cer, I think I might have to heal your brain. That’s not how reverse psychology works.” Frost could almost hear Res apologizing to her for this little troublemaker.

“Heh. So you’re smarter than you look. How about this, hit me and we’ll be on our way again!” She abruptly stopped them in their tracks.

“Look, I get you have certain kinks… wait a minute, is this why you bothered the fuck out of the others just to tag along!?” As she said this, she could feel a number of people gather right above them.

It was then she realized that their voices could be heard.

“Naturally!”

Frost, annoyed by this little wolf, inexplicitly whacked the top of her head with [Goodnight], marking her first ever act of battery against a person. And as per Frost, she immediately apologized before they carried on their way.

Cer was left dazed in place, her eyes sparkling with delight as she stared at the back of Frost like a starstruck dame.


* * *


In about an hour’s time the two found themselves within DQ, the territory of Carpal Tower, the Golden Index and the Golden Middle. Security was tighter here as a result, but it never felt like they were being scrutinized or suffocated.

Rather, these City Defenders were as much more of a pedestrian as the citizens themselves. It was also here where the City Defenders carried varying pieces of equipment.

There was no uniform or standard weapon like what the Justica Arms possessed. It was almost like they were hired mercenaries than anything else.

“That’s because they are technically hired. The Golden Ticket was the price of this paradise. So you end up with people from all around Elysia serving the Golden Index.” Cer explained as Frost paid for two meat skewers from a food stall. “And you really let them check your coins for a counterfeit?”

“Huh? And you didn’t? Do you want me to applaud or something?” Frost joked, passing the meat skewer to Cer as they followed the main strip leading straight towards the Carpal Tower.

Thousands paraded here, whether to dine, shop or to simply socialize. The entire strip was laid with a pristine red carpet as feather-like shrubs reached into the skies and arched beautiful over the strip.

Right before they left the Reception of the Golden Index, the Diamond Suit asked them to reveal any and all coins they had in possession. Frost, understanding that the counterfeit coins could explode, complied for safety reasons.

Cer on the otherhand?

“C’mon. And risk losing this gold coin? A cute healer gave me this you know!” Cer sincerely spoke as if this coin was a memento of sorts. She held it deep in her palms and uttered: “I like to wonder where she is now. Her name was Sana.”

“Ah. I see. I didn’t know it was important to you.” She sympathized with her all of a sudden, right before Cer then tossed the coin into the air and mischievously smiled.

“So that’s why I’m going to use it to earn some big fucking stacks in there! When your little runt comes along we’ll cheat the system!” Cer proclaimed, catching the coin which was supposed to be ‘precious’ to her.

In the end, it was Frost’s fault for expecting anything more from her.

“You sound more tired than usual.”

Imagine how Res must feel! But it’s not like Cer’s that bad. She’s just… well, you know.

“An idiot?”

No, just kind of funny. But downright obnoxious. I feel like a parent trying to keep a child from running off into the crowd.

Indeed. Frost needed to strap a collar on this woman if she wanted to tame her. Cer would approach machines highly reminiscent of a slot-machine back on Earth and zap them with her fang, causing a few silver coins to spill into a tray for her taking.

This was why Frost currently held her by the collar as if she was escorting a highly dangerous dog, leaving the woman equally as irritated as she was satisfied with the outcome.

Those aren’t operated with electricity, are they? Those gambling machines?

“Magic. They’re operated by fairies much like the Diamond Suit. Fairies are essentially magical creatures capable of manipulating objects. You’d probably call them a poltergeist in your world. Why do you ask? Is the Electric Fang shocking them to spill coins?”

Are you a genius Nav? It’s exactly as you say.

Basically, Cer was zapping the fairies that individually managed the slot machines somewhere within. The fact that Cer did this without a second thought meant that this wasn’t her first time cheating the system.

“Cer. You don’t think it’s dumb idea to cheat in the territory of a Beholder, do you?”

“Beholder Carpalis? C’mon. Surely you’re not joking. She ain’t that strong. The weakest of the weak compared to the other Beholders. Her technology lets her send out tickets. TICKETS. What’s a ticket booth to a galvanizing wolf!?” Cer assured with absolute certainty as Frost gazed up at the approaching tower.

“Hey, you do you. But I’m right here too and I am not going to get wrapped into your antics. Stay put for a second. A single second. You can do that, can’t you?”

“When you treat me like a kid it makes me want to zap the shit out of you. But you’re lucky I got a thing for those eyes!”

“You can do that, right?” Frost pressed, wanting this damned wolf to settle down.

“… alright. Alright! I get it. I borrowed enough coins to last a good while, so take your time up there. But I’m surprised. For someone who despises the Ateliers you’re awfully optimistic. Walking into Atelier turf like you won’t get killed. We’ll you’d be right. Just don’t put anything past them.”

“I am well aware. Do you know if Beholder Carpalis is anything like the Scarlet Logic’s?”

“I’ve only seen Beholder Galia in person so I can’t say much. But she’s notorious for being hands on. Hardly ever in the Nexus as well. Like that’s a bad thing~”

They eventually reached the golden arcs of the massive estate, which spanned hundreds of meters left and right. Countless people moved through the doors in this city which never seemed to sleep, with children and parents alike gazing up at the near neon-lit stars that masked the night sky.

“Well, this is our stop. Good luck up there. Not like you’ll need it to begin with. If you need my help then don’t worry. I’m more reliable than you think!” Cer promptly dismissed herself with folded arms as she disappeared into the crowd, leaving Frost entirely alone in this foreign place.

Very convincing.

She followed suit, brushing past the crowd until she entered perhaps the most beautiful place she had ever seen.


< Entering Carpal Tower for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to Carpal Tower >


Her eyes twinkled to the countless lights that lined the golden walls which endlessly rose as far as the eye could see. Up to 52 entirely furbished floors filled with exemplary-crafted casino tables left Frost starstruck as she strolled through this bizarre place.

It was somewhat magical. More magical than most places, despite how modern it appeared. Fairies operated every machinery in this place, moving like glowing orbs highly reminiscent of the Will O’ Wisps folklore back on Earth.

How fitting of them to operate the slot machines.

Frost could only find it humorous. These things were considered entities of false hope, and for them to be in a casino of all places caused her to inadvertently smile to herself.

These were the true bodies of the Fairies that hid underneath the floating suits and various other magical machinery, like coin dispensers and even the hovering lights themselves.

The floating ones which illuminated the entirety of the casino as if they were stars were named the Surveillance, and the yellow-dressed guards here were given the title of Casino Security Personnel.

Bunny-eared dealers dealt out cards on green fabric-coated tables where games of blackjack, poker and the like were staged. For these Earth-like games to be held here left her wondering once again if someone of Earthly origins arrived here in the past, or if Beholder Carpalis acquired this knowledge in the Eternal Library when scouring for her technology.

Whatever the case was – Frost was glad to see these familiar games. But she didn’t have the luxury to pick a seat and play. She needed to find a way to reach the top. And so, she followed the green carpets towards the main staircase and began to climb through each floor one by one.

Various people of all kinds greeted her along the way, many of which recognizing the card she held in her hand.

“You have a personal meeting with the Consigliere of our leader!? That magician is something else!”

“Please, do have a drink before heading up. It’s on the house.”

“Lucky you! That magician of a man is such a delight! And a snack for the eyes!”

“Four swords huh? My late brother was given a card with 10 swords a day before his accident. Apparently those cards resonate with people or something like that.”

“Up, up – up you go! Head up darling! Oh, my – what a fancy dress as well! It really accenuates your chest!”

Frost was… taken aback in many more ways than one to say the least. Each floor, while near identical with the others, each had their own unique quirk to them as well as a designated number and suit.

It went from the lobby, which was the Ace of Clubs, to Diamonds, Hearts, and then Spades. Each suit also had their color scheme shift to match, as well as the dresses of the casino workers. Each floor upwards from the 39th saw the security tighten and required her to show each guarding person the card in hand.

Their levels quickly climbed with each floor and before long, people with levels reaching as high as 110 were present, named only as Casino Soldiers. Eventually, upon reaching the black carpets of the 51st floor, she came face to face with a floating suit reminiscent of the Diamond Suit.
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Their encounter was brief, brisk, and straight to the point. The man did not exchange a single word and simply floated aside after inspecting the tarot card in hand. This spade-faced individual had insane magic stats, and left her intrigued as she explored this near empty floor.

0 HP as well, like all the fairies. I’m guessing their MP replaces it.

“Indeed. Magical races utilize MP instead of HP. They are essentially immune to all physical attacks. Save for certain effects. Like your bite, for instance.”

Are you egging me on to eat them?

“No. I merely wished to remind you that your bite bypasses all forms of defenses and immunities.”

Except for when the condition explicitly grants a Corrupted invulnerability. Like the One Thousand Eyed Bird… thanks Nav.

“For what?”

Giving me a heads up. Depending on how things go, I might have to bite this Carpalis Beholder.

Frost eventually climbed the final set of stairs, reaching the 52nd floor in this grand tower after a total of 30 minutes worth of exploration. She imagined it would take the average person around an hour to an hour and a half just to reach this floor.

Nothing save for a single table situated in the distant center was present.

It was a rather featureless place, and the light were significantly dimmed. A spotlight seemed to shine over the table as the card in her hand grew warmer with each careful step she took.

Could this be an ambush?

“Unlikely. I am hearing the voice of someone nearby. They wish for you to sit at the table with them.”

Who could it be?

“Unknown.”

And then at some point she felt like she had just pierced through something. Like she had walked into a wall of plastic wrap. It was a barrier of some kind, and upon freezing momentarily to fathom this sensation, the world around her began to swiftly change.

The floors became transparent, revealing the entire length of the casino below as vibrant lights suddenly illuminated this dim room, vanquishing every shadow imaginable. The tarot card then suddenly slipped out of her grasp the moment she reached the poker table, and as her eyes followed the fleeting card in the air –

– A man dressed in a fabulous golden suit strolled towards her with a diamond-encrusted cane in hand.

“It seems that fate has chosen for us to meet in this most esteemed place! But the strands and gears of such a preposterous mechanism has no place in a world that desperately requires hope, don’t you think~?” His voice was smooth and the kind that one would expect a highly regarded butler to wear.

It was neither deep or high and fell into a perfect middle ground.

This man caught the card between his black-gloved fingers as he bowed like a respectable gentleman, pulling his golden top-hat to reveal a head that was no more than a giant pale card with eyes that revolved like a slot machine.

“Four of Swords my Amalgam friend! This is but a sign of respite before your departure to the uncharted roads ahead!” He announced, waving his hat and cane around as his left eye landed on the roman numeral equivalent of 4, and his right on the symbol of a sword.

Frost needed a moment to process this. Not because of the strangeness of it all.

But because this was indeed another Archetype.
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“Now then – shall we play a card game as an icebreaker, my friend~?”

            

    
        81. He Who Governs the Awakening Criteria

    
    
    
    
                Frost had seen countless abnormalities throughout her journey thus far. From the fantastical races of Elysia, the horror that were the Corrupted, and the monsters that were the Impuritas.

None however were quite like this. The talking, sapient card-headed man easily dethroned every single surreal oddity of this world. The man generously sat across from her with eyes that flickered through various suits of cards at every 5 second interval.

They both sat at a green, fabric-coated poker table with a single deck of cards situated in the center. Beneath them was a transparent floor that revealed the entirety of the Carpal Tower.

Each floor thereafter was also transparent and revealed every single space underneath as though they were omnipotent beings.

The beautiful lights of the floating fairies and the boundless carpeted floors made it appear like they sat atop the cosmos itself. As Archetypes, Frost could not help but to believe that they truly were Gods overwatching a miniature universe.

And despite being within the presence of yet another Archetype, there was not a strand of tension in the air. The Magician gushed with a welcoming aura as he carefully placed his cane aside and politely removed his hat upon taking his seat.

“You knew right away that I was the Amalgam. Likewise, I have no doubt that your name is the Magician. No. Magician? The Archetype of Hope is exactly who you are.” Frost elatedly spoke with an astoundingly refined voice as if she were an empress from a distant land; one who knew this Magician before he could even reveal it to her.

Her attire, her eyes, and the demeanor she assumed left a mysterious impression on the Magician. She needed to present herself as nothing less. While she didn't inherently distrust another Archetype, much less one of Hope itself, Frost still did not want to take any chances to appear ‘weak’ before them.

… even if all this person could do was smile. Or at least she believed so. The man’s head was a giant card and there was only so much he could express.

“Splendid! Our introductions are but elementary, my Amalgam friend~! I’m pleased our minor introductions are already out of the way! How does poker sound for our icebreaker?”

“Perfect. It’s been a long while since I’ve had the chance to play a game. Should I call you the Archetype of Hope, or the Magician? Which do you prefer?” Frost spoke as the deck of cards in the center of the table began to shuffle at an increasingly rapid speed.

She could have sworn she saw smoke emit from them before the cards rained back down into a single pile at the furthest end of the table. The lights of the world around them seemed to dim as if they were placed beneath a spotlight, casted before a stage for countless to witness.

“Magus! The great Magus! Magus the great! Magus great the! Great Magus the!” He said, his voice becoming pronounced with each rearranged phrase as Frost’s blankly blinked, confused by his spectacle. “But Magus is just fine. I must apologize. I’m still a little shaken by our cursed friend the Director. It turns out Purpose and Hope are about as grating as Hope and Despair. And your name, my friend?”

“Frost. Please call me Frost.” She hummed, catching two cards which were gracefully slid over to her with a magical force.

“Frost is an interesting name~ It does not properly reflect your title as the Amalgam, although I’m sure it has a greater meaning beneath it all! Our world is filled with meaning of the purest form, because we are characterized by such things whether we like it not.” He said as he also caught his own pair of slid cards.

“Doves and the like come to mind. Archetypes are the greatest offenders of it. I’ve become too much of a glutton as a result. And you? A gambler?”

“That I am! Hope is characterized against the upheaval of one’s odds. The golden strand unaffected by the mechanisms of fate! Or the cheating of fate itself to your favor!”

He proudly announced, almost lifting himself out of his seat.

“For yourself? The Amalgamation is characterized by the conglomeration of things! As so I personally believe. Hence the Nexus.” The man seemed to hint at something, instantly prompting Frost to clear her throat as she moved on to the next question.

“That’s why all of our floors exist within the Nexus. Ahem. Magus. It might be contrived to ask this, but were you waiting for me?”

The purpose of this question was to see whether the Archetypes were in fact similar to the Arbiter, who also wished to see her in person. The Director was also much the same.

“But indeed! You see, upon my Awakening I was prompted to do but one thing to seek the aid of my Amalgam friend! And here you are, finally prepared to bout with me in this bizarre game of chance~!”

This pleasantly surprised her. And it was, quite frankly, what she needed to hear the most from him. Her feathers thankfully rustled, and with this information in the cusps of her palms, it put the mystery of the Arbiter’s invitation to rest.

The Archetype of Judgement must have wanted my help for something if he’s not wrong. It makes a little more sense now. But then again…

“The question becomes ‘why’. For what reason do they require you help?”

Yeah. That becomes the final question. But it’s strange. Archetypes are supposed to be strong, just like the Arbiter but I was also as weak as Magus when I began.

“One closed mystery marks the opening of another. It is also strange… Frost. The Magician… says they adore your poker face.”

She was caught off guard by this as the two were armed with their pair of cards. Magus was also able to somehow hear Nav’s voice, although this wasn’t the first time an Archetype was able to communicate with Nav directly.

That being said, Frost erected her posture and stared deeply into the man’s flickering eyes. They simultaneously leaned over the table as Frost asked the single most important question thus far.

“You needed my help, much like the Arbiter when they invited me to their floor. I am keenly aware of what the Arbiter requested of me. So therefore, Magus, I must ask you – what exactly do you need my help for?”

Frost intentionally lied here to drill her knowledge of this matter into him. That way he would at least have to reconsider any potential chicanery, not that she had any reason to believe he carried ill intents.

It was merely a layer of defense she had grown resulting from her afflictions with Iscario.

The man’s eyes flickered until the symbol of an angel appeared on the left eye, and a trumpet on the right – revealing the equivalent of the Judgement card in the tarot deck which symbolized Awakening.

“Awakening. I, the magnificent Archetype of Hope, oversee the Awakening criteria of the Archetypes, and people themselves. Yours included of course!” He revealed, peering at his cards before he leaned back onto the chair with interlocked fingers, seemingly relishing Frost’s indescribable face.

“… Awake…ening…” Frost spoke in an exasperated voice as the room further dampened, leaving them in a strange limelight as Magus’ nodded once. “… I see. You saw right through me, huh?”

He had already known that Frost was lying. It felt as though he intentionally revealed this answer in a way to garner as much of a reaction from Frost, leaving him to warmly chuckle.

“Precisely. Awakening.” He whispered, acknowledging Frost’s surprise with a small laugh. “You are rather on edge. On edge, but somewhat pleased to meet another familiar… familiar face? I wonder~ Know that I feel at ease seeing your face. I was hoping you’d at least feel the same.”

There was an air of uncertain familiarity about Frost. It was not the first time someone had told her that she reminded them of someone. Iscario was the first and it raised all sorts of biological alarms as a result, but upon feeling her feathers rustle, she managed to calm herself down in this game of poker…

Awakening…

What it meant or implied was unknown, but to hear that this person governed this phenomenon instantly caused her shoulders to droop as her eyes quivered in tune with her thumping heart.

She then softly smiled.

“Sorry. I didn’t want to take any chances. For all I knew ‘Hope’ could have been some twisted form of it just like the Wandering Healer’s and their salvation.” Frost sincerely apologized, although she remained unashamed. “Aha. Kind of fitting in a game of poker. You know, you’re not the first to tell me I look familiar.”

“That may be a part of your inherent charm as the Amalgam! But be at ease. You are certainly not the man I struggle to remember. Though it is odd, isn’t it?”

“It is. The Arbiter was also missing their memories. Just like us.” Frost said as three face-down cards moved to the center of the table. At the same time, various stacks of gold coins began to pile up within the surrounding darkness. Little by little, these stacks slowly rose to tremendous heights, piercing through what was supposed to be a ceiling above.

“Not only us! The Director lamented his life story to me, the pompous fellow. The same with the Starchild. The Archetypes of Purpose and Desire respectively, I must add.”

The Starchild as the Archetype of Desire?

“It may also be related to that Advent that can grant wishes. The Piece of the Fallen Star.”

Then that confirms it actually exists and isn’t some kind of false rumor.

“It’s safe to believe that all of us are missing memories then.” Frost concluded, finally taking a look at her cards which revealed… “Death and the High Priestess?” She inadvertently spoke aloud, revealing her cards to her opponent.

“Death meaning rebirth, and the High Priestess meaning one’s inner voice. Our friend Nav does strike me as familiar as well. Far more than yourself! But you Interpret it how you wish~!” He stated as these beautiful cards glistened like stars in this strange, darkened world of gold.

“I thought this was supposed to be a normal game of poker. My fault for assuming anything’s normal in this world… wait, and you recognize Nav in what way!?”

“Its manner of speech! That monotone, defeated and depressed manner of vocalization! I faintly recall this gloominess amongst the clouded memories of mine!” He laughed, clapping once for Nav to hear.

“Frost. I believe I am experiencing what you would call ‘anger’.”


 

< CONDITION: Bite him. Please bite him >


Frost nearly burst out laughing as Magus slammed at the desk, cackling in a hysteric fit. He managed to also see Nav’s prompt appear which was interesting.

… and this reaction convinced her that they perhaps did know each other in the far past. Maybe not Frost herself, but Nav likely did. It brought into question who or what Nav exactly was. Perhaps Nav was just like them, someone with memories too muddled to understand.

There was much more to this mystery than she thought, but in the end, she pushed the thought aside and finally broke out of her cold façade.

They were strangers playing a bizarre game of poker, and yet they felt close. Unexplainably close, and she could not help but to imagine that this phenomenon may also extend to the other Archetypes.

Frost was the outlier, however.

These people were entirely new to her. None of them felt even remotely familiar.

And besides –

“Magus. You’re not from Earth, are you?”

“That I am not. I am unfamiliar with such a place.”

“… I see. Forget I said anything.”

– Frost was from Earth.

If the other Archetypes were close like this, then it may be safe to assume that they all originated from this world. Or perhaps one different from Earth and Elysia altogether.

That being said –

Magus further explained that he had awakened one day in the middle of cash pile in D5. His presence, to Frost’s surprise, triggered a Paradise Lost alarm.

This was exactly how Beholder Carpalis found him.

The alarm was unfamiliar to all since the maximum most were aware of was Eternal Night, with few recognizing the meaning of the Woe of the Fallen Star aside from the Blessed. It was pandemonium for a short while as the Blessed wreaked havoc as they dispersed like roaches as he described.

That was until Beholder Carpalis personally attended to the scene. While it was largely unclear how she figured out he was an Archetype, it did not change the fact that he was essentially rescued by this Beholder.

“We are beings of an unknown origin. With memories so clouded that we at times feel like we are still asleep. I have personally spoken to the Director, that bumbling fool, and the Starchild. We all are missing major components of our memories. But hear me out! I fully believe that our floor’s Awakening will restore these memories of ours!” Magus theorized as Frost keenly listened.

The man then added:

“But I do recall fragments of my past. I was a prodigy entertainer! A one-man circus that brought endless joy to all! Perhaps that was my most benevolent characteristic that made me become an Archetype! One of Hope no less~!”

“So what the hell does that say about me?” Frost laughed.

“The fact that we yearn for your help says many words about you!”

“… You think so? And don’t flatter me like that all of a sudden. I guess it partially makes sense with my past profession.” She was happy that Magus interpreted in such a hopeful light. “Awakening… but didn’t we all Awaken at one point? To become an Archetype?”

“That we did.” He said as the first card in the center of the table, revealing a reversed Emperor card.

The stacks of coins vibrated and instantly saw a few topple over, hailing gold for a short moment.

“But our floors have not Awakened. Put it this way! We’ve Awakened to assume our roles as the Archetype! But our powers are miniscule. I’ve heard the stories of the Arbiter’s strength. The Director and the Starchild were pitiful like myself. Power is gained by working towards our floor’s Awakening. I believe, because we were all 0 out of 5 of the criteria completed. And I must say that unsurprisingly, yours is different. You have an unknown number I’m afraid~”

“The way I grew stronger was by devouring things. Corrupted mostly.” Frost revealed. “0 out of 5 doesn’t make much sense. The only other similar thing was… wait, no, there is something. Grandis has 5 known Corrupted in total. All related to damned birds. Could all 5 of them contribute to a floor’s Awakening? They all had the Affinity for Judgement.”

Frost concluded her theory, leaving Magus to place a hand beneath his… chin as he fell into deep thought.

But, suddenly, before anyone could take another breath –

“Chapters! The Archivist calls them chapters in one’s inherent book!” Nav spoke as the Archivist tossed her coin into the pile, revealing much needed insight. “The Price of Paradise has 2 out of 5 chapters completed. This tale belongs to the Floor of Judgement! But in truth, only 1 chapter has been archived. Because you’re still holding onto them Frost!”

“… meaning the Arbiter must have… what? Eaten a Corrupted to gain their power? Dragged it to the Floor of Judgement to have it archived?” Frost tried to make sense of this, realizing that the Corrupted possessed a major influence in their strength and contribution to their floor’s Awakening.

“Yes! It means that the Floor of Judgement contains this Corrupted already.” Nav revealed, speaking in the place of the Archivist right before it dropped perhaps the largest bombshell on Frost. “The Icon of Judgement. The one the world reveres as the Dozen Winged Bird.”

It was then that the next two cards revealed themselves. One being the Tower, and the other as Judgement. The coins then fell like flaming hailstones as if the heavens themselves had fallen.

“… the Tower meaning an upheaval. Quite a literal interpretation if you will! As for Judgement – in this context it may mean an impending reckoning. You do know there is a brilliant saying I’ve heard from my old friend!” Magus exclaimed, revelling in the storm of flaming hail and was about to speak until suddenly –

– Another voice spoke. It was gloomy, tired voice rife with melancholy.

“Let justice be done through the heavens fall.” It came from right behind Frost, instantly causing her to throw herself around with her fangs bared.

She did not even detect this woman with her Eyes of Judgement. It was only until she had spoken that Frost was able to sense her presence at all. And not only that – it was impossible to even pull up the stats of this person.

“Oh… I’m sorry for interrupting. I thought you needed… a hand… haha… get it?”

It was a pale-skinned woman with fuzzy horns in the shape of a fennec’s ear. Her hair was a strange blend of gold and grey which reached down to her hips, transforming into a giant, golden, metallic hand that clutched at her waist.

Along each finger were various gemstone rings that sparkled, as if relaying information to her. She adorned a beautiful black dress and wore a pair of black, near soulless eyes as she awkwardly chuckled at her own joke.

Why was this so funny to her?

It was because she pointed at her missing right arm as she said this.

“Madam Carpalis! I thought you wouldn’t interrupt us with those hilarious jokes of yours!”

“I… don’t mind… my head’s empty… after all. Aha… haha.” She said, using her only hand to point at various suits of cards tattooed right underneath her eyes as she stared at Frost, trying to smile to the best of her abilities.

It came across as threatening. Creepy, and instilled unprecedented terror into Frost.

“… hello. Nice to meet you… Frost…? Aha. Please don’t give me the cold shoulder. Haha… hehe… I’m sorry. I’m not very good at ice breaking. Not that I want to break you.”

“See Frost, isn’t she just HILARIOUS!?” Magus gave the Beholder a standing ovation as Frost had to wonder how on Earth this person was the Beholder of Hope itself.

No, more than that, she could not begin to wrap her mind around what was happening at the moment. Between Magus' applause and Beholder Carpalis' elated face as she slowly rocked herself from left to right, Frost eventually managed to view the status of this Beholder.
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        82. Beholder Carpalis

    
    
    
    
                Beholders were better known as Gods to all in Elysia. They were the highest order of the Deities of the Nexus. Beings of unprecedented power that had never known defeat until the loss of Paradise.

Scriptures, cults, and theocracies were created all around the world in homage to these beings that resided high in the celestial heavens. But they paled in comparison to the Ateliers that a Beholder commanded.

Ancient tales and history etched into stone and written in blood went as far back as the initial rise of the first Advent. They were not primordial beings, but their sheer age far surpassed that of all sapient races in Elysia.

Where Elves, Demons and Dragonkin could live upwards of hundreds of years; they were still a prisoner to time.

The Beholders on the other hand were free from its ebbs and traditional biological restraints, as evidence by Carpalis’ hair which had essentially become her right hand, and her age which sat at a staggering 200 years.

She appeared perpetually within her… 30s? Frost could not tell.

Fathoming how one even managed to preserve their mind after so long was frankly impossible for Frost to comprehend. The one month she spent in the Black Forest had desensitized a major part of her mind; that being the disgust she once possessed towards devouring creatures and their innards.

If she spent a year, never mind 200 years trapped in the Black Forest then there was no telling what sort of depravities she would have warmed up to. The mind was a fragile thing, and while Frost was confident in her willpower, she was woefully aware that she was not mentally invincible.

The uncanny Beholder stood idly by Magus’ side like a personal guard, swaying like a tall reed in the wind. The fingers by her waist were almost embedded into her body and proved to be the woman’s major characteristic… aside from her creepy manner of speech and drained smiles.

“… scary eyes… I’m sorry if my jokes are unfunny.” Carpalis apologized, her tall ear-like horns drooping forwards. “Communication is difficult… and tiring. Delegating is easier. Contracting… making deals.”

Carpalis mustered every ounce of strength to smile under her intense gaze. Frost’s blood was perpetually set alight under the presence of one of the single-most powerful beings in Elysia.

The same beings who controlled the Ateliers, and the ones that abandoned countless to the whims of the world. Her prejudice against them was immense, and even though she was well-acquainted with the Archetype of Hope, Frost could not bring herself to trust this person immediately.

No, never mind trust. Given that she could not assess their stats, she had to assume that this Beholder was as powerful as herself. The greatest mistake she could possibly make was underestimating the might of a Beholder.

Frost did not speak. The words were stillborn, stuck in her throat as Magus cleared his throat, prompting Carpalis to raise a single finger.

“My manners are out of date. I’m sorry… Introductions must be underway. That’s the standard for every budding relationship. My name is Carpalis. The Golden Hand. I would shake yours but as you can see…” She looked down at her missing arm again, tiredly grinning at herself. “Hehe… How lucky of you to receive a Golden Ticket. They tend to find the right person. People call it fate, but I call it an extension of my hand… please don’t bite it… Archetype of Amalgamation.”

“The Amalgam. Please call me the Amalgam, or Frost if possible. You sound like you know something about me.” Frost spoke with edge, raising her guard to the maximum level as she studied every little finite movement, down to each strand of the woman’s hair.

“A teeny, tiny bit. The Arbiter made it their mission to find you after all…At the expense of my… sanity, sleep and a good 20 of my Exalted personnel.” She said, brushing a hand against the golden claw. “… Magus… Do I look tasty? I feel like your Archetype business partner wants to eat me. I promise I only taste like apple perfume and cyanide. I am not… a sweet forbidden apple.”

The woman then nibbled on one of her fingers, as if to prove her point.

“Mm… I do have an acrid taste… hehe.”

“As you can so clearly see she is of a healthy state of mind, and therefore warrants our highest form of trust!” Magus announced, sliding the fourth card in the center, revealing the Devil. “But would you personally make a deal with a devil? Between you and the great I – I should warn you in advance to not shake her hand.” He spoke as if conducting an aside, speaking as if Carpalis couldn’t hear every single word at all.

The entire space was suddenly halfway split between a zone of light and darkness. They were plunged within its twilight, a gray area whether it was neither bright nor dark. Silence consumed them for the longest few seconds of Frost’s life as she desperately tried to read the face of this enigmatic being.

“Haha… ha… don’t bargain with a Demon. And don’t try to cheat one either. It always ends terribly wrong. As so the stories of the Library went… My hope brings you all the way up here, and snip, you fall so low into the dark that your ups and downs become skewed.” Carpalis rambled, looking down as she said up, and up as she said down, illustrating her ‘perfectly healthy state of mind’. “That is if you break my contract.”

“You mean your technology?” Frost spoke.

“Technology it is. Demons aren’t known for making deals. They’re… perpetually convinced of the futility of existence. The absolution of corporeality, and the meager insignificance of the mind… as you can tell, I didn’t get along with them… because I’m all head empty.” She rocked left and right, knocking on her head which, to Frost’s shock, echoed hollowly.

She had to wonder what the point of this conversation was. To ease her heart? To warm her up to Carpalis? To present as much transparency as possible? That she was different from other Demons? Not that Frost knew what they were like to begin with.

In the end, her mind could not retain one specific suspicion, and therefore left her in a convoluted mess that only caused her guard to heighten. She scrutinized every minute detail possible and consulted with Nav in short, awkward pauses of silence.

Nav. She’s strong despite how she looks. I can’t even gauge her HP.

“Unbelievably so. She is one of the few beings capable of taking on Apocalypse-classed Corrupted. But…”

Hm? But what? You trailed off. What’s wrong?

“Frost… you may not believe this, but I can communicate with this Beholder. She reiterates that she’s not tasty at all.”

Frost blankly blinked, straining her eyes momentarily as Carpalis happily nodded when her death-stare finally broke. And with only one phrase, the weight of Frost’s suspicions was instantly alleviated from the woman’s shoulders.

“The Blessing of the Magician... you recognize it. Beholder Galia was given the Blessing of the Arbiter. Funnily enough… hehe… it was only the most normal of the Beholders who became acquainted with an Archetype.”

“Normal?” Frost inadvertently said aloud. “… sorry, normal? In what way? The fact that you’re not secluded up in the Nexus like the other Beholders?”

“Partially. But more so that I am not characterized by my obsession. My technology. My aspirations. You can tell I have a firm grip on myself… Haha. Ha.” She tapped on the golden hand that painfully clutched at her waist. “But I am close to strangling myself… as usual. Unlike Beholder E of Inflow Direct. Haha… well, what’s left of the poor man.”

Carpalis then carefully walked over to the side of the table. Her presence easily dwarfed both Frost and Magus combined. The air itself parted ways in the wake of her movements, and her creepy yet astoundingly refined strides oozed with undebatable divinity.

Quite ironic for a Demon.

Then, the woman suddenly lowered herself enough to peer beneath the poker table.

“… you’re not normal yourself either. What a masculine way of sitting and conduct… cute.” Carpalis uttered before erecting herself upright again.

“It’s more comfortable like this. I’m not wearing anything skimpy so it’s fine. What does it matter?” Frost said defensively, sighing right afterwards.

“No… but I find it funny. And oddly endearing… Have you warmed up to me yet…?”

Frost’s brows furrowed. She swallowed the Beholder in her gaze again, pinning her under immense scrutiny as Frost moved to nip the bud of this woman’s intentions.

“… what do you want? Surely there’s something you want from me other than my trust.” She spoke hypercritically, offering no avenue for this woman to weave herself out of.

“But of course! There is no trust without wants and needs! The necessity of both sides is what creates true trust!” Magus rose from his seat, lifting his diamond-encrusted cane and pointing it towards Frost, and then to Carpalis. “Like how we both seek to Awaken for instance! Madam Carpalis! Do let her know of your intentions!”

“I was getting to it slowly. I just didn’t want to die… like all 20 of my Exalted personnel to the Arbiter. Her eyes are scary… Frost… Frost. What a cool name. Hehe… Sorry. Flattery doesn’t work on you. I just wanted to see you smile. Smile?” The Beholder spread her cheeks wide, attempting to garner a response from Frost.

Feeling a little pitiful for the woman now that she resorted to begging, Frost finally broke into a small smile just for her. Carpalis’ black and golden eyes instantly lit up as if savoring it.

“I do adore a good laugh. A smile… Frost. What I seek is a connection. A relationship. My power woes at the strength of your soul. It is the same with my Archetype.” Carpalis revealed as Frost’s feathers ruffled to this truth.

“’My’? See how delightful she can become!?” Magus exclaimed as if trying to sell Carpalis to her like a product. “It’s precisely how I was discovered. My soul was exquisite! Impregnable! Unbreakable like the crowned diamond jewel amongst the gems that are the wonderful people of this world!”

Carpalis’ horn-ears flickered up and down, as if nodding in agreement with each word that left Magus’ invisible lips. The two, despite their near polarizing differences in appearance and personality, were incredibly in tune, like two peas in a pod.

“But – we are only gems at heart. Diamonds in the rough. The remainder is all but a coarse coal. Awakening is akin to realizing this potential. Becoming us in the truest sense, one that is not stifled and corroded with impurities, or degraded like whatever those Corrupted are.” Magus nearly danced as the final and fifth card revealed itself as Temperance, a card symbolizing one’s true meaning.

And at once – countless playing cards began to rain from the golden heavens above, showering them in its exalted light like shooting stars. There was an odd emotion amid this beautiful storm. A small wave of melancholy hit her when her eyes fell onto the Beholder who could only gaze up longingly at them.

When she reached out a hand and tried to touch one of these cards it merely phased through. The mood sharply shifted. It darkened suddenly as an incomprehensible lyre of sadness played while these cards fell.

“Stars are never meant to be touched. Yet we chase them… do you believe that is true hope? Or a guise like the overhead glow of our cities? I know an Angel that strayed too close to a star and lost their wings. I know of the healers that sought hope and had their principles nipped. I know of the common man that sought to cherish life become twisted by greed.” The world visually thumped as she spoke, as if she commanded the very strands of existence itself.

“The promise of a happy thereafter at the cost of others? How can true hope exist when it presents itself as the source of another’s despair?” Carpalis’ voice changed, carrying the wisdom of countless unspeakable experiences she possessed.

The creepiness was no longer present. Frost could only see a woman struggling to hold onto what was left of herself. The woman seemingly grinned as if sensing this inadvertent pun, gliding over to Frost’s side ever so carefully. She presented her palm as if to show that she meant no harm.

Then, Carpalis spoke again with an agonized voice.

“Frost, perhaps we got off on the wrong foot… so I shall start over again.”

With a small bow and a strange clacking sound from her metallic hand – She then reintroduced herself with a presence that demanded every ounce of her body’s attention.

“I am Beholder Carpalis, the Golden Hand and the founder of the Golden Index. This is the Faustian Bargain; my hand creates the Golden Tickets. My technology was founded by an interesting, otherworldly tale named Doctor Faustus. The stronger one’s contract is with my power, the more bounded they become to my commands… I am a tamer in a sense.”

The eloquence in her voice was jarring. Confusing and it failed to fit the image of this gloomy Beholder. It felt as though these words were spoken by someone else. But in Frost’s heart she knew that this was perhaps the woman’s true voice.

“What I yearn is uniform happiness in this dark, dark world. Hehe. That’s why I like gold. And bright lights… so long as it’s not right after I awaken. Currency is the equalizer of all languages… Ahaha. Strength. Linguistics… they stimulate little greed. But violence? That is the language that trumps all. I hope that isn’t yours… I’m sorry. Please don’t glare at me… don’t be so cold, Frost. Ahaha… sorry.”

This was Beholder Carpalis. And suffice to say, she was wildly different than what Frost could have ever envisioned.

To also think that she was considered one of the normal ones as well…

            

    
        83. Trusting the... Devil?

    
    
    
    
                Frost, Carpalis and Magus drowned in each other’s company for the next 5 hours, all the while Cer emptied the casino slot machines right under their noses. The lack of fatigue and drowsiness was an anomaly shared between them all.

The casino saw many begin to leave as the hours went by, and before long, it was only a handful of people who remained, glued to the slot machines like their lives depended on it.

This was the perfect opportunity for Frost to learn much about the Beholders, Ateliers, and the state of the world itself. Additionally, and depending how things went, it would also serve to deepen her trust with this Beholder and her Atelier, although to what degree depended entirely on Carpalis’s motives alone.

Similarly, Carpalis wished to understand Frost more. The Beholder was a businesswoman first and foremost. One with countless years carved into her back, no less.

An exchange of equal proportions needed to be made, although, Frost did have the better outcome as the Amalgam and as the one Carpalis yearned to establish a firm relationship with.

Not with her contracts thankfully. Carpalis could not use her technology on the Archetypes to begin with anyway. Frost and Magus seemed to possess some sort of innate immunity against whatever binding power her Faustian Bargain boasted.

Carpalis mentioned that a person’s soul determined whether a binding contract could be made or not, as her technology quite literally took either a piece or all of a person’s soul.

Every citizen within the Golden Index had their soul partially taken once they were finally inducted as one of their personnel, whereas her most esteemed few had their souls encased within the gemmed rings on her golden hand.

And while this power could not affect her, it did not detract from the fact that she was strong.

No. Strong could not even begin to describe these Beholders.

To Frost’s advantage, they were in a cold war of sorts. Neither could easily gauge each other’s power or strength. Carpalis was also under the assumption that Frost carried a similar strength to the Arbiter who easily wiped out 20 of her Exalted.

For reference, the Exalted were mostly non-Blessed beings with levels that ranged between 120 – 130 and primarily focused on worldly interactions on behalf of the Beholders. They were hired arms essentially, anointed by a Beholder that had favored them to serve directly under their Atelier.

The Golden Index was known to house nearly all of the Exalted. Many other Ateliers did not even have a single Exalted serving them either. Additionally, there were level 200, Blessed Exalted who operated independently, providing anomalous services for the Nexus when requested.

That aside –

– The one deal that was closed between Frost and Carpalis was the protection of her rescued friends and to leave their soul as it is. In return, Frost agreed to help her with realizing her wish which was no more than to make people ‘smile’.

Or in other words, to help people. To stop people from dying and falling into despair.

“I want to see people… laugh. Smile… be happy. But they must understand that despair is of the same coin. When you gamble your coins or your life away there is a certain euphoria before the inevitable fall. We are beings of greed… and I am perpetually trapped in that fall. I always despaired that false euphoria. Frost. Can you make people happy from the bottom of their hearts?”

It was a strange request. One that left her oddly silent for some time as she tried to process this. As the Beholder belonging to the Archetype of Hope it perhaps made some sense, but it brought into question just what exactly happened to Carpalis throughout her long life to wish for but only one thing.

A tragedy, no doubt…

“… this city… I am essentially it’s heart, wouldn’t you say? Hehe… no. I’m really not. There are… plenty underneath our Nex Megalopolis. But if you plan to eat me, then please know that over a hundred thousand will die upon my death… That is the downside of my Faustian Bargain. Our lives are intertwined… quite a tangle, hm? Ahaha.”

Beholder Carpalis revealed in an unthreatening manner, merely wanting Frost to understand this.

“I am their hope… and I am their despair. The hand that gives, and the hand that takes. My life and all its value are tied to theirs. Without them, I’d be worth nothing. As usual. Haha…”

“Don’t call it nothing when you’ve been invited to the Eternal Library. I don’t really know much about you, but at least you can still laugh… and smile.” Frost spoke semi-casually, a little more at ease in this woman’s presence as they sat around the poker table. “Carpalis. Are all Beholders…” She trailed off, trying to find a word to supplement ‘broken’ but to no avail.

Carpalis easily picked up on this and pointed at herself.

“Like me? No… they have already lost themselves… I am just on the cusp of it. Other than I there is Beholder Galia. I’ve only seen the others above a handful… haha… of times. Beholder Marduk used to be a human at one point. I hardly recognize the man anymore. Beholder Marionette never had limbs and she’s hoisted like a puppet to the whims of fate itself… with her own unsnippable strings no less. It is all very ironic… don’t you think?”

“Is that why they refuse to make needed changes in this world? That they’re too shattered to do anything anymore?” Frost spoke judgingly, her voice becoming increasingly louder. “Does that necessarily make them incapable of standing by and watching countless suffer!?”

This one was somewhat difficult for Carpalis to answer because there was no one true answer to begin with. It was a meld of necessity as some Ateliers required the power of others like how nearly everyone utilized Galia’s Warped Stone. Then there was the threat of total mutual destruction should a war ever break loose, and wars themselves much like the ones that led to the rise of the Nexus 150 years ago.

To summarize, the direct involvement of a Beholder would only invite devastation onto the world; the same with the Moons, Stars and high-levelled Exalted. This reasoning alone wasn’t easy for Frost to wrap her mind around.

However, the very fact that these Beholders were partially… broken added a layer of unpredictability.

The strongest needed to be restrained and utilized only when necessary… and yet it was exactly that which they failed to do, as she saw in Divas Pass.

When Frost questioned Carpalis about this, the woman only shook her head and answered:

“Scarlet Logic are… known to be ruthless. Straight to the mission point. But there are times when allowing others to live is detrimental. Especially with the Corrupted. Do you remember the incident with the Big Red Heart?”

“I’m afraid not!” Magus exclaimed. “I was born too late to witness this event!”

“The one that destroyed H5?” Frost asked, hearing of this rumor once from the triplets.

“Haha… yes. When the Scarlet Logic Personnel arrived, they allowed many to pass into the surrounding Sectors. There was empathy in their hearts years ago. It turned out that the Big Red Heart was a Corrupted that toyed with people’s heart like a disease… have you seen a parade of bouncing hearts? All bursting from the chest of people? Hehe… I thought mine would. They could have saved countless if they executed everyone on sight. Instead, they nearly lost two more Sectors as a result of letting these people live. Have you seen the heart of an infant? It's quite… tiny. Like a little bouncing ball. It rolls like a little marble… so cute.”

“Their… attempt to save people is ultimately what costed the lives of many more. Can they really blame themselves when they didn’t know?” Frost had to wonder, realizing that this was the reason why the Midnight Team did not step in.

But at the same time, the Hungry were a well-known threat. They surely must have some sort of system in place to differentiate what can and cannot be saved. They already had the Arbiter’s Trumpet, and yet they still let them all die.

And in the end, the Big Red Heart disappeared, most likely somewhere deep into the Derma layer. When she asked Carpalis about this place she only stated that it was where people sometimes disappeared to en masse and never returned; and where certain, powerful people emerged.

One such person was the Red Barron, the Incandescent Color known for their flaming might. It was largely unknown what truly laid beneath other than the hearts as those that ventured into the Derma layer including Moons and late Beholders themselves.

Needless to say, they were never heard from again.

It also did not help that one could not enter this place by boring a hole straight down. A spatial distortion needed to connect the two spaces, or one needed to descend through one of the open pores at night.

Then, not even the Deities of the Nexus knew what fate awaited.

“… tch. So that’s the state of the world. Holding back because there’s so much even the Beholders don’t know. And the Icon of Judgement was the tipping point. Everyone hates each other, but they also need each other just in case of another Paradise Lost event. Fuck sakes…” Frost growled, causing Magus to flail his hands as if trying to calm her down but to no avail.

“Violence may very well be the answer.”

I sincerely hope not… but this is probably where I’m supposed to step in. Because I know things they don’t. My knowledge may very well help fix this but then again…

“The Ateliers are likely to have other motives in mind, hence the friction between them.”

Exactly. At least now I can be at ease around Carpalis knowing she’s ‘normal’. But I feel a little sorrow towards her. She really does sound broken.

“Demons, like Healers, were persecuted. Likely worse if she had found herself in these lands far away from the continent of Zelmori.”

Carpalis smiled, frowned, and then smiled again. It felt like she could read their minds just at a single glance, a testament of her boundless wisdom over the countless years she had remained alive and sane, for the most part.

She scooted closer to Frost, her chair scraping along the carpeted floor until she was right next to her. The woman was much taller than Frost realized, and her head only reach up to her shoulder. Her looming smile was uncanny, yet somewhat beautiful.

Magus, perhaps not wanting to feel left out, also scooted beside Frost.

“Hey, you’re not thinking of attacking me, are you?” Frost joked, wanting to brighten up the mood as Carpalis shook her head and stared deeply into her eyes like a mother would to a child.

“No… I wouldn’t attack… a friend. I call my Exalted my family… and everyone within my city. You know, there was a close friend I had… who took my hand when she needed it the most. They were strong. They aspired to be surrounded by many like me. But she bit the very same hand that helped her and slipped into the depths of despair.”

Carpalis spoke fondly of this person despite her past, tapping at her missing shoulder with an exhausted grin before adding:

“When I fell back from the well clutching at my protruding bone and watched her fall deep into the recesses of our world… all I could do was wonder where I went wrong, because nothing ever went right… Haha. Sorry. What I mean to say is that despair and hope are interchangeable, because it is the same hand that gives, and the one that takes… as I’ve painfully learnt.”

She concluded as a macabre air swept through this isolated place of floating cards and strange, golden lights. Like the Wandering Healers, it was impossible for Frost to understand what they went through that ultimately led to them becoming what they now were. The Wandering Healers were a perverted, twisted version of ‘healers’, whereas Carpalis was…

Was what?

Was she twisted? No. Frost didn’t think so. But as the woman said; she was close. It inadvertently caused Frost to want to help her. Seeing someone so broken tugged at her heart strings and to her surprise, Carpalis shut her eyes and pushed her knee close to hers as if yearning to feel her warmth.

“… my golden hand is so cold despite being the one thing that connects me to everyone.” She said, as if lamenting this.

“Madame Carpalis! If it was warmth you so require, then allow me to offer you my most benevolent body!” Magus almost jumped from his seat, offering his card-like head to the woman who leaned over Frost with her… assets hovering dangerously close to her face.

She wore an apple-scented perfume, and perhaps even tasted like one as she stated earlier.

… this woman really doesn’t have a sense of personal space. But she’s not that bad at all. Rather… she’s more like a victim in all this madness. I didn’t think the Beholders would be so saddening. I thought they’d be completely ruthless. Complete megalomaniacs. It’s tragic.

“It is a recurring theme, no? Power is not gained freely. If it is, then expect there to be some form of consequence.” Nav pointed out as Carpalis pinched the side of Magus’ face, trying to stretch the card-like material.

“It doesn’t stretch…” Carpalis sadly said, almost as if she was about to shed tears at this revelation.

“I… am of no use? As Hope itself!?” This shattered the man as he slumped back into his seat defeatedly.

“Frost… what about you?” Carpalis kindly asked.

“Hm? Oh, sure. Go for it.” She accepted with little internal debate, understanding the kind of love Carpalis required.

Being a Beholder meant that she had to remain secluded for the most part, so there was little opportunity for her to experience the warmth of others.

“Just don’t pull them apart. And by the way… you never told me about the Hearts. The Hungry you all call are actually named the Crimson Hunger.” Frost added, right as Carpalis touched her face and to her surprise, the woman’s eyes lit up.

Likely because of the Touch of the Black Dove… it’s a nostalgic warmth.

“Hearts… ah… the Hearts. We don’t quite know. They were a recent threat that arrived shortly after the rise of the First Advent. But it is possible that they are somehow connected to us. The Hungry always struck me as similar to the Scarlet Logic.”

She revealed a similar train of thought she had, and while unconfirmed, it was more than enough to convince her that they were indeed connected in some way.

“What do you want Frost?” The woman suddenly asked from out of the blue.

“People. I want to help people. Nothing more, and nothing less. Aside from wanting to snuff out the light of a certain Star. But to do this, I need to keep searching for the Corrupted. And now that I’m here I’d like to start talking with the other Ateliers just like this. Figure what lays deeper in this mess, get stronger and then –” Frost snapped her fingers. “Return to Grandis to finish off that piece of shit Iscario.”

“Vengeance. How honorable! I’d help you but as you can see, I am but a fledging Archetype!” Magus proclaimed.

“The Ateliers… you first need to carry notable renown to speak with them directly.” Carpalis added, still playing with Frost’s face…

Frost had to wonder how Jury would react if she so happened to see this. She had to see this Beholder as a patient to justify allowing her to touch her so freely, although if her hand did happen to touch elsewhere then nothing would be left.

She ended up sighing, trying to hide her smirk at that corny pun.

“The Black Dove has inherent meaning, but it requires proof. Aha… Black Dove is fitting for a healer that eats and fight. Please don’t bite my hand. I won’t be able to point you to a place that can help.” She pleaded, right before smiling… instead of creepily, Frost now saw it as somewhat endearing.

Cute in a bizarre kind of way.

“A newly arisen dungeon appeared in D3 a few days ago. It’s a Monsoon-levelled dungeon. A stroll in the rain. Ah haha. Get it? Sorry. The Ateliers don’t like listening to others, so only the Guilds can help. But you’re in luck because I partially control them… I just need you to prove your strength. Get your name out there. Become a legend like an Incandescent Color.” She finally removed her hand and looked somewhere far underneath past the transparent floor.

She then added:

“That way they’ll let you into their reception… and personally speak to you. If you’re lucky, they’ll recognize the name of the Amalgam. But please do not attack an Atelier. You will likely plunge us all into a total war.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Frost assured her. “Haah. I’m not that violent. I’d rather we keep things civil as much as possible. Just like this.”

“Civil indeed!” Magus exclaimed. “Oh! We have some esteemed visitors! Oh my! I spot a… a little Amalgam!? On a giant spider!?”

“That’s my Innocent. An entity created by one of my skills… how hasn’t it disappeared yet?” Frost had to wonder as she too looked down to see everyone walk into the near empty lobby of the Carpal Tower.

“The Jesters… Aha… I now have ground to fine them three times the amount for cheating in my own home.” Carpalis cackled, having obviously noticed Cer’s antics right from the beginning.

They were dressed in various outfits, some more revealing than others but they were ‘normal’ for the most part. Save for the bunny-woman who wore the skimpy bunny-suit. Even Snap wore a bowtie, perfect for the occasion.

And thankfully, her pale-haired lover did not wear any of those revealing outfits…

That was until she spotted a certain bowtie on her neck, and with her bird’s eye view, she could see devilish black-fabric outfit worn underneath her Mantle of Sin. It caused a rift to open in her heart as both pain and an insurmountable curiosity wracked her chest.

“No… Jury… she’s – she’s become corrupted.” Frost ended up uttering, deeply wounded by this.

Indeed. What Jury wore underneath her Corrupted attire was a bunny suit.

            

    
        84. Before the Departure from Carpal Tower

    
    
    
    
                The City of Diamonds slept when day broke. The once bustling streets of the city were now quiet, filled with only floating brooms that swept the city clean, alongside the sharply dressed Sweepers.

They now had the entirety of Carpal Tower to themselves, and now that Frost realized it, she wondered where Beholder Carpalis slept in this place she called home. The irony of this was that Frost asked this as the woman in question had her eyes sealed shut as a shallow snore left her half-parted lips.

In short, Carpalis sleepwalked alongside her and Magus. It turned out that Carpalis didn’t have a designated bedroom or other worldly needs that most normal people required.

She still required sustenance, expelled waste, and indeed needed sleep. But she imagined it would be considerably less than any normal being. Asking her outright would also be a little strange. She couldn’t just ask another person that wasn’t her patient if they could pass urine or excrete waste.

The Faustian Bargain that clutched tightly onto her waist also brought about the mystery of how her organs weren’t crushed by that thing, let alone how she was even able to breathe so freely in the first place.

Though these thoughts were wasted on a Beholder to begin with. These beings were far from normal, and Frost was the last person who should ever act surprised by this. After all, she could not expel waste and neither did she require sleep herself.

She was far more of an enigma than this Beholder.

That being said –

The three of them found themselves wandering through this magnificent casino, descending through floor after floor at a leisurely pace. The carpeted floors muffled the sound of their steps as Magus walked with exaggerated swagger, his diamond cane leading him like a walking stick.

“Everyone likes to dress like it’s their last day, huh?” Frost said aloud. “Form and function have somehow found that perfect balance here.”

“Dress to the best! The occasion must always be a party! Except for a funeral. But unless it’s for a lifelong nemesis, then by all means, drape yourself in gold!” Magus exclaimed.

“That’s too much respect. I’d rather a funeral couldn’t be held for them at all.” Frost, although she said this jokingly, was entirely serious when her mind went to Iscario.

A funeral meant that she had half-assed killing him.

She yearned to obliterate that Star until there was no fiber of his existence left.

“A lot of those apparels are made from Act X’s strings. Makes you wonder just what kind of medium is required to make them in the first place.” Frost added as they descended into the lobby, spotting the apparels of their friends which were crafted with exquisite perfection.

She gently pulled a metallic strand from her fingertips, showcasing a racial skill belonging only to the Anids, surprising Magus.

“Oh! An Amalgam indeed! But it does bring great intrigue. The technologies of the Beholders are a mystery in of themselves. Not that I understand it’s numerous intricacies to begin with, but it is interesting that they are derived from a library and that great Librarian!”

“The Archivist states that calling her a Librarian is derogatory.”

“The same one that people call the Pages?” Frost wondered, watching a whole festival of waves and cheers explode from the group as they approached.

“The Archivist has refrained from speaking.” Nav spoke right before Frost was hit with a barrage of cries.

“FROOOOOOOST! Check it out! Not bad, right!?” The cat-woman exclaimed, striking a suggestive pose in a beautifully made black suit.

It was matte, made in an unreflective material that absorbed all light and accentuated every part of her feline body. She stretched herself alongside a poker desk, holding onto the edges with a pair of golden, fabric gloves.

And she was not the only one dressed in this suit. Nearly everyone was apart from the bunny-girl who obviously wore the harrowing bunny-suit; the wolf-woman who wore a splendid golden suit similar to those of the City Defenders of the Golden Middle, and the cat-girl who, to Frost’s surprise, wore a highly feminine dress with frills and bared a pale cat-faced symbol onto her back.

Although that was not all, because strapped to all their waists was a belt armed with various decks of cards. Frost’s mind went to a utility belt of sorts, and she could only imagine what the purpose of those cards were.

“Emergency cards. People can get unruly sometimes in my home of all places. Dealers need all the cards at hand… or hands, hehe.” Carpalis yawn-sighed again, adoring the newest members to her Atelier. “Aha… it fits them well. The Suit of Hearts has good eyes.”

“They even put Ignis inside of a suit!” Frost exclaimed, seeing Ignis tuck herself close to Jury’s side as she wore a red-tinted suit. “Wait… no. isn’t that her skin?”

It was exactly as she thought. It was a layer of skin that mimicked a suit. Ignis had the unique ability to shapeshift parts of her body at will, limited only to weaponry and apparel.

“Is that a question for me or a gesture of surprise?” Magus wondered. “Esteemed guests! Do know that your appearance has brightened your legal guardian’s day right here!” He proclaimed, throwing a bunch of aces of spades into the air which pointed towards Frost like miniature arrows.

Frost didn’t protest and rolled along with Magus’ antics, throwing a wide wave over towards Jury, Ignis and Snap before extending her welcome to the others with a vivid smile.

Snap instantly saluted and made various recording sounds as they all exploded with their greetings once more.

“Not bad isn’t it Frost!? I’m all fired up! Seeing these wolves here’s gotten me all inspired to get stronger and take the reins of my life!” The wolf-woman howled, baring both her teeth and a pair of gauntlets that carried the insignia of the Golden Middle.

It was beyond fitting, and Frost was glad that this woman found comfort in being a part of the Golden Index. Granted, they were only considered associates as depicted on their status screens.
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This was the same for the others as well, and their defense stats rose to more than a thousand thanks to their apparel.

“Pretty… they even made me an accountant. My first task? Count the number of coins that were scammed last night by an unknown perpetrator.” The fox-woman said, clapping her hands together as her long, fluffy tail swayed left and right. She too wore a suit, although it seemed a little… too tight for her.

Maybe it was just Frost’s imagination? Cer whistled to herself as she continued to play the slot the machines. Legitimately, this time.

“A table dealer! More specifically for roulette!” The bee-woman exclaimed, proudly presenting herself with hands placed on her hips. Likewise, she wore a suit and a red and black, checkered tie to go along with it. “I feel like I got the best position out of everyone!”

“I’m glad you’re all so enthusiastic. I’m guessing they also gave you a place to stay?” Frost asked, happy that these women were overjoyed with their new environment.

“All of us together actually! In a nice, giant house! Filled with as much food as we want and beds! Fluffy beds, clothes, and water!” The cat-woman yelled, causing Frost’s heart to wrench as she looked up at Carpalis, who observed these women with her usual uncanny smile.

It nearly moved Frost to tears seeing them like this. And so, with a heart weighed with boundless emotions, she stepped forward and spoke to them from the very bottom of her heart.

“Really? I’m happy for you all. Aha. Yeah… after everything you’ve all been through; I hope you can feel at ease here. You’ve all suffered greatly… and I feel blessed that I had the opportunity to help you. You know, it kinda makes me feel like a father seeing her kids off one last time.”

“One last time!? Don’t say that! Because the next time we meet we’ll all have names!” The wolf-woman cried. “And don’t say something so sad! This is our happiest moment! Don’t ruin it!” She ended up laughing, although her voice hinted at her desperate attempt to hold back her ever so grateful tears.

“Yeah! Who do you think you are!? Aside from being a deity from the celestial heavens!”

“Frooost! The hell are you calling yourself a father for!? You were practically a mother to us!”

“… I’m happy that you thought of us that way…”

“Aha… c’mon, don’t make me cry.” Frost said, finding herself at a loss for words as Jury smiled at her, as if to give her some courage.

Ber and Res saw zero changes, as expected, but there was one other… person? Could she call it that? The little her?

“… and who… the fuck made her wear that?” Frost mentally winced, wearing a contorted face as she tried to digest the appearance of her little self.

Because what she wore was neither an exotic bunny-suit or a fine suit. Rather, it was a frilly, highly stylized Victorian Era maid outfit. The dress went down so far that it nearly touched her toes, and it left the little Frost permanently timid as she sat atop Snap’s head, throwing up a blushing prompt.

Hell, even the sleeves were too large for her tiny hands.

“Hah! Not quite like a suit, but it’s not too bad! Makes you want to eat her instead for a change!” Cer exclaimed, exploding straight onto the scene as she seized custody of the little Frost, holding it like how a child would carry a cat.

A crying, struggling prompt then appeared atop her head as Ber lurched in, admiring their latest prey.

“Jury does have a fashion sense, doesn’t she!? Skirts are nice. A lot better than these suits.” Ber complained, uncharacteristically concerned about her apparel.

Wait a second… Jury!?

“I’m so sorry Frost. The little you ended up becoming their mannequin… and Jury was the one who picked out the maid outfit.” Res revealed this harrowing betrayal.

“… Jury… first you put on a bunny suit, and now you put the little me in a maid outfit… I get it must be boring to see me wearing the same thing every day, but you know exactly why I can’t wear a damned skirt.” Frost said defensively, sighing right afterwards before breaking into a smile.

She alluded to the fact that she was a man at heart, despite her appearance. Wearing a skirt? No thanks. Undergarments? Unless it meant life or death or provided an astoundingly high amount of DEF, then one would have to kill her first.

Jury was the one exception, of course.

“… at least show me what you’re wearing first. Then maybe… maybe I’ll think about wearing something for you. Personally.”

Jury ended up beaming with a vibrant smile. It was too sudden for Frost to understand what that smile meant, and it left her wide open for a critical attack.

“I thought you’d say that. That’s why I brought this with me!” Jury announced, drawing a maid outfit suitable for Frost straight from her Dimensional Storage.

It was at that moment that Frost’s heart sank deep into the recesses of her gut.

The set included a pair of long, black socks, thick pantyhose, a frilly headband, and even feminine undergarments! It caused Frost to gulp as she held out her hands in protest, her body instinctually retracting as if she was set alight.

“JURY! How could you!?”

“How could I not! Is it too much to ask just to see the one I love wearing something nice for a change?”

“A-Ah – Er… look – Jury, isn’t this nice enough already?” Frost pointed at her Coat of Prejudice, only causing Jury to pout.

“What happened to ‘maybe I’ll think about wearing something for you?’” She had Frost cornered now…

And how could she say no to those eyes? Those same eyes that asked for so little from her to begin with… and the ones that kept her company in those lowest moments of her life.

Ugh… I’m feeling guilty now.

“Will you wear it?”

For Jury’s eyes only. I’ll scoop anyone else’s that tries to ask. Then I’ll heal them right back and do it again.

“Do that and the name of the Black Dove will carry an additional meaning.”

Good.

Frost was oddly on edge because of this. It wasn’t supposed to be a big deal, but Frost felt like she would inevitably surrender something important as soon as she slipped them on. In the end, she sighed again and moved over to Jury, taking the apparel, and seizing it away into her Dimensional Storage.

Suffice to say, she had taken severe spiritual damage, and the sight of her immense terror was an entertaining sight for the others. For someone who could fight the Corrupted head on with little fear and the horrors that were the Hungry like they were no more than vermin – it was a pleasant contrast for all to see.

It made Ignis’ severe eyes brighten up and Snap to disappear and begin recording another happy moment.

“… well, at least show me what you’re wearing underneath later.” Frost said with an entirely flushed face, knowing that her words could easily be taken the wrong way.

And Cer went the whole mile with this.

“So you’re actually a wolf underneath a dove’s clothing! Heh! Well of course you are! I know those eyes when I see it –!” Cer was about to finish right until Snap snatched the woman and seemingly teleported elsewhere to shut her up.

Tell Snap I said thank you.

“Snap says the wolf is still talking…”

Ugh… What a handful. Res is even apologizing again.

Magus then stood close to Frost, his body radiating an odd warmth for a man who was supposedly a living card.

“Admirable that you have people who already think so fondly of you. Cherish these happiest moments. Let them guide you in your darkest nights like moons, because not all needs to be a sun to brighten up the path ahead.” He acknowledged Frost’s efforts and took off his top-hat in admiration, pleased to see and hear that Frost was much kinder than her eyes suggested.

Carpalis then added:

“All personnel of the Golden Index are entitled to at least that much… I understand the excitement of having water… a warm bed. A place to call home. Haha. You could pass me off as a cow with how much mud stained my pale skin a hundred years ago.” Carpalis cackled at herself, deeply empathizing with these rescued, ex-slaves. “They were broods as well. Life is full of strife, but hope is what keeps us afloat whether it is genuine or false, like the lights of our cities.”

They mentioned something interesting. Happiest moments. It brought an air of intrigue as Snap looked over at Frost as if asking for them to elaborate, like it too wanted to know more about this.

And so, she asked if they knew of the Corrupted called Our Happiest Moments, and went as far as to describe the tiny critter’s appearance and abilities.

“Our Happiest Moments doesn’t strike a bell I’m afraid.” Magus admitted.

Carpalis on the other hand possessed great insight on this topic.

“A golden spider… it reminds me of the tale of a healer who fell in love with a memory-fleeting being. Their magic was weak, so instead of magic, they tried to paint every one of their happiest moments into the mud of the ground.” Carpalis spoke fondly of this tale. “But the rain and ebbs of time removed it from the world, as did the firestorms of its forest.”

“What does it have to do with a spider?” Frost silently asked.

“The person they fell in love with was an Anid, and the child she gave birth to was a blond-haired Nilhinid. Why do I know of this tale? Hehe… I’m afraid I don’t have the permission to spread the tragic lives of my fellow Beholders. But you can already imagine who I am speaking of.”

Beholder Marionette, right?

“That one is likely to be of Anid origin. An Anid born from the womb of a healer…”

They lack limbs if I remember correctly. It’s boggling to think that they ended up becoming a Beholder of all things. So Snap was created by those emotions of wanting to preserve their loved one’s memory.

“But do you think it was the Anid that was losing its memory, or the healer who tried to preserve it?” Carpalis tossed in this little twist that caused Frost to lose herself in minor thought.

The Corrupted are strange… So Snap was made by those sincere emotions. That’s why it wanted nothing more than for people to remember… and now…”

Frost looked up at Snap who waddled close as she placed a hand against its fuzzy head, with a dizzy Cer riding atop its back.

“You’re you, Snap… isn’t that right? Not an Anid or a past healer?”

It nodded profusely, acknowledging that it was neither the originating healer nor the Anid, but more so a manifestation of their emotions. Their personalities were not carried over, and as for now? It was Snap. Snap, and only Snap.

One’s personality could not be carried over by the Corrupted. Neither their memories as far as she could tell. The only time Frost had seen this happen was when a person themself became a Corrupted, much like Calfasio and Ignis. But then again, she had only seen a small handful of them in the first place.

And she had a strong feeling that she was about to encounter more at this high-levelled dungeon Carpalis pointed them towards.

            

    
        85. Farewell, the City of Diamonds

    
    
    
    
                There was a brief exchange made as they shared celebratory drinks. The alcoholic beverages were served in tall glasses, foaming at the top like champagne. The Fairies zoomed by alongside a brigade of food and beverage servers.

Ignis, the Innocent and the cat-girl were given juice instead given their age. Though if they knew that Frost was actually 0 years old, they’d probably give her the same treatment. Interestingly, alcohol had zero effect on herself and most others due to their RESIST stat, prompting Cer to make a one liner on passing.

“We get drunk on the bloodlust of this world. That’s how we forget it all, not with this swallowed bliss.”

Strangely, the triplets and Beholder Carpalis never shared a single word. Aside from Res who eloquently paid her respects on their behalf. It was likely due to Cer having cheated the Casino, which was currently being investigated by the Fox-woman alongside the Diamond Suit and Spade Suit.

“Into the treasury?” The Diamond Suit asked, carrying a large briefcase containing stacks of various coins.

“Treasury… yeah. Leave them there.” Carpalis spoke with her perpetually tired voice, yet it seemed to carry an unknown authority that instantly caused the two Fairies to promptly dismiss themselves. “… I didn’t’ even get to say thanks for your help. Oh well… thank you fox lady… that tail looks so fluffy… hehe.”

“A-Ah! Thank you, ma’am!” She deeply bowed, flattered to hear this Beholder thank her.

Although they did not know that Carpalis was in fact one of the deities of the Nexus yet. They believed it was a good idea to keep it that way for the time being.

Emotional outbursts then flooded this giant, empty lobby that they all had to themselves as they played various casino games together in preparation for their inevitable parting.

Every fleeting moment was captured by Snap, who patrolled the area with far more AGI than even Carpalis could perceive. The happiness they shared in this strange place of gold assured Frost that leaving them here with Carpalis and Magus would be the wisest choice.

Well, anything was better than leaving them with the Scarlet Logic. But to have the Archetype of Hope present relieved much of her worries. She had grown attached to these women, and it was a shame that they had insisted to remain nameless.

But they assured her that the next time she returned – they’d all have names and would be twice as vibrant. Frost remained close to Jury, clutching at her hand as she tried to hold back her tears when it was finally time to leave.

There was a symphony of clinks as their raised their drinks up high. Frost, Jury, Ignis, Snap and the wolf-triplets joined her near the entrance. The others, including the Innocent who Frost ordered to remain behind, began to shed tears.

“FROOOOOOOOOST! I LOVE YOU! IF YOU DIDN’T HAVE JURY THEN I WOULD’VE WANTED YOOOOU!” Howled the wolf-woman as tears tumbled down her cheeks. “Thank you! Thank you for helping us when no one else did!”

“FROST! THANK YOU FOR GIVING US THE COURAGE TO MOVE ON!” The cat-woman exclaimed, waving both her arms wildly as Frost’s eyes began to sting. “Thank you… for being there. It might not have been much for you, but it meant the world to us.”

“YEEEEAAAH! Our dreams have come true thanks to you! I always wanted to be an entertainer!” The bunny-woman hopped as she shouted this, right before she entered a somber state. “… and thank you Frost. For treating us like people.”

“Mhm. Like people. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart Frost. Thank you.” The fox-woman then thanked, clutching at her heart as tears formed in the corner of Frost’s eyes.

“YES! EVEN AN INSECTID LIKE ME CAN FIND A PLACE TO CALL HOME!” The bee-woman shouted ecstatically. “THANK YOU FROST!”

And finally, it was the cat-girl’s turn. The girl walked right up to Frost with an unbreakable gaze, a contrast to her usual timid self. She then clutched onto her hand with a pair of unshakable ones and uttered:

“Thank you… I’m happy that I’m alive… I’m happy that I’m here…”

“Yeah… be proud that you’ve made it this far. Don’t let anyone push you around. Your boss over there will make sure you live a good life.” Frost assured, clasping her other hand between the girl’s as she desperately held back her own tears.

“Mm! I will… I really will. And also –!” The girl then moved to Jury and hugged her waist, right before they all unanimously cried out at the top of their lungs: “– THANK YOU JURY!”

“I didn’t do much at all… but thank you.” Jury was glad that they also remembered her.

Frost then gave her departing speech with a heavy heart.

“This is our goodbye, huh. Everyone. It was a pleasure travelling with you. I’ve learned many things along the way through you all. I sincerely hope you can continue to smile here even in my absence. Find yourselves and be happy. No one’s going to hurt you here.”

Magus and Carpalis both nodded firmly in response.

“And Frost. You will find that the dungeon in question is a giant circus. It is hard to miss… and you’ve likely seen it on the way here. One of my Exalted will be there… I’ve informed them of your arrival. Hehe. Fly, oh Black Dove.” Carpalis offered her own brief words of farewell.

“Fly indeed! Spread those magnificent wings and Awaken our floors, my Amalgam friend! I shall patiently wait for your next visit! Maybe then I can reveal to you my two cards!” Magus twirled his diamond cane with amazing dexterity.

“Yeah. I’m off. Let’s meet again!” Frost waved, turning around right as she finally shed a single tear. Ignis, Jury and Snap all waved alongside the triplets before they followed suit.

However, just as they all took a single step towards the exit –

– Cer approached the cat-girl.

She didn’t say a word and intercepted the girl by merely standing before her with a menacing gaze. And then, Cer unexpectedly began to dust off the girl’s apparel. Straighten her bowtie, fix the frills and the crooked headband.

It shocked the girl to say the least.

“You survived Serum S. It can only go up from here. Have some confidence. Take a spoonful of cement. I don’t care. Just be strong. Live like you don’t give a fuck, because nothing can hold you down anymore. You’re gonna be a Moon, just like us.”

Cer softly spoke to her whilst fixing the girl’s hair, and with one final pat, she broke into a sisterly smile. Then, she reverted to the obnoxious, disrespectful wolf everyone knew and loved.

“Oi. Creepy Beholder! Don’t let the Scarlet Logic take this one. She’s a Serum S survivor. They’ll want her to become one of their Blood Moons. Her blood’s potent with Inflow Direct’s technology. There’s no telling what kind of unique abilities she’s going to get.”

“Like your Galvanizing Blood?” Carpalis rocked left and right, holding a finger close to the tattoos beneath her eyes.

“… something like that. Just don’t let them touch her, or it won’t just be Frost who’ll give them hell.” Cer powerfully vowed before she tapped the girl’s head and moved on. “See you later, little cat. Take care of yourself.”

“I-I will! Thank you!”

And with one final cry –

“GOODBYE!”

Frost did have a hunch that their farewell would be grander than Hellen's, and they did not disappoint.

Cer silently joined them again as they gave their last farewells and finally left through the golden archways of Carpal Tower, breathing in the air of a new day, and marking the beginning of a new chapter in their lives.

And their next stop? A circus!

            

    
        86. An Intimate Moment

    
    
    
    
                < Estimated time to reach Festi Town | Epiderma D3 | 2 Hours >


 

A small train flew across a barren plain. A tree or two populated this strange stretch of grasslands every few hundred meters and found herds of animals trotting peacefully. Alongside them were golden, happy slimes bouncing without a care in the world.

Another railway line ran in the backdrop of this place. It was a major line that directly ran from D3 to D10, whereas the one they followed was no more than an intra-sectoral line. Or a Local Network, as opposed to the Express Network.

Low ranking adventurers frolicked in these fields, some befriending these peaceful slimes whilst others rushed to snag them in nets. These golden slimes were one of the few mediums that could be converted directly into coins and were derived from a family of slimes called ‘mineral slimes’.

How did they come to? How were they converted into coins? Why did this matter in the first place?

It didn’t, because it was no more than a ruse to distract Frost from the real issue at hand. Her inevitable fate was sealed the moment she agreed to wear something appealing for Jury…

No. Perhaps it was already sealed from the very beginning when she first became a woman.

What was laid before her along a walnut table was the maid set that Jury so politely handed over to her. She was sealed in one of six private rooms in a compartment located in the furthest end of this populated train. Snap ran alongside her window, observable only by Frost.

And as she sat there contemplating on what to wear first, scanning over each piece of article which were laid out like evidence of a crime scene, she could have sworn she saw Snap wave at her encouragingly.

C’mon. Have some courage. We’re about to head straight into a monsoon dungeon. A Black Monsoon. The second highest difficulty a dungeon can reach, right behind white. A little dress up isn’t going to hurt, right?

“Aside from your pride?”

My heart, more like. Look, I’ve already accepted being a woman, but that doesn’t mean I want to dress up like one… still, I’ll gladly wear it for Jury. Tch…

Frost gazed over the various pieces of apparel, sifting through the materials between her fingers as she used Analyze Object, revealing very little of note. They were made with incredible craftsmanship, and the silk felt utterly divine.

It was nothing like anything she had ever felt, and upon closer inspection, she realized that they possessed a surprisingly high level of DEF. The knee socks for instance granted around 50 DEF, whereas the black tights gave a significant 150 DEF.

Frost was a function over form person to begin with, and as painful as it was having to put these on, there were very clear advantages of doing so.

“Just for Jury?” Nav teased in its monotone voice, causing Frost to wince.

Yeah. Just for Jury. And maybe it’ll help me survive the upcoming ordeal. Alright…

“Alright!” Frost rallied herself up, standing straight in this claustrophobic room lined with reflective wood and beautiful cushions.

She slid her apparel off one by one, beginning with her Coat of Prejudice and storing it straight into her Dimensional Storage. Her base DEF alone was high enough to justify going stark naked into fights for all she cared, but Frost had dignity.

And perhaps it was her dignity that was hurt the most as she stood there, naked in the creeping light of the sun. Snap closer to the window now, using its body to completely block out the view in case anyone managed to catch a glimpse of her stunning, lithe form from the outside.

In one pile were the remnants of her old apparel: mismatched and worse for wear. The reason why no one noticed how shabby they were was because of how much her coat covered her body in the first place, much like Jury’s mantle.

She lurched over the table, her hands gripping at the edges as she calculated her plan of attack.

First thing’s first is underwear.

And luckily for her, Jury was kind enough to sympathize with her situation, leaving her with two options.

“Fucking panties, or boy shorts. I love you Jury… thank you for making this easy for me.” She sincerely thanked from the bottom of her heart.

Jury likely heard this from the bench outside.

“Why do they call them boy shorts?”

I honestly have no clue. Maybe because they look like boxers? Tight… incredibly tight boxers. No, they kinda like cyclist shorts now that I realize it.

Frost stretched this black piece of wear right before she slipped them straight on. The fabric latched onto her quite snugly with a firm clasp. There was a mirror in this room right by the sliding doors, and she was surprised to see how well it suited her.

“Huh… not like I’ll be showing it to anyone.”

“Aside from Jury, of course.”

“Well… naturally, right?” Frost easily admitted, her hand naturally moving over to a singlet as opposed to a bra.

She did not have any problems with her chest in the first place, nor did she need any support so there was no point in using one to begin with. The tights came next, and the only reason she took it over the socks was because of the additional 100 DEF it gave over them.

Once having slipped them on, she threw on the dress with little trouble and clipped the cuffs at the end of her sleeves. The hems of the maid outfit ran down just below her knees, revealing a pair of black, maid-like shoes.

They were not made of leather or any material she was aware of. In fact, it was the only piece of wear that could not be analyzed.

They were neither hard or soft, and she felt like she was standing on clouds. The soles were raised just a centimeter or two higher than normal, leaving her just a tad bit taller. But still nothing compared to Jury, and quite frankly everyone else aside from the Moon triplets and the Innocent.

And finally, she crowned herself with the classic maid headband and took a good minute scrutinizing herself in the mirror like she had committed a sin of the highest degree. If she glared any harder the glass would have undoubtably cracked.

With a long exhale she relaxed and took a step back, softly smiling.

“You know… I might end up falling for myself as well.” Frost muttered, unable to remove herself from the woman that stared back. “Not bad. It’s almost a shame that my Innocent wasn’t a one-to-one clone of myself.”

“Every day your mind slowly becomes corrupted. You may as well do a twirl.”

“Hey, it’s the eye. Just the eyes. And the face. Nothing wrong with admiring yourself… Alright. Jury! Sorry for the wait!”

Frost, after unlocking the sliding doors with the flick of a small latch, peered her head through and was thankfully greeted by a lone Jury. Before a single word could be exchanged Jury’s eyes instantly widened in shock as she hurriedly scuttled in, gently pushing Frost back into the room.

She was eager. Much more eager than usual.

The doors slammed shut as Jury firmly held onto Frost’s arms, her thumbs digging into her skin.

Though she did not say it, it was obvious that Jury wanted this sight all to herself. She could feel the heat in her eyes which burnt with an obsessive desire. Mostly because Frost had never shown this feminine side of her before. Although feminine was a stretch. She was more like a tomboy forced into a girly attire.

And it certainly did have its own kind of charm.

“A-Ah. Jury? You’ve gotten more aggressive since the last time.” Frost said, kind of happy that Jury felt this way. “Well, here it is. A maid outfit just for you. What do you think?”

“Just for me~ It really fits you perfectly. I’ve read stories about maids with the Archivist, and I thought you’d look good in one. My hunch was right! You’re kind of like a strict maid. The kind that scolds people for their own good.”

“Huh? The first thing that came to your mind was ‘hey, wouldn’t Frost look good in one of those?’” Frost gently laughed, tapping Jury’s head once. “Well… anything for you. You rarely ask anything from me to begin with.”

The woman titled her head to the side slightly as she gently cusped Frost’s hand.

“I don’t want to feel needy. Just being alone with you is enough… but I can’t help but want to see more of you. I just wish we could find more time to be alone together. Like now...”

“Hey. Needy? I never thought of you like that. Don’t feel reserved! C’mon.” Frost extended her arms, inviting the woman free reign over her body. “Where’s the enthusiasm? Don’t tell me you’re shy all of a sudden~” She further teased, grinning mischievously to further fuel Jury’s desire.

“… Then it’ll be my pleasure.” Her golden eyes fluttered.

The woman spent some time glossing over Frost’s body, patting her down across various places all the while Frost stood there under the all-consuming gaze of her lover. For some reason she felt like she was in the gaze of the One Thousand Eyed Bird again, waiting to be devoured at a moment’s notice.

And before long, Frost asked Jury to reveal her forbidden bunny suit. It turned out that the reason why Jury wore it in the first place was because Nav suggested it. This turn of events revealed that it was not Jury who betrayed her, but the very voice in their heads.

“Nav… when the hell did you become so cheeky?” Frost sighed as Jury began to remove her Mantle of Sin, revealing the black, matte material underneath alongside the cleavage of two… melons.

She somehow appeared much more endowed then before, likely due to the bunny suit perking her chest up.

The suit overall flushed well with Jury’s skin, and once the mantle fell behind her shoulder’s, Frost could not help but to stare in awe at her partner’s body. A strange heat began to circulate in the room despite the cold winds constantly cycling through the open window.

“I wanted to exploit your allergy towards unconventional erotic wear. That way you can build a tolerance. You’re welcome.”

What, through shock therapy?

“No. Temperance through exposure. Say thank you.”

Furthermore, and unlike other traditional bunny suits – her belly was left exposed, revealing her abs which lit a fire right underneath Frost.

“T-thank you…”

Frost cupped her mouth slightly as she became hypnotized by Jury’s tantalizing body. She even slipped on a bunny-eared headband, further enrapturing Frost’s heart which rapidly reached its breaking point.

“… W-what can I say. It suits you… almost too well. Alice was right about you being a rabbit. Which genius thought of the naval window?” Frost said sheepishly, unable to hide her attraction as Jury inched closer.

“Me. You don’t think I haven’t noticed your eyes? You were always looking at my stomach~”

“Can you blame me? I’m kind of envious of them. Here. Touch this.”

Frost said, drawing Jury’s hands against her stomach. “Nothing. You’d think with all the strength I have I’d at least have some muscle. Turns out healers are perpetually stuck as whatever they were when they first received their healing affinity.”

Frost complained, illustrating the reason why her body saw little to no physical progress aside from the Corrupted characteristics she inherited.

It also explained why her hairstyle hadn’t changed in the slightest as well, and perhaps even why her mental fortitude was stronger than most. Although Frost wasn’t thin skinned to begin with, but it brought about an interesting thought regarding the healers and their wholehearted aspirations to heal and forgo violence.

Maybe a healer’s mentality would reset or ‘heal’ to normal upon brewing a violent thought, much like how their bodies did. This thought was no more than to distract herself once again from the reality at hand, as Jury began to fondle her belly, trying to find an ounce of muscle but to no avail.

“Can I feel it directly?” Jury asked, instantly causing Frost’s heart to bash against her chest.

But before she could answer – the train violently shook.

The pair were thrown off balance and toppled over one another against the cushioned bench. Jury unintentionally pinned her down as Frost kept a hand firmly placed against Jury’s abs, now feeling its warmth and detailed brickwork, her fingers gliding past as if reading braille.

A loud melodic ding then played from somewhere above.


“Please be advised that the train will be stopping shortly. May the adventurers please begin to head to the front compartment and prepare to disembark. We ask for all passengers to remain seated. Caldera Industries prioritizes your safety.”


Another tune then rang again.


“We repeat, may the adventurers please disembark at the following stop. We are approaching the Fairgrounds of a Black Monsoon dungeon. Your safety is guaranteed while aboard. Please make the onboard healer aware of your injuries. Caldera industries appreciates your commitment to using our Local D3 Network.”


The male voice spoke through a magical intercom, addressing the situation calmly and precisely like a trained pilot. The voice resonated from every corner of the train as everything rocked once again, tangling their hairs together as Jury’s pale strands tumbled over Frost’s cheeks.

Frost was about to say something, her mouth parting midway until the intercom played the tune once again.


“Remember – Do not attempt to convert minerals into currency under any circumstances. We appreciate the compliance of all metalworking and foodery professions.”


This struck Frost as somewhat odd. The last profession or industry that would come to her mind was food regarding the creation of coins. To begin with, it was unclear how coins were made other than certain creatures such as the golden mineral slimes were used as a medium to create them.

And since they were called mineral slimes, it was likely that they possessed traces of gold. Still, it was strange. Frost’s Appraise Object was currently level 19, just one level shy away from finally allowing her to uncover new information about her items.

She was awfully thorough when it came to appraising objects, as always. But compared to other skills, Appraise Object was by far the hardest to level hence why it had barely moved up in levels.

… and that being said…

She kind of wish she could appraise Jury’s abs right here and now.

“Ha… ahaha.”

“Mm. Haha.”

They shared a small laugh together, breaking the still silence that cradled them both in this precious moment as Jury leaned down close and pecked Frost on the forehead.

“Ah… Thank you. Let’s go, Jury. We’re here now. At a circus of all places.” Frost softly spoke as Jury pulled herself off her, dragging Frost along.

“… I’d love to stay like this a little longer. But that’s not possible, hm. I love the time we spend together. I just wish it wasn’t so short lived.”

“Yeah, I feel the same way. Maybe one day, after all of this we can have a longer period of respite. As for right now? Let’s go destroy this circus. Let’s get dressed… and good timing too. I was just getting hungry.”

“Mhm!”

The two shared another giggle in the heat of this little moment where nothing but the two of them mattered the most, and as they rose to their feet and began to redress themselves accordingly –

– A familiar voice suddenly brigaded the intercom.


“Aaaand, by the way!”


This voice undoubtably belonged to Cer. And unlike the man’s crystal-clear voice, Cer’s was distorted, kind of like she was talking through a crusty, low-quality microphone.

“The hell is she doing on that?” Frost uttered, unamused by this stunt.

“The little wolf has an announcement.” Jury hummed.

And as they wrapped themselves tight with their fabulously feathered coats, the two suddenly froze as Cer spoke again.


“Something steamy’s going on in cabin 5 of the last compartment! Give them a loud knock! Please leave your love making at home and not on public transport. Caldera Industries – oi, get the fuck off me –! Res!? Get that away from me! H-healer! Heal me dammit!”


Her voice abruptly cut off, right before a melodic tone played for the final time.


“We apologize for the inconvenience.”

            

    
        87. The Fairgrounds

    
    
    
    
                The train came to an abrupt stop, throwing untethered possessions from one end of the compartment to the other. The stubborn few that refused to remain seated were flung with an immense force, knocking one old man out as blood dribbled from his forehead.

There were no screams or yelps of surprise. The sight was all too common aboard these trains where one was required to brace themselves at all times. The deceleration process was as sudden as the initial acceleration, to the point where whiplash-related injuries were to be expected.

Frost had to wonder if safety really was a priority of Caldera Industries. Then again, she didn’t think it was easy to control the speed of a free-falling train to begin with.

Her group of six not including Snap strode from compartment to compartment, their presence known to all as Frost offered her healing abilities to the injured along the way.

Their apparel combined with their near untouchable presence drew intrigue of the passengers. It was only them who moved through these carpeted lanes. A myriad of adventurers were aboard, but none, even those of the lower Gold Rank stood to leave.

And perhaps it was for the best.

Gold Ranks usually were those between level 60 to 80 and possessed Red Souls. The risk classification of Black Monsoon required those with at least Violet Souls, meaning one needed to be level 100 at the bare minimum, although levels did not directly indicate one’s proficiency to begin with.

Regular people could not even begin to dream of touching such a dungeon. And yet the fields beyond the windows of the train were filled with hundreds, perhaps thousands of people crowding a safe distance away from a massive, spiraling tent that was undoubtably the dungeon in question.

Eerie. Nav. Any idea why the dungeon looks like a giant circus tent?

“Unknown. But it belongs to the Animals. An Impuritas that parades sentient carcasses of animals.”

What the hell does that have to do with a circus?

“Circus animals maybe?”

That only marginally makes sense.

Frost reserved this question for the triplets, who towed behind as they finally reached the forwardmost compartment. But before she could ask anything, they came across the on-board healer.

She was dressed in the same navy-blue dress as Pina. The little woman scrambled to a lone, fallen old lady as many watched on with eager eyes. Their attention was split evenly between the kneeling healer who struggled to help a fallen old lady, and Frost’s group who silently moved towards a pair of metal and polished-wood doors which served as the exit.

Frost and Jury were always bound to gather eyes. But there was someone else with them who managed to steal their fair share of attention. As punishment for speaking so crudely over the intercom, Frost had forced Cer to wear an abbreviated version of her maid outfit.

And all it took was a single glance to see just how uncomfortable Cer was in a skirt. She squirmed and tugged on the hems to stretch the fabric out to cover just that extra millimeter of flesh. Although…

“Heh… Frost wore this, huh. Maybe it’s not all that bad. It smells just like her. Cinnamon.” Cer occasionally spoke similar phrases to convince herself of this, and strangely enough, Ber stared on with uncharacteristic envy.

“Why do you get to wear a skirt? Can we trade?” Ber uttered beneath her breath.

“Shh. Don’t make a scene.” Res hissed, right as Frost briefly checked the healer’s status.

She was only level 25 and severely lacked healing prowess judging from the high number of injectable Serums by her waist. Furthermore, the healer and the old woman’s positioning made it impossible to progress forward.

And so, Frost offered her hand.

“Hello, miss healer.” She slowly began, causing the short, small woman to flinch at the sound of her voice. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Please, let me help you out. [Greater Healing].”

She used her skills accordingly and healed the old lady before the little healer even had a chance to savor the magnificent gold and pale particles that left Frost’s body.

It was a marvelous display of her power, and while it was not much in her own eyes, the healing power she wielded was second to none. She offered a hand to old woman and gently sat her aside, garnering a delightful gesture of thanks.

“O-Oh! Greater Healing!?” The little healer bounced up and down suddenly, her bundled hair jiggling as if she were a slime in human form.

Why are all healers so cute?

“It’s my specialty. By the way I’ve healed all the others in the back so there’s no point in doing due diligence. But you’ll do it anyway, won’t you?” Frost smiled at her, speaking in her refined voice.

“You know it! I have to check either way! But Greater Healing… you’re a Perched aren’t you!? Of course they were going to need one of the best healers on site!”

“Huh? No, no I’m not a Perched.”

“They’re the second highest renown a healer can get.” Cer was on top of Frost’s curiosity.

The triplets were like a second Nav, and by now they inherently knew when Frost need clarification. Except Cer was lightyears ahead of sensing this compared to her sisters for… well, obvious reasons.

“You don’t see them often since they’re usually stuck inside of Inflow Direct’s Nest. Or Cradle? Whatever they want to call it. There, can I get out of this now?” Cer tugged at her dress’ collar.

“You’re wearing that into battle. Enjoy its DEF stats until we’re done.” Jury sharply retorted. “Be a good battle maid for us.”

“So heartless.” Cer sulked.

“Anyway, we should be on our way. Remember the Black Dove.” Frost swiftly parted with this healer, giving her a small wave before she passed through. “Farewell.”

“You’re the Black Incandescent Color? Nah, I’m wrong. We healers aren’t that strong. But I’m proud to see a healer go straight into a dangerous dungeon!” The healer instantly shook off any motion of Frost being anything other than a healer. “Good luck to you all!”

Yeah, I need a good amount of renown before people start recognizing me, huh. That’s why Carpalis’ deal is important for our future endeavors.

“The nuclear option is to storm the front doors of the Ateliers.”

Well, that’s if all else fails. But I’m not that stupid to spark a war between the Ateliers.

“Perhaps.”

Perhaps? Nav… please.

The metal doors parted ways upon sensing their presence. It was like the airtight door of an airplane, requiring several latches and mechanisms to click before it could slide into the walls. And just before they were about to leave, Cer suddenly clutched at her dress and shot puppy eyes at the healer.

“It’s hard being a maid. I’m always used and dragged around by my masters over there.” She wiped away invisible crocodile tears.

“She’s had it so rough.” Ber added.

“So that’s why, can you please spare this unpaid maid a coin –”

Frost instantly snatched Cer by the collar and towed her along like she was no more than a sack of garbage, holding her away from her body like her stench was unbearable.

“Little wolf… do you ever learn?” Jury sighed.

“Hey! My skirt! My skirt’s not covering anything anymore! My damned knees are showing. My knees socks –!”

“Shut up, and don’t say another word. I don’t know what the fuck it takes to hammer some sense into you, but I’m sure a couple knocks to the head will keep you quiet.” Frost severely hissed as they promptly left the train, leaving the healer shocked with eyes agape.

She had to wonder if Frost was a healer at all with that fierce attitude.


* * *


A carnival tent painted with countless colors rose to staggering heights in the near distance. It loomed over the one thousand people that gathered a safe distance away, with none daring to set foot within a hundred meters of its vicinity.

The one-hundred-meter perimeter was sectioned off with a rudimentary fence made from giant pieces of timber and rope, with the only entrance being guarded by men in golden suits and silver, plated armor.

They were undoubtably of the Golden Index, and Frost confirmed this by checking their status.

A cacophony of voices filled the air. It was equally as eerie as it was strangely uplifting, as if they were in the waiting line of a giant fair. It did not help that the faint sound of a carnival jingle played from somewhere within the behemoth of a tent, and various wagons carrying strange paper-like balls were parked around by presumably travelling companies like they were stalls.

A heavy mix of adventurers and civilians found themselves here and to Frost’s surprise, the civilians out numbered them by a significant margin. One would think that adventures would flock here but no, that was not the case at all.

People wept, whilst others called out for the names of loved ones. These people were restrained as they desperately thrashed, clawed, and bit at those around them.

They were compelled to enter that forsaken circus by an unknown force, but the longer she drowned in this bizarre atmosphere, the more she realized that their loved ones had disappeared inside of the dungeon.

They wanted to save them no matter what.

“Where are they!? It – it’s been a day already! It grew out of nowhere in our fields! Our children… please, let me go!”

“Every single one of those adventures disappeared. What was it, a hundred? When they all charged straight in?”

“My condolences to them all. I sincerely hope they chose to kill each other off before those organ-stealing bastards got to them.”

Frost was momentarily out of her element. For such a high-risk dungeon there was a disturbingly little amount of capable people here. Although this was easily blamed on the fact that the Hyperlink Networks were down, and news needed to travel through much slower avenues.

“Animals~ That’s one of their dungeons. They’re probably the weakest, but they utilize some brazen tactics. This is a normal day for them. How do you lure even more people into your nest? You kidnap their loved ones. If you thought the Crimson Hunger were gross, then I’ve got bad news for you.”

Cer provided some exposition as Frost brushed past the crowd with her group clumped close.

“Skin that robs people of their organs. You do know those people are completely conscious during the process as well~?”

How horrible.

There was little to no order in this place. A few people could even be seen tugging around bags of coins, only for them to spill and cause a minor gold rush, further adding to the chaos. This did not happen one or twice, but there were five separate times where someone accidentally spilled a whole sack-worth of coins.

“What the fuck is even going on here? Hey… That guy’s waving at us. But he doesn’t look like one of the Golden Index’s personnel.” Frost noted, seeing a man dressed in fine, metal armor beckon with his halberd as if recognizing them.

Although compared to everyone else here, it was quite obvious to tell that Frost’s group were of a high rank from their apparel and unfazed demeanor alone. And amid the chaotic cries and odd cheers – Frost heard the man call out “Black Dove!”, as did the other Golden Index personnel around him.

So those are the people Carpalis told us to meet. But I don’t see any Exalted.

“I presume you’ve been told of our arrival?” Frost briefly introduced herself, greeting the man at the entrance where another dozen adventurers waited.

“That we have. But unfortunately, I’m not the official receiver of the news. Broker and L.S let us know of your arrival. They’ve just head in with their own party an hour ago. Can’t miss a woman wearing a black coat. With golden eyes that can kill to boot. That’s you no doubt.”

“You have the right person.” Frost assured, right before Jury asked who Broker and L.S were in her stead.

“One of the Golden Middle’s Captains. Works directly under the Golden Middle’s Underboss. L.S is a Golden Thumb Captain. Not sure what a coin sorter’s doing here.” Res instantly answered.

“That’s right. Esteemed captains of the Golden Index. Regardless, we’re here to eliminate this Animal dungeon. Please run us through the situation.” Frost took this matter into her hands, wanting to understand just what the hell was going on here.

She never broke eye contact with the man, causing him to steel his resolve before answering:

“You’ve surely heard of it by now. A Black Monsoon dungeon appeared out of nowhere and ate up a community of farming estates around the same time yesterday. Around 50 people are inside, and another hundred adventurers trapped gods know where.”

“I presume these adventures were of low ranking?” Frost deducted, seeing that no one else here was any higher than the Silver Rank, save for a few that remained at the entrance. Their ranks varied between Gold and Violet.

“To be fair, we can’t tell the danger of a dungeon without one of those trumpet tooters. Usually, you’d have a Blessed here in my stead as well and those red-dressed maniacs rushing in. Not bloody adventurers.”

The man threw his hands all over the place, expressing his irritation overtly before he pointed to the dozen standing by the entrance.

“But alas, everything’s fallen behind ever since those crystals shattered. Hell, even the trains are getting crazier by the day. Then you have exploding coins? Fuck me… I was somehow the only available person to assess ranks and whatnot. Kind of bullshit if you ask me.”

He paused to let loose a long sigh before adding:

“Those people there. They’re part of your team. Picked by yours truly. A dungeon of that size needs a large group. More so now that it’s become a rescue mission. But – you’re the strike team. Those Golden Index folks will take care of the rescuing. They said you’re perfectly capable of destroying the heart.”

“I see. So you’re saying that it’s likely that there’s survivors in there?” Frost was skeptical of this, considering the Crimson Hunger took no survivors at all.

“There are fates worse than death. Getting caught by an Animal ranks right up there, right beside becoming a Gear. I envy you for even asking that. Must be nice being strong enough to never notice the woes of the little fellas.” He half-scowled, although Frost knew where he was coming from and smiled.

“I know that all too well, I’m afraid. And I need to ask you something as well. About those people behind you. Why are there low soul rankers amongst them? This is a Black Monsoon dungeon, no? Do you plan to handicap us?” This ticked Frost off more than she was willing to admit.

And as harsh as it was to say it out loud – they would be a major detriment in every feasible way imaginable. At no point could Frost see any benefit of bringing the weak to stroll along into a dungeon of this supposed caliber, and it infuriated her more that they were willing to throw themselves into the fray.

But it was not like she couldn’t understand why they wished to in the first place.

“… I want to help. Our – our little brother’s in there! Do you know what it’s like to lose someone to them!? How helpless we feel just standing around while everyone’s parading like this is some carnival!?” A young woman dressed in full leather armor lashed out at Frost, approaching her where she stood defiantly under her immense scrutiny.

She wavered. Her eyes dilated after seconds of bathing under Frost’s presence and her eyes squandered away. But the drive never left. Her rage was still ever present. Frost had seen that reaction countless times in the past and understood the notion of being incapable of helping, no matter how hard one wished to be useful.

“I understand that you wish to help. I understand that you’re frustrated of your weakness. But you need to understand that you will endanger other lives in the process. Have some faith in us. I’m a healer. Your brother will be in good hands. What’s his name?” Frost slowly spoke, her voice becoming mellow with each rolling word.

“… Dan.” The level 15 woman painfully uttered.

“Dan, hmm? Leave it to us then. There are two capable teams now, and as the strike team we’ll make quick work of it. Please, just stay here for me.” Frost softly spoke to her, calming her down.

“A… Ah... fine… Please, bring him back to us.”

“Leave it to me.”

Snap.

A small polaroid fell into the palms of the woman from seemingly nowhere, gently cascading down like a little snowflake.

“And the rest of you! Are you coming with us or not?” Frost then roared at the others, silencing all within the immediate vicinity.

Only the soft, mellow tune of the circus played alongside a lone person yelling something about fortune reading.

And Ber, being as curious as she was, briefly wandered off to investigate.

“… Black Dove. To have black in your recognized title means you’re either a Radiant Rank, or an actual Color. Shit… Aren’t we lucky, guys?” One of the adventurers wearing a pale robe and carrying a long, metal rod whispered enthusiastically. “If these people recognize that name, then it’s likely official.”

“Too lucky… and wait, wait wait wait – what in Elysia is that!?” A burly man exclaimed, pointing at something in Frost’s direction.

“She’s the party leader. Who else? Don’t talk back or say goodbye to all your heals.” Cer warned, reveling in a minor power trip as she slapped Frost’s back. “Heh. They’re all ours now. Fodder. Food for the grinder, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah. You.” Frost said, attaching Cer’s arm to her body with a piece of metal string. “You’re going to be my meat shield.”

“Huh!? … No, wait, why am I so happy to hear that?” Cer wryly grinned as Res rolled her eyes in embarrassment.

“Where’d you run off to, Ber?” Res sighed.

“I had my fortune told. They said I’d be fighting against an ape.” Ber shrugged. “They probably meant sis. Or you –? O-Ouch! Res!?”

“Wait – Hold on – no, that!?” A woman shouted, directly pointing a giant caravan-sized spider that happily rocked right by Frost’s side, scooping up the angered Ignis onto its back. “Who… who’s tame is that!?”

“A friend of mine. Wanna pet it? It’s cute, isn’t it?” Frost said, and although it appeared cute to her, it was a total nightmare for everyone present.

And to those that did not fear it, they reveled in its magnificent coat of golden fur.

Snap was quite popular now that Frost realized it, and the spider in question knew it all too well, hence why it spent most of the time hiding from plain sight. Frost, Jury and Ignis patted Snap down as their group of a dozen adventures staggered forward, unable to comprehend who exactly these people were.

“Ready up. Please do not lag behind or head off on your own. I don’t need to remind you all of the dangers that lurk within.” Frost commanded, her words acting as a leash to tether them to every spoken order of hers.

They were capable, but not the strongest either and if it were truly up to her, then she’d rather they storm the dungeon on their own.

But Frost was civil and spoke their common language. This was a dungeon, where profits and renown were to be seized, and unfortunately, she could not talk these people down like the young woman, for they were motivated by greed.

And so, the group of nearly 20 passed through the guarded entrance and stepped into the empty Fairgrounds of the dungeon. In that very same moment, the carnival tune turned into a messy choir of bloodcurdling cries.


//////// < WARNING > ////////
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        88. Blood Festival

    
    
    
    
                The group of nearly 20 moved through a one-hundred-meter stretch of grass. The ominous carnival tune devolved into hideous screams of the tortured souls within the looming circus.

It was larger somehow. The spiraling colors of the circus animated like the imagery of a kaleidoscope. The hypnotizing display kept many glued to it as Frost kept her senses honed now that they had officially stumbled into a Monsoon risk-classification area.

The dungeon itself bared no other anomalous properties, and neither did its immediate surroundings called the Fairgrounds.

“Every dungeon has a certain proximity called a zone of alienation. Think of it like setting up an exclusion zone around the epicenter of a disaster.”

Except the dungeon does it for us. You can tell when you’ve stepped too close by the sound of those screams.

“Precisely.”

The deranged screams played in an oddly methodical manner. There were ups and downs in the melody and, to Frost’s shock, followed the same exact tune one would hear in a carnival. There was also guttural sound that mimicked an organ of all things.

How fitting for things that were known for snatching organs.

“What can we expect to find there?” Frost quietly asked her physical guidebook named Cer.

“You’re asking me like I’m an expert. Dungeons aren’t up to our speed. But it’s not like we don’t have experience.”

Cer began, folding her arms.

“Animal skins. Pretty weak when it comes down to it. Just don’t let them get under your skin~” She warned in a casual hum. “I mean it both figuratively and literally by the way.”

She clearly thought nothing of this dungeon. Neither did her sisters. A Monsoon threat was nothing for a Moon, let alone for Frost whose stats superseded theirs. But Frost was not one to underestimate any threat.

Never in this world. The screams alone indicated that something equal or perhaps worse than the Crimson Hunger lurked within. Furthermore, it was not just them who were going to destroy this dungeon heart.

Much weaker people were in tow as well.

“What she really means is that they’re notoriously cruel. They can bypass defenses if they manage to break your psyche.” Res added. “The RESIST stat plays a small role it since it’s more of a personal ordeal.”

“No need to worry when you can just punch the problems away.” Ber nodded to herself.

“That’s my go to method too. Nothing’s going to happen in these Fairgrounds, huh? Everything’s inside of that tent.” Frost noted, seeing zero changes occur aside from music that slowly grew louder with each step they took.

And now that Frost noticed it, the Express Network rail line intersected with the circus tent. With the news of train malfunctions and the like, she had to wonder if a train hadn’t already lost itself within the dungeon. But surely it would have appeared on the other side.

At least she hoped that would be the case.

“U-Um. Black Dove! Someone said you’re a healer! Is that true?” A woman called out to her from behind when they managed to reach the halfway mark.

It was here where Frost caught a glimpse of a large, almost gothic-designed booth built directly into the wall of the tent.

Its pale, shuttered doors were ominously sealed shut.

“That I am. I’m the only healer in this group of 20, so let’s all get along and try not to stray too far away.” Frost raised her voice, peering over her shoulder at the others.

The reaction was mixed for an unknown reason. It was not until someone else spoke up and revealed the source of their contempt.

“You’re a healer. Like you get to push us around.” A heavily armored woman scoffed, detesting the idea of being lead.

“The Golden Index recognized a healer as someone of a Radiant Rank? Higher even? What are you, a friend of theirs?” A man brought up, poking holes at Frost’s status. “… we waited hours just for you bunch?”

“A healer in black… the world already has the crazed healers in red. Now a weird bunch in strange clothes. And a maid of all things –?”

Frost inflicted them with Scrutiny, freezing all in place momentarily to bestow order in the group. With such a large number of people; talking it out without showcasing her strength beforehand was frankly impossible when their ego compelled them to be the top dog.

And dogs they were, incomparable to the mortal deities before them.

“So what? You had all that time to head into the dungeon. But you still waited.” Cer cruelly smirked, each following work spawning electric sparks. “Heh. Were you afraid to fight with your friends there? Thinking that with larger numbers you’ll have a better chance of surviving? Better them than us?”

“Such a brittle mentality.” Ber added.

“I tend to agree.” Res wore a serious face now having heard the uncooperative few in the back. “We apologize for the inconvenience.”

These people were truly no greater than maggots under the mud of their feet.

Frost then smiled at them once the effects finally wore off. They continued walking like newborn fawns, unable to comprehend the intense fear that overcame them. But it managed to solidify order amongst them.

Despite how tyrannical Frost appeared, she truly wanted nothing more than to help them.

She did not wish for anyone to die. Furthermore, wanting these people to perish just because of one disagreement or offhanded remark would call her morality into question. Ignis and Jury stared at her face, both somehow smiling in their own way as Frost deeply sighed.

“I cannot believe people are this petty.” Jury muttered as Ignis rapidly nodded, right before a reasonable voice spoke up.

“A healer or a tamer? Hey, wanna make it clear so we don’t rely on some unconfirmed information?” One person did have a legitimate concern, prompting Frost to carve her forearm open with only her teeth, shocking the few who were made uncomfortable by the display.

“Observe.” Frost commanded, holding out her gushing arm and casted Greater Healing on herself, sealing the wound as she then used Cleanse to remove the blood. “Why would I lie about my profession? Do you not think that the Golden Index would have assessed my skills before recognizing me by my title? You’re all here to make coin, I presume?”

“… yeah. See, I told you not to fuck around with them.” One man hissed at his companions. “You’re right. Coin it is. What else would we be here for? They pay platinum coins for these Monsoon jobs. Even more with our lackluster group.”

“Lackluster is an understatement and a half. None of us are Diamond Ranked. The fact that they sent you people should’ve been an obvious message to these fools, but we’re all a greedy bunch.” A young, short Elven woman holding a crossbow noted.

Greed was their motivator here. Understanding what could control them, she then wove this detail into her little backstory to further control the group.

“Be aware that because the Guilds are down, they’ve also sent my companions here –” She tapped Cer’s head. “– To gauge your effectiveness. Coins will be rewarded accordingly by her discretion. She’s one of the Captains of the Golden Thumb. I’m sure you’re aware of their thoroughness in these trying times.”

“W-wh – Y-Yeah. That’s right.” Cer beamed, wearing Frost’s spun tale like a glove. “Unless you start sucking up you might as well head back.”

“That’s bullshit! You can’t just –!”

“Whose gonna believe you? A squandering adventure with no name or a Captain like me?” Cer threatened, cutting off the man sadistically.

Frost imagined one of those scenarios in a game where one’s rewards were stripped right at the results screen. Or simply being labored to do a job only to find out that the client refuses to pay up. The latter was infuriating beyond words, and she could imagine it being a primary motivator for them.

Although… it may cause further strain to the group.

“I assure you, you’ll be rewarded for merely participating. Worry not. You have my word.” Frost vowed, wanting to maintain a positive relationship with her group. “If you have anything to say then please don’t be afraid. I’m always here to listen, even if it’s common knowledge amongst us all.”

With that being said, the group were finally within the proximity of the blaring booth. Right beside it was a cavity that acted as the entrance of the circus, revealing nothing but a strange, orange-glazed ceiling and a long, winding tunnel that led to nowhere.

It had a pulsating light, casting from an unknown origin. On occasion she saw the lights cast eyeless shadows along the walls. And as they gathered a safe distance away from the entrance, Frost tried to analyze the booth but failed.

“Now we wait.” Res said. “Once it opens we each need to grab a ticket.”

“If we don’t?” Jury questioned.

“Then you’re no longer a spectator. Or guest to the dungeon. You end up becoming prey for the Animals, but it’s not like they don’t leave people with tickets alone either. A kid can survive in this place. Hell, have all the fun in the world so long as they hold onto their ticket.” Cer then explained as the harrowing song neared its end.

“Oh. Here we go.” Ber grinned, her tail wagging as the shuttered doors began to open like the legs of a spider, and now that Frost realized it, they were the ribs of what she presumed to be living people.

Thankfully, that did not seem to be the case, although, her approach was off.

She needed to use status, not Analyze Object.
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This thing was a living creature.

The innards were revealed to be a grotesque mosaic of gold-like bone, creating cages and beautiful arches that housed a disturbing arrangement of hollow tracheas. These organs were coated with a strange red moss, and beneath them was a hideously sewn pair of lungs that breathed air into this parody of a staple pneumatic instrument.

The larynx, which she easily identified in the form of tendon-like strings, were found at the top of these random-length tracheas and were the sole source of the screams, vibrating with each piercing screech.

“Do not destroy it. In the off chance that someone comes after us they’ll need to use it.” Res had to warn Frost, who she could tell yearned to crush this into pieces. Even eat it.

“… it’s fucking lucky.” Frost spat. “You called it Animals, right? I’m getting a different name here.”

“The hell? What is it?” Cer wondered as she waddled up to the booth of this thing, placing her hand into a cavity where she pulled out an orange ticket.

“Blood Festival.” She muttered.

Now if that was gold then Frost would have instantly questioned Beholder Carpalis’ character. But the very fact that this was a ticket rubbed her the wrong way. It was an indescribable itch that even Jury could not ignore.

“Fuck sakes.” Frost ended up blurting out loud, her eyes agape by this.

“Frost? What’s wrong? Even Jury’s shocked.”

They dispense tickets. Like the Golden Index. The Crimson Hunger had something similar with the Scarlet Logic. You cannot tell me that they aren’t related anymore.

“Bizarre… the Archivist states that even the Librarians are oddly similar in regard to her Library, and Inflow Direct to a certain capacity.”

So why is she telling us this now?

“… she says she cannot elaborate. For everyone’s sake.”

Tch. And this wasn’t important? What’s with everyone’s priorities in this world!?

“She’s sorry.”

Nav. Please try to get her to explain –

“She would rather not. It appears that she is incapable of this.”

Agh… even Carpalis admitted that they struck her as similar to themselves. But what does it mean?

It left Frost in a strange place.

She did not know the Archivist’s circumstances and only knew her through Nav and Jury. Jury didn’t seem to know the reason either, but what she did know was that certain books contained fragments of forbidden knowledge.

The contents of these were unknown, however.

“You three. The tickets. You don’t find it weird that this dungeon dispenses tickets like the Golden Index.” Frost spoke with intense edge in her voice.

“You know the story. ‘Haha, you’re one of the Jesters. How funny. The tickets are orange and used for the dungeon. Not that city of gold, silly~’. I hate them.” Res, once again, broke free from her usual serious demeanor and mocked those that dismissed her concerns. “Moons fight. We’re not investigators or here to really help people. We're supposed to stay up there in the Nexus.” She pointed her nose to the sky.

At the same time, Snap delivered the tickets to everyone at a blazing speed.

If it weren’t for their attires bursting around then they would have thought that the tickets were teleported into their hands.

“HEY! I’m wearing a skirt over here!” Cer yelled.

“Quiet down. Res. Why are they so dismissive?” Frost asked, finally receiving her ticket.

It was warm. Oddly warm. It held a similar warmth to the coins which she knew were supposed to be cold given that they were metal. Analyzing the ticket did not work unfortunately, leaving her hissing in frustration.

“You tell me.” Res muttered beneath her breath.

Frost, having no other piece of evidence to work from, let loose of a silent sigh before turning to the others behind her. And with a loud, commanding voice:

“Alright. Does everyone have their ticket?”

“Aye!”

“Let’s go already!”

“Yep!”

“Somehow… it just appeared in my hand.”

“Ready when you are. Gods, bless us here and now.” One prayed to the celestial deities.

It was almost humorous if it wasn’t so wracked with irony, because for all Frost knew, the Beholders were likely responsible for the uprising of the dungeons. She just did not know how, or if this was the truth for that matter.

Or perhaps, it may even be caused by an unknown Advent knowing that these things were capable of fundamentally shifting the direction of the world, to the point where entire eras were dedicated to them.

And with a steeled heart and an unquenchable thirst for knowledge, Frost brought her brigade into the corridors of the circus tent, tucking the ticket away as laugher could now be heard, alongside the melancholic ambience of screams.

The hallway made various twists and turns before they finally reached a strange place littered with countless, pristine mirrors. One lone, glowing orb brightly illuminated this vast room. So brightly in fact that it seemed to mimic the break of dawn.

What was worse was that this place was seemingly alive.

Status…
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        89. Circus Fight

    
    
    
    
                The Room of Mirrors breathed through unseen pores right beneath their feet. Each countless mirror in this bizarre place seemingly turned to face them as they powered through.

There were no anomalous properties as far as Frost could tell. Her passing appearance was as clear as day despite there being only a single light. The mirrors made it impossible to tell how exactly large this place was. It was no maze, but the mirrors distorted their surroundings making it appear as such.

For someone with near flawless omnidirectional vision like Frost, it was rather easy navigating through. The same was true for the triplets who had a keen understanding of their surroundings. But for people like the Elves, the Dwarves, and humans alike – it was almost expected of them to lose themselves here.

To combat this, Frost dug her fingers into her palms and wove an intricate rope made of metal strands. She laid it down and fed it towards the back. It was essentially their lifeline, held by a rugged, hooded man at the far back as the others held on.

With this it would be difficult for them to split from the party. And as usual, Frost’s abnormal display of her abilities brought her identity into question. But none said this aloud. Small talk and chatter were ill shared here.

Only the humming sound of the horrific music played from deeper within, coupled with laugher and cheers.

“… distorted mirrors are here as well huh. Hey Res. I got a prompt. It said not to break the mirrors.” Frost said, her voice only heard by the triplets as she saw an elongated version of herself.

“They inflict damage onto you depending on where you break it. But it’s not a problem for us.” Res assured.

“It’s a Monsoon dungeon. You’d have to be weak to take any damage.” Cer proved this by scraping a finger along the length of a mirror, slicing her reflection’s face.

The person in the mirror began to bleed, but the real Cer remained untouched. And as if realizing this, the reflection deflated into a husk of skin right after scowling at her.

“What these mirrors like to do is poke at you. Prod. Try to get under your skin.” Res explained.

“More like to get you into theirs.” Ber said.

“Is there a reason for that?” Jury questioned.

“Dunno. But Frost will probably be the first to figure it out.” Cer hummed.

Each step was dampened by loose brick and wet soil. The ground here was uneven, as if to trip people onto one of the mirrors and shatter them. Frost took a good look at herself, and still found nothing odd.

Jury and Ignis didn’t seem to react either. As for Snap, it didn’t really seem to be affected by this in the first place for some reason. They wandered this place for only 5 minutes, and by now the unease had solidified into a dense, near unbreathable atmosphere.

“… the fuck are you looking at?”

“Oi, keep your eyes off it.”

“That’s not me… I’m not like that.”

“Am I really that beautiful…?”

There were a few that began to speak as if on the onset of a mental episode. The mirrors clearly showed them something they despised, feared, or adored. A blonde woman heavily dressed in plated armor, a shield and a spear instantly erected what appeared to be a series of magical circles, each containing symbols which Frost was able to read.

They all pertained to the idea of protection, so naturally, Frost guessed that those things were barriers of sorts made from magic. It surrounded only those that expressed these deranged symptoms, all the while others kept themselves close to these people in the event that they attempt to destroy their reflection.

Curious of the mirror’s properties; Frost snatched one on passing, ripping it straight from the ground with utter ease.

She snapped it into three good, even chunks and began to stealthily eat at it like it was circus food. To her shock, it tasted of flesh and blood. But there was a tinge of sweetness to it, with an addictive flavor not too different from cotton candy.

… it’s oddly pleasant. Disgusting knowing that these probably have some human origins, but I could find myself enjoying it if I didn’t know any better. Nav. Is there a proper way to stop people from degrading their mind further in this place?

“Physical restraint perhaps. A cognition censor even. But it is ultimately up to oneself I believe. People are affected on an individual basis by these things.”

I would hit them with Darkness stacks, but their RESIST stats are way too low. Let’s see…

“Hold onto the line. Shut your eyes and just follow it. You’ve entered a Monsoon dungeon knowing the risks.” Frost suddenly spoke aloud, gathering the attention of all. “I’m giving you the choice to leave now. If you’re already being affected by these things and chose to keep moving on, then I cannot guarantee your survival.”

If people were already mentally crumbling already, then they had no place here and were frankly a major detriment to them all. As much of a threat as this was, it was a painful reality that could not be changed. And as confident as she was in the strength of her own group – there were no guarantees to protect all 20 of them.

This sentiment was shared equally amongst the Adventurers, some reluctantly, and others like it was a natural course of life.

“Are coins worth risking your life for? There are easier dungeons than this.” She further added, her eyes piercing right through them as they came to a sudden stop.

They were only a few minutes left from reaching an orange light which she assumed was the exit. This was sternly confirmed by Res. The Animal – no, the Blood Festival Dungeons were among the shortest and were usually cleared in hours.

What made them so difficult in the first place was when it turned into a rescue mission rather than a subjugation.

“Coins are our livelihoods. Don’t talk like you know anything about us. Even we high rankers are struggling now that it’s become nearly impossible to prove your completion without you Golden Thumbs.” One blurted out.

“It’s our power. It gets us things we can’t get any other way. Some of us just like to hoard it as well. It’s our life. With a bounty of platinum coins, you can’t blame us for not resisting.” Another explained.

“Adventuring is about choice. Risk versus reward. Ever since the dawn of civilization currency’s always been one of the better motivators. Death isn’t uncommon in our work. You’re speaking as if you’ve never seen someone die. It must be nice being you.”

Their stance on morality was different from Frost’s. It was a profession with a high mortality rate to begin with, especially regarding the subjugations of dungeons. The glory and rewards remained at the forefront of their minds over their own life, although she could tell that if push came to shove, then they’d certainly value their lives in those last moments.

And that was enough for Frost to begin her efforts into understanding these people better.

She asked them to state their specialties in magic, combat, and anything relevant. The one other Blessed present, who also happened to be the highest levelled amongst them, revealed her Professions instead.

It was the spear and shield-wielding woman. She was a human Paladin that specialized in defensive and party-buffing skills. Her name was Perla.
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Her stats were what Frost would have called high at one point in time. But it was disproportionately low compared to the Moons and her companions, to the point where it was almost comical.

But there was no joke to be found in this situation.

Furthermore, Frost realized that she would not have known this woman was a Blessed if she did not explicitly state it. To begin with, Blessed could not check the status of another Blessed. It was how they recognized one another, and how they identified the Corrupted in the first place as well.

Frost’s Blessing of the Amalgam allowed her to effectively bypass this limitation of the weaker Blessing of the Nexus.

She considered every single one of their ‘professions’, using this to maintain a greater grasp on themselves as they finally left this forsaken Room of Mirrors and entered yet another winding hallway.

I’m the only healer. There’s a girl here that can ‘inspire’ the group with magic. A guy with a giant hunk of iron that tries to pass itself as a blade. Capable mages on par with Furio as well. We’ve got a decent group this time around.

“It’s a high spec group. But a Monsoon dungeon will be a challenge to them regardless.”

We’ll have to see what these challenges are to begin with. The Room of Mirrors softened a few of them up. I can see this place work to whittle down one’s mind before it goes straight for the kill.

“It is only a dungeon. It’s very shallow compared to other dungeons. But as the Moon Triplets stated before – it is most dangerous when it becomes a rescue mission, and highly dangerous for wanderers and the weak willed.”

After minutes of travelling through these hallways which presented nothing but ghastly shadows, they eventually reached a section that saw it expand into a vast orange cavern.

A false sun shone from its great heights, right at the coned peak of this impossibly large circus tent.

It was impossible because its sheer size alone defied logic with the lack of any supporting structures present. Furthermore, the outside of the circus tent appeared considerably smaller than it was within, as if they had stepped into some sort of spatial anomaly.

“I thought only Corrupted Zones were capable of distorting space like this.” Frost had to wonder out loud.

“You’re mistaking it with time. Dungeons are like a gateway to a different world. One small section of it. You see this place? This is what would be called the Fairgrounds when the Heart becomes infested.” Res explained as a vast one kilometer stretch of land.

At each walled edge was yet another tunnel that led elsewhere into the dungeon. However, this place seemed to be the very heart of the dungeon. As for the whereabouts of the Heart itself? That was yet to be determined by them.

This land was populated with small rides, lanes that defined streets, functions and even people. But these were not people. They were hideous, reorganized versions of people, stuffed into living suits of flesh belonging to a number of animals.

And amongst them were soulless, crawling husks that yearned to be filled with organs and flesh, scouring each and every cranny of the world like slugs.
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These things were weak, but they possessed an incredibly high amount of ATT, presumably to steal the biomass of their victims in one fell swoop. They were docile. Almost afraid in a way and meandered aimlessly in the thousands.

They could be seen attending rides like a carousel made from reconstituted organs, arranged within the pale flesh of impaled ponies. The tune came directly from those creatures, who sung near ecstatically with groans of agony. Their eyes were plastered onto one side of their heads, staring perpetually for they had no eyelids.
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Unlike the Crimson Hunger which had clear-cut creatures with defined stats and roles, these were almost entirely random. They assumed the stats of those they killed, but they were also very close to the stats of the animal they mimicked.

But this was not all.

“Oh joy! New faces! How are you today? I see you all have your tickets into our fun, oh so fun little circus we’ve set up here!” A talking, bipedal lion haphazardly sewn introduced themselves.

They were like a walking jigsaw puzzle, one that made Frost physically uncomfortable knowing that it was no more than a skin hauling around the organs of one of its victims. What superseded this sensation however was a burning rage that she and Jury shared.

But of course, none could compare to the hatred that Ignis possessed as her hand steadily shapeshifted into a fine, curved blade made from bone.

And it was not just them who prepared to fight.

All the adventurers behind assumed battle stances, as many began their chants all the while buffs were being granted at an astounding rate. They exploded into vicious shouts and yell, the ground thumping as many more of these Organized creatures they called Animals took notice of their hostility.

“All of you are not here to play? Friends, we can help you be free like us! Happiest, being the us that we prefer!” The lion frolicked, their limbs swaying all over the place due to the lack of any bone-like structure.

Frost. I believe you have made contact with the inhabitants of the dungeon. The Archivist states that this is a straightforward ordeal. Here are the requirements!


 

< CONDITION: The Dungeon Heart will reveal itself when the ordeal is over. Eliminate all threats to lure it out >


 

It’s that simple, huh.

As nothing more than a dungeon, it was expected to be straight forward. More so that it was a Monsoon-classed threat.

“Talk to us! We can speak! Do you not speak maybe? Hey, I know your faaaaace~! Let’s be friends!” This one spoke to Frost directly, but she ignored it wholeheartedly like it was no more than an insect.

“Snap. Don’t get into any confrontations. I want you to focus on surviving.”

Frost rapidly uttered as Snap saluted right before disappearing without a trace, causing dust to kick up with all the magical particles that spawned from their sizable group. These clouds of dust were then instantly dispelled by a number of magical projectiles, including a hailstorm of ice and balls of crackling fire.

These rained into their immediate surroundings, bombarding these abominations right before their butchered faces contorted. And at that moment, they assumed the posture of the animals they paraded as and, with one unanimous cry of laugher – they charged straight for the group.

“Jury, the rest of you, this will be easy! But focus on keeping our support alive! They’ll be the most vulnerable! I don’t have confidence that they’ll be constantly protected by the others!” Frost commanded, instantly inflicting scrutiny onto the oncoming hoard, making them easy picks.

“Too eaaaasy. Heh. This is child’s play!” Cer casually stretched in the face of one of these creatures, merely nibbling in its general direction. The aberration of an electrical jaw snapped dozens at once, leaving behind nothing but a spray of blood. “How’s that for a bite, Frost!?”

In contrast, the Adventurers needed to inflict a number of heavy cleaves, swings and arrows to slay them.

“Protect? Me? Whatever…” Ber was annoyed by this but had no choice but to comply.

Her galvanizing gauntlets sparked and with only a single punch; she created an electrical arc that obliterated yet another few dozen like they were nothing.

“I didn’t have confidence in them as well. It’ll be chaotic. For them.” Res submerged herself into the body of the group, her eyes illuminating like clouds of lighting.

But she did not shoot electrical beams with them. Instead, a strange, vibrating current connected her with her sisters. When one of these creatures intersected this invisible connection, they were severed and had their gaping wounds perfectly cauterized.

The spectacle was unbelievably beautiful in a way. Frost was not one to revel in bloodshed, but there was a certain awe she felt just by watching the triplets fight. They fought without sharing a single word, communicating only through instinct alone.

In contrast, the Adventures roared, screamed, yelled, and cried in an ugly cacophony, combating the laughter of the Organized… all the while that damned screaming circus tune played in the background almost mockingly.

“IGNIS! Are you comfortable in fighting!?” Frost yelled as Jury found herself rushing through these creatures, slicing them up into ribbons with her claw.

She bounced all over the place with immaculate dexterity, using her tail to latch onto various obstacles and use it to fling herself like a giant pinball.

Ignis slowly nodded; her gaze so sharp that it could physically cut into steel.

“Then fight to your heart’s content. These are the Impuritas. The very same things that ruined your home.” Frost instantly struck them with Scrutiny, opening them up for Ignis who had been waiting this entire time for Frost’s permission to fight.

The girl exploded into combat, with a speed comparable to Jury’s. However, Ignis’ movements were unrefined, and she swung the bladed bone around almost randomly. She had to focus on one target at a time, but even so, she was leaps better than the strongest swordsman present.

This man boasted a giant blade that could only be described as one, singular hunk of raw iron and swung with great effect, cleaving through multiple at once.

Ignis’ blade also carried a bizarre effect.

It robbed her victims of their biomass, attaching it onto her blade which became larger, stronger, and more… alive with each felled foe. Now that she realized it – Ignis was not slicing through them.

Rather, her blade was eating them to make way for the curved blade to pass through their bodies.

“Hah! Not bad for what used to be a cat slime! Damned felines and their agility!” Cer complimented, also taking her time to watch Ignis fight, only occasionally biting for these hardly even registered as a threat to her. “Hahaha! She’s even taking hits, but they don’t affect her, huh! What’s her stats like!?”

“5,000 DEF for both ATT and MAG. She was an Eternal Night Corrupted, so naturally her stats are going to be high.”

“FIVE THOUSAND!? She’s – that pipsqueak’s base DEFs are like twice that of ours!? Oi, people can be Corrupted right!? Corrupt me then! Then bring me back!” Cer’s shock could not be put into words.

“You’re already far too gone little wolf!” Jury roared.

Five thousand was an absurdly high stat. Even Frost herself would have trouble defeating Ignis without the help of her Corrupted manifestations. But stats did not reflect one’s prowess, proven by Ignis clumsy movement.

But Frost could see her becoming an absolute monster in combat given enough time.

That being said, it was now her turn to join this chaotic brawl

Alright. Let’s eat.

            

    
        90. A Warning Blares

    
    
    
    
                A rabid swarm of these Organized encroached on their position. The streets and lanes of this bizarre circus were filled with countless mangled creatures, their bodies contorting and folding into unrecognizable shapes.

The lack of any bone structure left them flailing around as they ran on all fours like the animals they so desperatey masqueraded as. Blades, arrows, shrapnel of ice and fireballs found their mark and obliterated their flesh.

The mages in the backlines, which were defended without fail by Res, hauled magic after magic against the onslaught. All 14 of the Adventures gathered in a ring-like formation where the support and ranged remained.

There were at least 6 people there, with the remaining 8 cleaving through their foes with relentless strikes.

Blood and gore painted the musky earth as the horrid sounds of screaming, growling and the splattering of organs played in this chaotic theatrical.

Where one perished another two seemingly took its place and mixed within the masses were the slow Unorganized.

The animal-skin monsters that sought to rob the Adventurers of their organs.

“HAAAAAAAH!” One screamed, flailing as one of the Organizers clutched onto their body and plopped an organ akin to the external stomach found in starfish.

The acid began to eat at this poor adventure, but thankfully, they were rescued by their fellow comrades before it could eat into their metal armor.

“CHECK YOUR MANA PEOPLE! THEY’RE NOT THE STRONG ONES, SO PRESERVE YOUR MANA UNTIL THE HEART ARRIVES!” This voice belonged to the Paladin, Perla, who closely stuck by the support with her spear and shield in hand.

Magical barriers were casted in addition, and when Frost checked the status of them, she was surprised to see that they indeed possessed their own set of stats.
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“YOUR STAMINA TOO!”

“WE ONLY NEED TO HOLD THEM OFF!”

A myriad of screams cut through the thick air, bringing about an interesting question. If these things were not the strong ones and were considered weak, then what was the difference between a Trickle Dungeon and a Monsoon one like this?

The answer laid in the Heart itself.

Its strength greatly influenced the risk classification it received, and although the creatures present were weak, Frost imagined stronger creatures emerge alongside the Heart much like the Crimson Hunger.

Furthermore, the average level of these creatures was 60 at best, although this was still way higher than most of the Crimson Hunger.

Not that it would matter anyway. Not when she was here.

These creatures stood little chance against them. Frost moved amongst the swarm, dragging her arms through them like a hot knife through butter. Her sheer ATT obliterated them in a single hit as she took a giant lion by its maw and dragged it around.

Its organs painted the ground, leaving behind a writhing trail of flesh and blood as it screamed: “STOP! THIS IS ME! I’M LOSING MYSELF! MYSEEEEEELF!”

“AHAHAHAHA! More to be a part of me!” A lanky panda with its head perpetually twisted on an axis scooped up the organs and plunged it straight into its chest.

“Let me feel fulfilled! Let me be happy, you violent murdereeeeeeer!” A rabbit exclaimed, snatching the intestines, wearing it like a scarf as it gave chase to Frost.

These creatures were sentient. Perhaps sapient, but Frost refused to believe this from the bottom of her heart. She could not bring herself to believe that they were anything remotely close to herself or any other living creature.

Just because they spoke a common language meant nothing to her, and seeing that they preyed on the living much like the Crimson Hunger –

– She showed them no mercy and devoured them instead.

With a rapid flurry of bites, she took out the lion’s head before they could blink. The lifeless sack of skin deflated as its remaining organs spilled from underneath, the life extinguishing from its eyes before the flesh attempted to wrap itself around Frost.

This however, only caused her to tear it apart as she inflicted a continuous wave of Scrutiny, keeping them at bay as they were the forced to move like they wore concrete shoes. Silence plunged the world during these moments.

For her at least, as the screams of the Adventures and the casual laughter of Cer continued in the background, thankfully drowning out that damned circus music.

And then, as she caught a leaping bunny by the ears and held it close to her face, she spoke with unparalleled conviction, woven with weaponized fury.

“Do you all wish to become whole!? Like that of the Crimson Hunger!? Tell me – what the fuck is your purpose of existing!? To kill!? To murder!? To steal organs!?”

“Bahahahaha! C’mon! Try it! Hand over the ticket and be just like us! Free from all pain! Free to be whatever we want, you wannabe bird!” The mangled bunny spoke as if hard-wired to treat this all as a comedy, and it was not until that Frost munched on its head that it began to weep and beg for it to remain as the bunny it was.

“LEAVE SOME FOR US!” An ostrich with a belly made from many stitched eyelids exclaimed, pecking at the organs.

“DON’T BE GREEDY! GREED IS BAD!”

“One, and two, and three – oh joy, four chunks into my basket~! And half a liter of blood!”

These creatures were not even worth speaking to. They spoke gibberish for all Frost cared anymore. They perhaps didn’t even know what they were saying themselves.

But what they did understand was the language of bloodshed. Violence.

And so, truly understanding that the Impuritas were no more than monsters perhaps worse than the Corrupted, Frost spared no effort to communicate with them through her lips.

Her fists would suffice.

Nav… the Impuritas are evil, huh. Wanting nothing more than to strip people of their organs. And for what? Tch…

“What do you plan to do?”

Eliminate them. But I want to hear a confession. To understand just what the fuck we’re really dealing with.

“Heightening your emotions will be simple. You are already very close.”

I can tell.

She launched herself forward, appearing like a blur to most which left nothing but a hail of gore in her wake. Frost’s full speed was only second to that of Snap’s. The Adventurers, whose heads turned like broken cogs, had their eyes pried agape as they tried to fathom who was supposedly a healer.

No. It had been like this ever since the battle began. If all her other abilities weren’t strange enough, it was the very fact that she ate these creatures that terrified them the most, and yet somehow left others awed.

“THAT’S IT! EAT! EAT THEM ALL!” Cer cheered, also taking her fair share of bites at the enemy. “Yeah, that’s what I want to see. Shock these Adventures. Put them in their place.”

“Where’s the flames at?” Ber said, patiently waiting for the fireworks like she was watching a show. “You know, she kinda reminds me of a Scarlet Healer. She just needs to overheal them to death.”

“You two… FOCUS! We’re not the ones at risk here! Don’t you ever forget that!” Res reminded with a roar, causing the two to stare at each other for a moment.

“… heh. I’m only helping because she said to. Adventurers live to die.” Cer shrugged, easily dismissing this.

“Good for them. Being protected all the time will make them weak.” Ber stated coldly, causing Res to severely grit her teeth. “… forget I said anything.”

“LITTLE WOLF! Take this more seriously, will you!? You too medium wolf!” Jury exclaimed, backing Res up as Ignis clicked her tongue as if to agree.

“Medium. Hm. So Cer’s lower than me after all. I like it.” Ber nodded to herself, grinning.

… I can hear those idiots over the chaos.

Frost internally complained, remaining in one of the major lanes as she kept an eye on the group at all times. The ground shook on occasion. The tremors split various rides in half, causing various chunks of flesh that they were constructed from to spill into these wide streets like miniature landslides.

She moved back and forth from the group, healing those in need with quick succession as she tried to heighten her emotional state. Rather than fury, Frost adamantly judged these creatures with immense prejudice, seeing them as nothing more than an impurity upon the world, hence their very name.

The young Ignis unleashed havoc on these creatures, her blade now becoming nearly as large as herself with the sheer amount of biomass she had accumulated in the last 10 minutes.

Her rapid swings became methodical cleaves now. One swing bisected up to tens at once. The herd steadily began to thin.


< CONDITION : Only 100 remain! >


Fatigue was beginning to settle into the Adventures by now, prompting most to instantly down green-colored potions. These were Stamina Potions, courtesy of the acclaimed ‘potion makers’, Inflow Direct.

“You – You people… are you really part of the Golden Index!? The potion makers!? A healer that fights isn’t…” Perla’s velvet voice reached Frost’s ears as she passed by to heal the massive blade fellow. “… the Black Dove… you’re a walking paradox. What exactly are you?”

“Save your energy for the upcoming Heart. Whether I’m a paradox or not doesn’t change the fact that I am what I am. A human.” Frost promptly spoke, leaving the rest to her companions as she quickly turned to Res. “Res.”

“It’ll likely fall from above. The Heart will take a minute at most to destroy.” She assured, right as the ground tremored once again.

Res wore a perplexed face as the numbers quickly dropped to 80. Then 70.

60.

50.

…

20.

In the end, Frost was unable to heighten her emotions much to her dismay. However, it did not change that the Heart would be an incredibly easy fight.

Although…

“These quakes aren’t normal.” Res then added, her ears twitching alongside her sisters and the Demi-Humans present. “They’re coming from outside. Even underneath us. I know it’s a Monsoon dungeon but it’s odd.”

“The rescue party might be struggling with something!”

“Of course they would be! More trouble for us!”

“But aren’t there two Golden Index captains with them!?”

“SHUT UP! We’re about to face off with the heart soon enough!”

“DOES EVERYONE HAVE THEIR TICKETS!?”

The voices of the Adventurers returned as the Reorganizers and Organized perished, their woes disappearing along with them. Ignis claimed the final kill, hoisting the body over her like a flag as its blood dripped onto her face.

She absorbed the trickling liquid into her skin, keeping herself clean whilst the Adventurers were doused in crimson and chunks of familiar meat. The group instantly faced the center of the circus tent, eagerly anticipating the arrival of the dungeon Heart.

But nothing happened.

Nothing descended. Only the strange vibrations reverberated through this place, rocking their very bones as the silence constricted them.

It was odd. Eerie. Completely abnormal.

After such a vicious fight the silence of the aftermath became feared.

Nav. Nothing’s appeared even though we’ve killed all of them.

“… this is strange. A Heart should have appeared. Unless, the Heart is currently with the other team.” Nav stated, also confused by this, as its conditions were absolute in Frost’s experience.

“Wait. Could the Heart be with the other team?” Frost relayed this to the others, causing them to shake their heads as others turned to her like she was a moron.

“… why would that be the case? The others are rescuing them from whatever rides are in there. They’re in an offshoot from this place. A Heart cannot move.” Perla was genuinely confused by this take from Frost, who they had thought was an expert of sorts in these dungeons given her strength.

“Listen carefully… Black Dove. I don’t know if this is your fuckin’ first dungeon or not, but an Animal Dungeon will always have its Heart appear in the main cavity. Right there, up above.”

“It’s generally how things work.” Cer added, also wanting to pile onto Frost. “But as you know things have been getting strange – Tch. What’s with all this shaking!? It’s like someone’s setting off a bunch of explosives outside!”

“Yeah, what the hell’s going on!?” Ber snapped.

Indeed. The tremors were quite similar to that of explosions rather than an earthquake. It was neither the footsteps of some encroaching creature either. Frost scrambled to get her thoughts on track as the group impatiently waited for something, anything else to happen.

But the world only continued to shake, prompting them to stick close as Perla erected additional barriers.

“Jury! Ignis! You three! Protect the group! I’m going to check just what the fuck is going on!” Frost exclaimed, delegating in an instant as she prepared to move.

However, there was no need.

“Snap sensing something awry is going on outside. Moreover… Snap’s been exploring the branching chambers. The Heart is indeed with them! But – Something is chasing –!”

“It’s – w-woah. What the fuck… I just became light-headed all of a sudden.” The giant-blade wielding man collapsed onto his knees, clutching at his head in confusion, right as the world shook one final time.

“WHAT’S WITH ALL THE SHAKING!? THIS – THIS IS A MONSOON DUNGEON RIGHT!?”

“DID A TRAIN JUST DERAIL AND SMASH INTO THE DUNGEON OR SOMETHING!?”

Fissures instantly crept across the landscape, tearing apart a multitude of structures as the group were now forced to separate.

“KEEP THEM SAFE! I’M WARNING YOU RIGHT NOW CER AND BER! TRY NOT TO LET ANYONE DIE!” Frost’s voice was nearly drowned by the sifting of earth as plateaus rose to meters in height, showering debris and gore across the land.

Try was an important piece of wording. Because Frost knew in the depths of her heart that there was no such thing as a guarantee, even with beings as strong as themselves. However, what she wanted the most was for them to commit to it.

The explosions subsided. The screams, yells and calls filled the air as the partially fractured groups tried to assure that they were safe. Frost heard all 20 unique voices and swiftly moved to check for injuries, following their voices until she saw a number of people emerge from the furthest entrance.

They were terrified. Fear petrified their harrowing faces as their legs dragged them across the uneven ground. Those that fell were not even helped, and were trampled by these individuals who, judging from their casual wear and lackluster gear, were the missing people.

A stumbling, clawing mass of hysterical people flooded this very chamber. And strangely enough, there was the symbol of a blue diamond floating above their heads. Right next to this diamond was a value all written in red, and all within the single digits.

W-what…? Nav… but what? You never finished your sentence.

As they watched these helpless people run like their lives depended on it, and just as someone reached out an arm to offer a gesture of aid –

“COOOOOOINS!”

“GOOOOOOOOOLD!”

“MY PRICE! I AM WORTH A HUNDRED COINS!”

“HIRE ME! HIRE ME! I CAN DO IT! MY PRICE IS RIGHT HERE!”

“GREEEEEEEED!”

“MY PRICE IS TOOOOO LOOO –!”

– Their heads began to pop one by one, exploding into nothing but coins relative to the value that was shown above their heads. It struck a chord within Frost’s heart as she tried to make sense of this.

Her mind instantly went to the Singing Machine that was referenced by the triplets, which was capable of bursting heads with its song. But there was no song to be heard other than the mocking, screaming circus music.

And so, Nav then finished.

“Frost. What Snap found and detected was a warning. Two warnings. One Monsoon for the Heart – and the other one that supersedes it…”

Don’t tell me. A Corrupted… is chasing them?

The immediate silence confirmed this, causing her blood to flash-boil as she neared the First State.

“I’m afraid to tell you that you must prepare. The rescue group is being chased currently by it. Not the Heart itself, for it cannot move.”


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

“Wait. Wait. Sis… are you seeing this?” Ber was the first to notice something awry, her eyes widened right before she her gauntlets unleashed an unprecedented amount of electricity.

“Here… in a dungeon of all places?” Res stared at the gaping entrance with immense furor, her eyes charged with so much electricity that the scent of ozone began to overpower the bitterness of blood and soil.

“Monsoon for the Heart. A spatial distortion must have moved it there. But that. Why is that here?” Cer could not believe what the prompt revealed.

She was genuinely taken aback. From what Frost understood the triplets truly believed that the Corrupted were so rare that it was nearly impossible to find them just randomly roaming around. Here, in the Nex Megalopolis no less.

But it has happened in the past.

And just as their luck would have it – one would appear right before their very eyes.

“E… Eternal Night…?” Perla’s face paled entirely, understanding the true meaning of this threat level. “… no. No. That’s not right… there’s a Monsoon prompt. A… Ahaha…” The woman clutched at her mouth as she began to hurl out yesterday’s contents.

The mere pressure of this prompt nearly broke her mind, for she knew that she was no more than an insignificant worm to the might that was a creature of the Eternal Night category.

None could properly decipher what exactly was going on. Some also began to break down, truly fathoming their futility in this and began to flee whilst others flicked their eyes left and right, screaming for answers.

“Everyone. EVERYONE! GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE! HEAD BACK THROUGH THE EXIT! THERE’S A CORRUPTED HERE!” Frost warned as the Corrupted finally revealed itself, just as various people emerged from the entrance.

What she saw was something blue, shaped like a giant, glowing diamond. One that was nearly the size of what appeared to be a five-story building.

But with hands.

Countless extending hands that offered shiny coins right in the center of its many palms.
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        91. Eternal Night: Greed Counter

    
    
    
    
                The world trembled under the might of this colossal beast. Its ethereal-blue appearance dominated their visions as the few that remained behind them fell to their knees, as if prostrating to what they believed to be a deity.

The hands were like tentacles, all emerging from a blue diamond that presented itself like a tear in space.

The fear captivated their hearts as Frost and her companions instantly prepared themselves for the worst. Cer, Ber and Res were primed for battle, finally taking things seriously now that an Eternal Night Corrupted had appeared.

A single prompt then flashed before Frost’s eyes.


< CONDITION: Greed Counter is invulnerable to all damage. Exiting the 1,000-meter perimeter of the Greed Counter is impossible until its defeated >


“… Cer. The Corrupted. Why the fuck is there one here if they’re so rare!?” Frost roared, angered by its sudden appearance.

“The fuck are you asking me!? They are rare! They’re fucking rare, so don’t go barking at me! Not now of all times!” She was also wracked with disbelief as they watched the behemoth float upwards of tens of meters into the air, its countless hands walking for it like legs.

“IS THIS THE TIME TO BE FIGHTING!?” Res exclaimed, already firing an electric beam at the creature.

However, it did absolutely nothing to her shock.

“Dammit. IGNIS! Listen to every call Nav makes! And you three – RES! None of us are going to be able to damage it!” Frost called out, then reiterating: “I can read its condition! WE CANNOT DAMAGE IT AT ALL!”

The triplets stared at Frost like she was crazy for a moment, but at the same time, they had no choice but to believe her, seeing the proof through Res’ failed attack.

“Figures! There’s no way it could have shrugged off that attack!” Res growled, turning back to the fumbling adventurers.

Their ranks had broken entirely by now, and only a handful including Perla remained, clutching at her mouth like her life depended on it. The danger was ever prevalent now.

“Heh. So you have that kind of knowledge of the Corrupted as well! So not only can people turn into them, and whatever lingering emotions – but you also know how to defeat them, huh!? How convenient!” Cer praised, baring her fangs as they tried to anticipate this monster’s next course of action.


< [Corporeal Value] >


 

< “There was always greed in the hearts of all.” >


 

< “We argued the value of coins. Of metal in a world rich in minerals.” >


The voice of countless thousands spoke like a grand choir.

 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

A high-pitched scream then emitted from the creature like that of a siren, and at once, Frost felt her head begin to pound. A migraine could not properly describe this agony, but thankfully, she adapted to the pain only seconds after thanks to her Painkiller Passive Ability.

Seeing Jury and Ignis struggle, alongside Snap who landed right beside them – she moved in and stretched herself thin, sharing her Painkiller effect.

“Angh… T-thank you.” Jury winced.

“… ow…” Ignis growled menacingly.

The triplets on the other hand were nearly unfazed by this, and simply stood there defiantly like victory was all but assured. Floating blue diamonds then appeared on each and every one of their heads, alongside a numerical value. Even Snap’s.

“NAV! WHAT DOES THIS MEAN!?”

“Blue numbers… what the hell is this thing playing at?” Res uttered. “Can’t damage it at all…”

“It’s assigned a value to you all! Be wary! I believe it may have to do with its entire skill set!”

Frost instantly began trying to [Cleanse] it from herself and the others but to no avail as they hunkered down and tried to assess their first move against this creature. In the meantime, they needed to wait for Nav to present them with the Subjugation Requirement.

Ignis and Jury took cover behind an outcropping boulder as Frost dragged the few that remained here and plopped them down with them, healing them and wondering just what the green color over their heads meant.

Frost and her companions had their values reach high into the six digits, with hers appearing as an ‘X’ to her surprise. The value itself was also written in blue. The very few that tried to flee were in the deep red.

And just like the people they saw earlier...

“IS THIS MY WORTH!?”

“HIRE ME! PLEASE! I DON’T WANT TO BECOME A COIN!”

“WHYYYYYY –!”


< [Stacking Wealth] >


 

< “The process they underwent drove the torturers mad.” >


 

< “They cared only for the coins despite their woes.” >


One by one, the odd 8 people had their heads blown off by a mysterious force. Coins showered all over the place, spitting them out like shrapnel as they carved through rock and inches into the ground alike.

The ethereal hands then reached out to collect these coins, scooping them up as it phased through the earth like phantoms. Another set then collected the bodies, dragging them into its body where it began to mutilate, gouge, and compress their bodies into stacks of giant, bloodied coins.

Frost, possessing the foresight to see seconds into the future, instantly took hold of the fallen adventurers behind her and screamed out at the top of her lungs:

“MOOOOOOOOOOVE!”

She leapt out of the way as Snap snatched Ignis and Jury to safety, right before the stacked disks were fired like giant bullets, striking the boulder like a meteor.

The triplets simply scattered, as if sensing the attack through instinct alone. Their movements were far more refined than what she was used to seeing, watching, them dodge the remaining 7 giant coins with spectacular agility.

“FROST! How the hell do we beat this thing! Are we supposed to outlive it or something!?” Cer called out to her from across a miniature chasm, crushing stone beneath her feet. “It’s not a Corrupted Zone as far as we can tell, so it’s safe to say that it’ll be easier, right!?”

Res, despite Frost’s explanation, fired yet another one of her beams towards the creature. She needed to confirm that it was indeed invulnerable.

“Dammit… that’s weird. When the hell did Eternal Night Corrupted start having higher DEF stats than our ATT!?” Res shouted, misinterpreting Frost’s claim of invulnerability.

“I mean that literally! I can’t even damage it if I wanted to! My bites bypass all DEF stats and it’d do absolutely nothing to it!” Frost clarified in a deafening roar.

“… does such a thing exist?” Ber was taken aback by this, as were the other two.

It was the first time they had heard of such a thing, and thinking about it now, it may also explain why some Eternal Night Corrupted managed to easily kill off entire groups of Moons and Stars.

Just like the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

“Nav! Please hurry!” Jury cried, feeling the pressure being to amount.

Their stats made them perfectly capable of defeating this thing, but there was no telling just what else it was capable of. The fact that it was able to give them a value was enough to keep them on edge, understanding that they were entirely vulnerable to its attacks.

Even Ignis, whose RESIST was 500 was affected by this.

“Any time now Nav! Do you have the requirements!?” Frost cried out one last time as another horde of people fled through yet another exit.

This time it wasn’t just ten or twenty. It was upwards of 50 people in total.

They were, to Frost’s shock, unaffected by Corporeal Value like themselves.

“They can’t see us at all… tch! Perla! Pull yourself together! You want to live, right!?” Frost snapped at the trembling woman, alongside the other fallen adventurers who seemed to be in a world of their own.

Still, Frost deeply empathized with their state of affairs. She imagined herself being just like them if it weren’t for Jury. Helpless, and hopeless against a creature of nightmarish proportions. However, they were only obstacles if they could not even attempt to defend themselves.

It would only be a matter of time before they perished at this rate. The reason why she wanted Perla to snap out of it was because she specialized in protective magic. Even without their help she may be able to protect herself and the others, although…

This was wishful thinking. Even Frost was aware of this cruel reality. The difference in power was quite frankly too staggering.


< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Only those Empowered may damage it after eliminating all Hired Arms >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Greed Counter is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

< I apologize for the delay. The Archivist expressed a resounding connection to this Corrupted! >


 

“So is this part of her story!?”

“She believes so. Although, while it may be connected to her in some way or form, it does not change that this was still derived from something else. A ‘disorder’, connected to civilization in some way.”

“… whatever the hell that means.” Frost grit her teeth, right before shouting at the top of her lungs: “HEY! WE NEED SOMEONE TO BECOME AN EMPOWERED TO DAMAGE IT!”

This, unsurprisingly, confused the triplets at the other end of the chasm.

“The fuck does that mean!? Mind explaining a little bit MORE!?” Cer exploded, her voice echoing twice in this deranged circus.


< [Mangled Coins] >


 

< “Do you hear the mechanisms churn? Forget the screams. Focus on the sound of the coins dripping from their outstretched cavities.” >


 

< “It was agonizing for the mortal. But for the healers it was a hell of our creation. They had a certain taste for their products.” >


 

“SHIT! Can anyone – dammit! None of us are going to make it there in time! I have no idea either! But right now just focus on surviving until we understand this thing better!” Frost yelled as the monolithic Corrupted thrust a dozen of its countless hands into the directions of those fleeing souls, and watching another few dozen come their way.

They suddenly turned into a vibrant shade of gold, moving like streaks of light.
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Snap made it their mission to haul the adventurers they had on hand around with them. It unfortunately had its own hands full as a result, meaning that it could not reach the hoard of 50 people even if it tried.

It needed to evade these hands more than anything else given its weakness.

The triplets, Jury and Ignis wouldn’t make it to the people there either. Their hands were suddenly full as dozens of these tentacles came crashing down, smashing straight into the earth.

The ground split in their wake, appearing like giant stakes which then slashed towards them rapidly. Frost easily evaded an oncoming bundle, weaving between them head on as she chomped on one of these appendages, following it up with a solid punch to finish off its remaining HP.

As expected, the Corrupted created by it were not invulnerable, much like the False Corrupted the One Thousand Eyed Bird summoned during their battle. Realizing this, Frost relayed this information to the others and began hacking away at these things, all the while she hungrily munched on their appendages like it was a giant gummy noodle.

“[Galvanizing Blood: Link] Get rid of those things!” Res ordered her sisters as they sprung straight into action.

Her eyes sparked with intense sparks of electricity as an even powerful current connected the three together like a giant, transparent wire. It supplied the other two with immense power, temporarily boosting their AGI by an additional 20 points.

They were now faster than Frost by 5 AGI.

“Like usual, our ‘eye’.” Cer nodded, beginning to munch her way through these things with little trouble, requiring up to 5 consecutive bites.

She moved like a wolf, her body moving near parallel with the ground as she grappled her way through these tentacles, bundling them up with insane reflexes and biting multiple at once with a massive electric fang.

Her prowess truly shined here, and then, as if to show off in front of Frost – she used an entirely different skill.

“How do you like this!?” She yelled, her vocals creating an electric shockwave that continually seared the very golden flesh of these appendages.

The range of this was an incredible 50 meters from her point of origin.


Cer | MP: 8,900 | 10,000


And to think such an attack only used 1,100 MP.

They flailed in response, unable to control their movements, for she had inflicted them with an immense number of Zapped stacks, finally becoming the Electrocuted Condition which lasted up to a total of 10 seconds.

But 10 seconds was a long time, and she did not allow them to spare even 5 in her presence.

“This – THIS IS HOW WE GET DRUNK, FROST!” Cer rejoiced in the heat of battle, reveling in the dance of combat as Ber followed in her sister’s steps, finally showcasing the true strength of her Atelier-made gauntlets.

“Not bad sis! See this! THIS –” Ber followed in suit, punching at the air around her.

Each strike was like the clap of thunder, and the sound alone was enough to inflict damage not only to the Touch of Gold, but to everything within her vicinity.

The ground split, and with a consecutive flurry of swipes, she sent an array of electric slashes straight for the oncoming tentacles.

“This is what it means to be a Moon. Our presence alone… SHAKES THE WORLD!”

Ber, much like Cer, moved like an animal, dragging her claws deep into the soil as if sharpening her claws, which sparked like miniature fireworks. She used this as leverage to fling herself into a chosen direction at a moment’s notice.

With how insanely sudden her twists and turns were, a normal person would have had their neck snapped from the sheer force alone.

The crevices and fissures created by the explosions were nothing compared to what these triplets did. Their mere presence, as Ber proudly proclaimed, wreaked havoc upon the world.

Frost could only imagine the immense power of a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted if not even a full team of Moons could hold a candle to them.

Res was no different either. But she did not speak unlike them. Her usual serious demeanor was amplified by tenfold. Her gaze alone was capable of boring straight through one’s heart physically.

And she was not wrong to believe this.

Because a faint glow appeared on every object her gaze happened to fall on. The sheer electrical power of her Atelier Weapon was able to superheat anything in her sight almost passively. There was an aura of electricity that encased her like a cocoon, instantly causing the Touch of Golds to simultaneously combust and flail uncontrollably upon grazing it.

Frost was delighted to see that they were in an entirely different realm of strength compared to normal people.

“Frost, I hope you realize that these people are in our way! If this was a matter of them or another thousand, then they’d be killed right here and now by us!” Res admitted, reminding Frost that this was but a segment of their full strength.

If she used any more of her power, then it was likely that the strange link connecting her with the others would kill the adventurers if they so happened to touch it. Frost’s order to keep them alive was the only thing that limited them.

And speaking of Frost – She tried to make her way towards the survivors across the region, taking down a number of the Touch of Golds along the way, gnawing at them until she eventually received an ability.


< Stats of the Touch of Gold gained >

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Midas’ Conversion >

< Did the kings of civilization know the cruelty that spawned from their greed? >

< EFFECT: Transform the living into coins. The coins carry the true value (the skills) of the fallen >


 

< “The conversion ritual was the beginning of our end.” >


 

< “The coins they made were always so warm to touch. The value was always inherent in its very existence… Tied to only that of itself.” >


 

The picture was still too blurry for Frost to decipher. But the pieces were quickly falling into place. This Corrupted was heavily related to some incident in the past. Either that, or it had something to do with the creation of the coins.

Whatever the case was; it was clear that greed and cruelty went hand in hand in this very event.

“A Disorder… do Disorders reference an event maybe? Or something else? I know the Righteousness was a Disorder too but – but what the fuck are they!?” Frost yelled, frustrated at the question as she prompted Nav to wear the Iron Candle.

“We do not know. But we understand that it relates to something big. Something massive!”

Frost’s body began to radiate an immense heat as she manifested the Iron Candle. A single wax wing then formed over her right shoulder. Though Ignis was countless meters away she could tell that the girl was watching close, almost fondly at the familiar warmth she emitted.

“Civilization might be too big for a single person’s trauma! And too real to be folklore!”

“Do you suggest a Disorder is a mass belief? An emotion on a larger scale?”

“I don’t know, but you’d think so with something this fucking huge!” Frost yelled and launched herself forward using a combination of Flame of a Fleeting Ember and Final Onrush to instantly reach her top speed.

This allowed her to reach far faster speeds than the triplets could fathom. She blitzed straight through the ruined, bloodied arena as electric shocks tore the ceiling apart, revealing nothing but a black abyss beyond its frail material.

She could have sworn it was noon outside.

The world split in her wake. The dust itself incinerated as she drove through and intersected many of these tentacles just as they grabbed their prey. However, she could not save them all. There were few who were dragged along, shredded against the outcropping rubble and debris.

“… These Corrupted – here in an Impuritas dungeon –! I’ll burn this place down and bring that thing with it!”

Screams rang as these people ran for their lives; all the while Frost’s emotions climbed further. Frost was like their guardian angel. A burning, black dove that fought to defend them from the onslaught of the Touch of Golds.

At the moment of her immediate involvement, the Greed Counter then let loose of yet another high-pitched screech.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”


< [Hired Arms] >


 

< “The strongest were the ones exempted from this madness. They were bought, ironically, by the weak to prevent it.” >


 

< “When promises become broken, we often wonder where those people go. The ancient tradition never died. The cursed magical experimentations lived on.” >


 

It was at that moment that an array of cries then resounded elsewhere. It came directly from Snap. And then, just as Frost turned into its direction, she watched one of the rescued Adventurer’s lift their massive hunk of iron high above their heads.

And then, with a single movement, they plunged it straight down to an unsuspecting Snap’s head.

            

    
        92. A Better Picture

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s heart wrenched at the sight. The barbaric man drew his blade as if possessed by an evil spirit and plunged it straight down into Snap’s head.

But this had not yet occurred.

It was no more than a product of her foresight. However, it was only seconds away from becoming a reality. Snap carried the remaining 6 adventurers on its back as it took cover behind a clump of debris and risen earth.

The unsuspecting spider only possessed a single eye, rendering it incapable of sensing the danger it had suddenly befallen. It was not just this man alone either. Several others also reared their blades overhead and aimed to strike Snap dead.

The distance was too far for her to inflict Scrutiny. A couple hundred meters separated them, rendering Frost useless as she relied entirely on Nav to save Snap.

“TELL SNAP TO THROW THE ADVENTURER'S OFF!” Frost rapidly relayed. “THEY’RE GOING TO KILL SNAP!”

Snap’s HP was only 2,500 and with the average ATT at around 400 they would nearly kill it in a single hit.

“RELAYING NOW!”

Frost’s blood boiled to unprecedented levels. The act of betrayal was one that singed her heart more than anything in this world. To witness it occur to a person she cared deeply about, and to the one that wished for nothing but their safety, caused the ground to rupture under the sheer weight of her rage.

The blades reached their apex. And with one simultaneous plunge, the adventurers thrust their weapons downwards. All save for Perla, strangely enough. It was in that moment that Snap disappeared entirely from underneath them.

It had thankfully received the warning in time and acted before Frost could even blink.

The Adventurers collapsed along the ruins, with one meeting their end as the giant blade sliced their face open. The man screamed out at the top of their lungs, clutching at his gaping face as the other adventurers surrounded him, taking offensive stances.

Perla was, once again, the only one exempted from this. Rather, she was in a state of mental anguish, clutching at her head as the floating value above her blinked from green to blue.


< [Corporeal Value] >


 

The Greed Counter placed values upon every single individual within its presence. Frost bitterly watched on as the people she so desperately tried to save hysterically ran with red values above their heads.

Her efforts to save them were rendered agonizingly futile.

“Nav! Get Jury on Perla! I suspect the other Adventurers are done for! Let the triplets deal with them! If the Subjugation Requirement is anything to go by then we need to get rid of the Hired Arms!”

“Have you confirmed that they are these Hired Arms!?”

“Not yet – but I’m heading back there to confirm it!” Frost exclaimed, turning to the masses with solemn eyes. “These people… Tch. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry… This whole situation is a fucking MESS!”

Frost deeply lamented their impending deaths and turned her backs to them. There was truly nothing she could do to save them short of killing this Corrupted. Or, if she was anything like the Wandering Healer, then to kill them as a form of salvation.

It was the final straw that bellowed her raging heart and surged her emotions high enough to finally enter the First State.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to The First State >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skill of the Listening Bird >


 

Frost’s hair fluttered far behind her as she battled with the golden tentacles, weaving between them with ease. The difference in AGI combined with her foresight made them a trivial threat. A nuisance at most.

“GET OUT OF MY WAAAAAAAY!” Frost’s intense emotions surfaced in the form of a roar, propelling flames straight from her hands.

[I am Fire!], [Backfire of Dual Embers], [Flame of a Fleeting Ember].

A flurry of explosions followed her every movement, causing the very air to boil as an illusive haze lingered in the wake of her destruction. The red, bizarre symbols appeared all around her and fell like bloodied snowflakes. Her hair became grey towards the end as if singed by the flames.


< The First State has manifested as the Listening Bird >


She traversed the lands, her mere presence incinerating these Touch of Golds as the unfortunate souls she left behind were snatched. They were dragged in to the depths of the Greed Counter’s diamond visage like snagged fish at the end of a reel.

The countless hands were nestled and intertwined like a box of blue worms. They grabbed, caressed, and broke the bones of their victims as their limbs sunk into its surface, leaving their entire torsos vulnerable to the whims of this entity.


< [Mangled Coins] >


 

< “True value comes from the soul. They sought to materialize it.” >


 

 < “There is a price that we are all willing to accept to betray our hearts.”


The voice of the Corrupted caused Frost’s blood to chill in an instant. An instinctive dread washed over her as she turned to the captured souls and, to her dismay, watched as the hands began to peel at their flesh and harvest their bones.

Once boneless, they were molded into various shapes like putty by the hands right before a mechanical syringe emerged from the blue diamond.

“Nav… The Wandering Healer… Didn’t her needle look just like that!?”

Frost was nearly at a loss for words as she locked her sights with the suffering, agonized by her inability to save them.

“Just what the hell is this Corrupted referencing!? Coins!? Inflow Direct!? What piece of civilization is it referring to!?”

Res promptly fired a barrage of electric lasers to end their suffering right as a stake-like needle sunk into their chests. They were reduced to nothing but smoldering corpses, and yet the needle kept flooding their bodies with a blue liquid.

“Likely the creation of the coins and the inherent greed of people.”

“Creating coins…? By what, requiring people? Creatures? THE LIVING!? As materials!? Is that why they mentioned foodery back then!?” Frost was understandably disturbed by this.

“That is most certainly the answer.”

She could not begin to comprehend the notion of creating coins out of people. The value of coins was not tied to anything but itself, and this was meant in the most visceral sense imaginable. No. She could never have imagined this to be the case if it weren’t for the blatantly horrific truth painted before her.

Frost split her thumb open with a tooth and left a trail of coagulated blood. They merged with the upheaved ground and then arose as giant crimson slabs with a triumphant choir.

And with it burst forth a massive ring of flames.

Unlike the previous iteration which was inscribed with healing magic; these were inscribed with [I Am Fire!]. It worked as an area of denial weapon, preventing the Touch of Golds from progressing as it reduced them to cinders in mere seconds.

After all, it dealt her maximum MAG ATT with each pulse, which occurred at every 10 second interval. It greatly helped that they overlapped with one another, so when one fired off another would finish an already injured Touch of Gold.

When she was close enough to the Adventurers, she checked their statuses and confirmed her suspicions.
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They were no longer human. But they appeared exactly like their normal selves. Nothing apart from their actions were off. Even now Frost had a hard time figuring out any physical abnormalities.

The triplets had already pinned the 4 remaining adventurers within a shallow crater, ready to reap what was left of them.

They were rabid and screamed nonsensical woes at the top of their lungs. Even the most passive of the group sneered with bloodshot eyes.

The heels of their feet were charred black by the triplets, rendering them incapable of escaping. The pooled blood beneath them instantly vaporized within Frost’s smoldering presence.

Their strengths were strangely identical with one another despite their levels wildly differing beforehand. The triplets could not see this difference, but when Frost brought up their Corrupted status:

“You’re right! I can’t see their status at all!” Cer further confirmed this, watching these Hired Arms grovel beneath them unapologetically. “Hey! Red suit feline! Keep those things off us! FROOOST! – do you have any idea what we’re supposed to do against an invincible enemy!? About these ones as well!?”

The mere act of pointing their blade towards Snap was unforgivable. Not to mention that they were no longer ‘people’. They were Corrupted. Nothing more.

Therefore, they were already dead in Frost’s eyes.

They were slaughtered for not only being enemies, but to also fulfil the Suppression Requirements. The only exception was Perla who miraculously remained human.

Jury found herself riding atop the back of Snap alongside a recovering Perla. Although, Snap’s sheer speed caused her to relapse into a nauseous state.

The green value above her head flickered rapidly before it finally turned blue. What this meant was unknown, but Frost knew that it must have been the reason why they were immune to the Hired Arms attack.

“Right! Cer! We’re still waiting for whatever the hell the ‘Empowered’ is!” Frost answered, snagging one of the bodies into her maw as she fought side-by-side with the Moon triplets against the onslaught of Touch of Golds.

Unsurprisingly, the ‘person’ she devoured tasted of bitter iron.


< Stats of the Hired Arms gained >

 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Swayed Disposition >

< EFFECT: See the bargaining price to sway the hearts of others >

< Greed is but one of the universal languages >


 

It was a bizarre effect that left her wondering just what the use case was. It had no immediate effect either. For now, it was a useless ability, unlike Midas’ Conversion which she could see a proper use for.

Skills were not something she could take, but with this newfound ability it may be entirely possible.

The battle was like a glorious dance in a den of serpents. Each of them was equally capable of standing on their own against these things. They could not get within five meters without being brutally shocked, burnt or minced.

A golden pile of bloodless gore rose to their ankles, filling the crevices as the Greed Counter spat out a number of giant golden coins once again.

“GET READY TO MOVE!” Frost relayed this as the number of the Touch of Gold grew thin.


< [Stacking Wealth] >


 

< “He was obsessed with the notion of infinity. An ever-repeating value of the highest order.” >


 

< “To extract a soul. To take their magic… all to give value to their products.” >


 

The charred bodies the Greed Counter possessed were retrofitted into coins. A dozen of these massive things flew like bullets, further scarring the world which was now unrecognizable. Only bloodied remnants of the circus remained as that same musical tune played in the background of this mortal battle.

“RES! THE COINS! ARE THEY MADE OUT OF PEOPLE!?” Frost demanded to know.

“What the hell are you talking about!? Why would they be made from people!? They’re made from creatures! Like the mineral slimes we saw!” Res answered briskly, almost irritated as a massive plume of dust kicked into the air at the onset of their battle’s aftermath.

There was a short pause, however. The triplets gazed at each other as they gathered close alongside Ignis. A blue, ominous glow emerged behind the curtains of the smoke as if taunting them.

All attacks had temporarily subsided now.

“… but in the past that did happen. People were turned into coins and certain objects. So they’d have a certain value attached to them. Rumor has it that it still happens to this day. Don’t ask me why. Don’t ask me how. I’m not a damned historian. I’m a Moon. I couldn’t give less of a shit about what happens down here.” Cer dismissed this, truly caring little about the world and, what Frost finally realized, its deeply rooted corruptions.

“… what about the healers? The taking of skills? Midas? Inflow Direct? The conflicts. The experiments…?” Frost was desperate. She could only ask these as the conflict suddenly subsided.

An abnormal lulling sound then swept through as the dust cloud continued to rise, the blue light of the Corrupted becoming increasingly dimmer.

“I don’t know where you’re hearing that from. Or what you’re rambling here in the middle of a battlefield. None of that makes any sense to us.” Res shook her head, moving to Frost’s side, enjoying the warmth. “But the healers… Frost. I didn’t know if Healers went that far back. Or if they were involved with the coin creation process.”

“Mhm. This Corrupted is a strange one. The way you explain it is like they’re some sort of distorted manifestation of past events.” Ber noted.

“That’s exactly what a lot of them are. Created by emotions. Grief. Suffering. Harrowing tales. Tragedies. And now, a perversion of civilization’s greed… Ignis. What do you think?” Frost placed a hand onto the girl’s head, wanting to feel some semblance of comfort as her mind rang as if a siren was constantly blaring inside of her head.

“She doesn’t understand it. But she hates it. Because it’s a cruel monster… and she says thank you for letting her feel this warmth again.”

“Yeah… that’s right. It’s cruel.”

The dust began to settle. But the agony in Frost’s mind never subsided. Even earth’s ancient history was infested with brutality and cruelty of unimaginable proportions. But to see such a thing manifest as a monster resulting from the combined anguish of countless was intoxicatingly sobering.

And just as the visage of the creature revealed itself in its entire glory – Res then brought up an interesting detail.

“We even identified this Corrupted from the start. But we’ve never seen or heard of it from our records. You probably know it already, or maybe not, but the Arbiter’s Trumpet only activates after the Nexus has gauged a Corrupted’s threat classification.”

“Huh. So someone must have met with this Corrupted before. But they never relayed the information back.” Frost instantly understood what her words entailed, remembering a similar conversation she had with Nav inside of the Black Forest.

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking. We are not the first to fight this thing.” Cer nodded to herself as Jury and Snap joined the fray with a brilliant gust of air. “Meaning someone must’ve hid this. Or somehow was unable to relay it to the Nexus. Think it’s some accident~?”

“I don’t believe in accidents I’m afraid.” Frost muttered.

Snap, understandably, kept a considerable distance away from Frost to avoid being incinerated. It was only Ignis who could withstand the flames like it was nothing more than a pleasant… fatherly warmth.

“So… what’s the next step, Frost?” Ber asked.

And as if on cue –

“We brace ourselves!”

– The Greed Counter launched a new attack.


< [False Diamond] >

            

    
        93. Empowerment

    
    
    
    
                The world trembled under the might of the Greed Counter. The center of this dilapidated circus was upheaved by a monumental gem. It burst forth from the earth, splitting the land as cracks ran through like lightning, reaching the furthest ends of the circus.

It was massive, easily reaching up to 20 meters in height.

The giant blue diamond shimmered in the middle of the landscape, glistening with a mysterious light as Frost felt her mind begin to rattle. A sudden surge of apathy befell her, transforming into a compulsion that begged her to succumb to the inherent greed that was etched into her heart.

Although, there was little there to begin with.
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< CONDITION : The Big Blue Diamond will evaluate your worth. If its value exceeds that of your own, then you will transform into a diamond >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENTS : Know your value. Feed it coins to counteract its effect >


 

A giant counter then appeared high above the Big Blue Diamond, beginning at zero. The number then began rise in slow increments as the Greed Counter continued to convert its victims into currency.

“A-AGH! FROST! What’s going on now!?” Cer exclaimed, waving her left hand around as if it was set alight.

“My hand!?” Ber gnawed at her gauntlet, pulling them off to reveal a frightening sight.

“W-what… the hell… is this!?” Res was also under this bizarre spell.

Jury, Ignis and Snap also expressed similar concerns, realizing that pieces of their bodies were being encased by what appeared to be ice. It began at their fingertips and slowly crept upwards like a flesh-eating disease.

They were literally being transformed into diamonds.

Frost did not spare a second more as she took note of all their values. Cer’s was the lowest of them all, alongside Snap. The semi-conscious Perla on the other hand was freed from this value for some reason, and as such, remained immune to this abnormal effect.

It was entirely unknown how or why this was the case, but she suspected it had something to do with how she managed to resist becoming a Hired Arm.

“EVERYONE! We need to destroy that thing as soon as possible! All of you! Gather the coins dropped by these things and haul it straight to that thing! DO NOT ATTACK IT! Your ATT and MAG ATT is nowhere close to being able to damage it!” Frost relayed this vital piece of information. “Leave that to me! And SNAP! Take one of them around! But please focus on surviving as well!”

The triplets were like a group of tamed wolves and obeyed her every order, now immersed in the heat of battle as Cer and Ber delightfully embraced this rush. They dispersed with Snap to harvest the coins that burst forth from the heads of the innocent people here.

People needed to die for them to succeed. Although at the same time, this would not have been an issue if these people were not here in the first place. It was a dilemma of moral relativism, and she had to gruelingly ignore it.

There was nothing else she could do to save them.

Frost casted [Cleanse] but it did little to help them in this situation. The CONDITION was absolute, but they still had a clear shot of beating this. Except that it was all down to Frost, and she’d have to hit it over 200 times over to destroy it.

“Jury! Get Perla awake and try to figure out what she did to resist this!” Frost prepared herself to leave, harnessing the last remnants of her mana to use Flame of Fleeting Ember.

“I GOT IT!” Jury nodded and began to violently shake the woman. “Wake up! Paladin Perla! Please, we need you to stay with us! WAKE UP!”

“Ignis, do exactly what the triplets do and start collecting gold! Leave the fighting to me!”

“Mm!” Ignis nodded with a hum, chasing down Ber right as Frost propelled herself forward with a blazing explosion.

Her mind was wracked with various impulses as the fingers of her left hand began to burn, like they were submerged in an arctic sea. No matter what she did the diamonds never broke off, and when she bit into it along the way; “ANGH!”

Her finger snapped clean off. Even something as hard as diamond could hardly resist her maw. And to her surprise, a portion of her HP was capped off because of this creeping diamond.


HP: 283,500 | 283,500 (285,000)


But it meant little to her.

With the lives of her companions on the line, Frost’s emotions further surged and finally pushed her into the second state.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to The Second State >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


 

The void of the world beyond the heights of the circus were instantly filled with countless stars, illuminating the darkened world as the others could not help but to revel at Frost’s power as an Archetype.

The pale strands of hair flowed like ribbons as she took the simultaneous form and powers of 3 Corrupted at once.


< The Second State has manifested as the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


“COME OOOOOOON! GOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” She could only see red in the face of this giant blue diamond.

Frost crashed straight into it and began to chomp at it like a rabid dog, replenishing her mana enough until she was able to utilize one of her most iconic Corrupted attacks.

“JUST GET EATEN ALREADY!”

[Prejudice].

The shadowy bite instantly cracked the surface of this diamond as she excavated its exterior as she hacked away at it with her hands, teeth, and body. The bite somehow managed to even tear off a massive portion of the ceiling, revealing the odd emptiness beyond.

That this Corrupted had nothing to defend it from her chaotic prowess.


< [Mangled Coins] >


 

< [Stacking Wealth] >


 

Or so she thought.

The onslaught of golden hands returned all at once as Frost drenched her immediate surroundings with blood, carving her hand around the entire diamond base of the Big Blue Diamond to create an inferno of unimaginable proportions.

The ground glowed a vicious orange as a result of the combined heat. The armaments of the adventurers that had somehow found its way here became a steady orange as if plunged and beaten within a blast furnace.

Her heat was certainly reaching that point, and it became so destructive that her Unlying Tablets could only last a few seconds before perishing.

“Frost! You’re accumulating a dangerous level of Burn stacks!”

“Let me accumulate it then! If it empowers my ATT then I don’t see any problem in it!” Frost’s emotions rapidly rose because of the Burn stacks, which worked in tandem with one of the Iron Candle’s abilities.

[Fuel Are Memories]. A passive ability.

The higher her Burn stacks were, the higher her emotional state rose as well as her ATT.


ATT : 5,000

MAG ATT : 3,500


Big Blue Diamond | HP: 75,000


“JUST WHAT THE HELL DOES IT MEAN BY UNDERSTANDING OUR VALUE!? I KNOW WHAT I AM WORTH ALREADY!” Frost lashed out, watching Ignis zip by and deliver an arm-full of coins.

She threw it into its surface. They had sunk as if the diamond was made of liquid, and the value high above dropped by a hundred.

“Frost… your mind may be unstable now, but your method is correct! Jury says that Perla was able to resist this by understanding that the value of her heart was known only to herself!”

“I had a hunch that was right with all this talk of valuing people and their souls! Thank you for confirming! Tch… people were looked upon like they were nothing more than commodity. Nav… you don’t understand just how much this burns me!” Frost’s voice mellowed momentarily, the picture becoming clearer with every passing second as the notion of greed and self-depreciation gnawed at her mind.

It caused her to yearn for something. For a certain greed to arise. It was a weak sensation, but it was present, nonetheless. She could not put her finger on what this was, however.

This combined with her heightened emotions resulted in her unstable behavior and led her to repeatedly bash this mind-rending diamond like it was the source of the world’s woes.

The Big Blue Diamond yearned to sew these deep into Frost’s psyche. To cause her to doubt herself. To make her believe that she was worth exactly what it believed her to be.

Everyone… everyone’s feeling the same mental anguish right now…

“Jury’s conviction is steady. Ignis has no issue. Snap is having trouble, but at your rate you will be able to defeat it before anything can happen. However… you can hear it too?”

“DAMN IT ALL!” Cer screamed uncharacteristically as she joined Frost in the beatdown despite her futile ATT in the face of this Corrupted.

The value above her head flickered strangely just like Perla’s as Cer wove through the moat of molten rock and sent shock after shock against the cracked gem.

“Frost… Why is it making fun of me? Degrading me like it thinks it knows my story?” Cer smashed her head straight into its opaque wall, and as if by some miracle, she managed to crack it.


Big Blue Diamond | HP: 50,000


Frost’s emotions tempered as she continued to hack away at it. But the sound of shattering glass and bubbling molten rock was eerily silent.

In this strange void filled with false stars, the Moon spoke from the bottom of her heart.

“Can they call my necessities greed? When we were small… when we were nothing but little pups hung dry in the mess of Grandis… we were nothing. Had nothing but ourselves and that one stuffed teddy bear.”

Cer’s claws cracked into the gemstone as she clung close, her hair shading her eyes as this entity challenged the greed in her heart. Her fingers sank further into its walls.

Frost made it her mission to protect Cer at all costs now that every single one of the Touch of Golds moved to converge on her, like she was the most dangerous of them all.

“My big mouth got us into trouble here and there… but no matter how many times they put us down. How many times they made me eat the dirt they tread with their dirty animals –”

Cer’s body trembled. Frost had never seen a more vulnerable back before. And so, she defended it from the oncoming Touch of Golds with her life, watching the HP of the Big Blue Diamond quickly dwindle as cracks further spread from Cer’s sunken fingers.

Cer… I see. I understand why you took a liking to those women now. I never did think of you as greedy as much as you wanted to rob the casino blind. But I guess that goes to show what an outsider like me really knows about you, huh. Because anyone else would have thought otherwise.

“I agree Frost. Only a person may know their own worth. How intriguing. This Corrupted is a strange one.”

I’ve heard that a lot. In what way now?

“That it strangely seeks for the best in a person.”

Frost’s eyes widened for a moment. She could not understand why Nav believed this to be the case. After the countless blood it had shed it was nothing but a monster in her eyes.

And then, with one final shout, the crystal’s HP dropped by a whopping 25,000.


Big Blue Diamond | HP: 15,000


“– I never once thought I was worthless! YOU WILL NEVER BUY MY HEART! NONE OF YOU EVER WILL! NOT AN ATELIER, AND NEVER THAT SNAKE OF A BEHOLDER!”


< [Empowered] >


 

< Cer has become empowered! Her stats have been temporarily doubled for this encounter! >


 

A brilliant blue aura then surrounded her, appearing near identical to the ghastly, diamond visage of the Greed Counter. Except hers was beautiful, radiating the light of a moon in this desolate place. And with it, the value above her head disappeared entirely.
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        94. Subjugation of the Greed Counter

    
    
    
    
                The Greed Counter had rewarded Cer with temporary power.

It was counter intuitive in Frost’s eyes for a Corrupted to hand over strength so willingly to their foe. But the Corrupted were not beings that thrived on thought or worldly motivations.

The purpose of this was unknown, but Nav’s proclamation of it yearning to seek the best in a person was the only lead she had. In the end, there was no telling just what exactly this Corrupted was after.

But if Nav was correct, then Frost had to wonder what the story behind the Greed Counter was. Though that would have to wait. They had bigger issues at hand.

Cer’s entire body crackled with electricity as the diamond’s shell moved between her fingers like clay. The hardened exterior was no more than a façade in the face of the true diamond that was this empowered wolf.

Cer had realized her true value, and as a result, her strength temporarily surpassed even that of Frost’s. The Big Blue Diamond began to melt as chunks of its monumental body toppled like an avalanche, returning to a liquid form upon crashing to the earth.

The liquid spilled into the surrounding moat, causing superheated steam to rise.

“I’m aware of our worth. Don’t you ever try to put a number on us like that damned healer!” Cer erupted and snapped her maw rapidly, sending a massive array of electric bites that destroyed the very foundation of this false diamond.

It crumbled altogether as an electric pulse surrounded Cer, creating a near 100-meter perimeter that instantly felled the Touch of Golds. A sea of these golden creatures flailed in place as Cer easily finished off the Big Blue Diamond.


Big Blue Diamond | HP: 0


<> Ultracharged Field <>


 

Nav – isn’t that Cer’s skill!?

“I… it must be. It is possible that by being Empowered she has become partially Corrupted. Likely not, but it does not change that we can see her skills now.”

The construct collapsed into itself, creating a tidal wave that swept debris across the land. The world quaked once again as Frost tanked the electrical damage, slowly accumulating Zapped stacks as various muscles began to contract involuntarily.

It was a testament to Cer’s strength, and once the Corrupted entity fell, Frost healed her lost limb using Corporeal Restoration. The golden-pale light danced around her fingers as bone, muscle and skin slowly restored itself.

“Daaaargh! It… It hurts more than I thought!”

“But Corporeal Restoration works faster than Greater Healing, no?”

“MUCH FASTER!” Frost clutched at her renewed fingertip.

She felt every nerve scream during the process and shouted at the top of her lungs, joining Cer’s raging outcry. Res and Ber were forced to keep their distance, locked out by the immense electrical field that only Frost dared to tread.

“FROST! Let me handle this one! I always wanted to get back at the people that created that putrid liquid!” Cer burst forth with unimaginable speed.


<> Galvanic Current <>


 

“I’m Empowered, right!? Of course it’d be me! Just what the hell does this thing think a MOON is!?”

A trail of lightning followed as cracks of thunder rang whenever she changed directions. She did not run. Rather, Cer was throwing herself forward, plunging her hands into the ground and using it as leverage. The scent of ozone returned, clogging Frost’s throat as the world turned a slight blue hue.

And then, an electric maw surrounded her like a giant bear trap.


<> Electric Fang <>


 

Cer collided with the Greed Counter and unleashed hell upon its floating frame. The electric fangs snapped shut and severed countless ethereal hands, causing the giant monstrosity to stumble, losing balance as it threw more of its hands downwards to stabilize itself.

“What’s the matter now!? Regretting you ever crossed paths with me!? Ahaha! Watch me Frost! Look at how a Moon fights against these degenerate monsters!”

Cer lost herself in the heat of battle, immersing herself in combat she laid bite after bite.


Greed Counter | HP: 100,000


< “We gauged their values by injecting them with a forbidden concoction.” >


The entity was a living pinata for the inappropriately dressed wolf. If the situation wasn’t so bleak, then Frost would have found it humorous. But the number of the dead neared a hundred. Frost could not possibly laugh.

And during the chaos of Cer’s battle, Frost spotted yet another few dozen people flood through the last entrance of the carnival.

“There’s more people here!?”

“Shall I get Snap to save them?”

“Don’t! If they get hit by Corporeal Value then Snap’s going to be killed when their heads burst. Get Ignis and the others to head there! CER! I’m counting on you!” Frost thrust a thumbs up the woman.

Cer glanced behind her shoulder, her sadistic face softening at the sight. Then, she adorned a vibrant grin.

“Heh. That’s right. Leave it all to this one! Are you watching me my sisters!? You think Raoul will finally stop treating us like children after this!?”

“It’s just another Eternal Night Corrupted… don’t you ever get your hopes up with him!” Ber exclaimed in the distance. “But yeah! YEAH! Those are the bites I wanna see!” She punched at the air, investing herself into the spectacle.

“Just shut up and follow me!” Res snagged Ber by the collar and dragged her along.

Res, although her AGI was similar to theirs, was nowhere near as fast as them. She moved solely on her feet, navigating through the rubble by eliminating a series of roadblocks with her electric beams.


Greed Counter | HP: 70,000


Cer’s carnage did not relent even when she was low on mana. Her claws and jaws were enough to damage it, severing the many arms that held it upright.

“A night without the stars just needs a moon to fix the darkness of an unending night! Hah! How’s that for a line, Frost!?”

“Huh? Is she getting drunk on her power? Not that it’s a bad thing.” Frost commented as she rushed over to the spilling people.

Cer was on pace to annihilate this creature before it could convert the fleeing people into coins. They had a chance to rescue these trapped people.

However, things could never go so smoothly.

Because it stumbled again. Its entire weight shifted towards the innocent people, who were a mix of farmers, children and high-levelled Adventurers.

Frost then realized that they were part of the rescue team.

“They’re – THEY’RE GOING TO BE CRUSHED!” Frost exclaimed, increasing her speed with Final Onrush as the colossal creature tumbled like a collapsing skyscraper.

It fell almost in slow motion, upheaving the earth and showering the world with a hailstorm of debris. Frost watched various parts of the terrain become littered with these massive boulders as she dodged them well before they could even strike.

Her abnormal movement struck Ber and Res as odd.

This was the first time they had truly seen her insane predictive movements in its entire glory. Frost moved as if she had eyes on the back of her head, and now noting the countless glowing eyes that hovered above them, they realized that this was the truth.

A swarm of one thousand eyes moved with her like an extension of herself, blocking various falling stone as she finally reached a safe distance from the hysteric crowd.

“ALL OF YOU! STAY RIGHT THERE BEHIND MY SHIELD! YOU’RE GOING TO DIE IF YOU KEEP ON RUNNING LIKE THAT!” Frost commanded with a voice managing to tear through the mangled air. “THIS IS THE ATTACK TEAM! DO YOUR FUCKING JOB AND KEEP THEM CLOSE, YOU DAMNED ADVENTURERS!”

It was do or die for them. What other choice did they have? Even if they tried to outrun the falling beast to the side then they’d still crushed by it. There were a few adventurers who took it upon themselves to flee the scene, boasting the AGI to escape certain death.

“You – you’re crazy if you think we’re staying here!” Several adventurers scurried off, only for a few to be splattered by falling boulders.

“Wait! Ya bunch of fucking low lives!” A dwarven man howled.

“That… what the fuck is that barrier…?”

“That coat. Isn’t she exactly the one L.S described!? The Black Dove!?”

“We have an Incandescent Color here!? A new one!? THE BLACK DOVE! WE – WE’RE SAFE RIGHT!? YOU’RE GOING TO PROTECT US, YEAH!?”

“Just stay there and shut up! If you have any barriers then set them up! Use whatever you have on you and help us or you’ll all die!” Frost ravenously warned.

She also could not blame those that chose to run, but at the same time, there was an insurmountable rage that brewed in her heart.

A barrier made from a thousand glowing eyes floated high above, aiming to keep the Greed Counter at bay as Cer rode it down, continuing her onslaught as the others finally joined Frost’s side.


Greed Counter | HP: 40,000


< [Mangled Coins] >


 

<> Wolf Bite <>

<> Wolf Bite <>

<> Wolf Bite <>

<> Wolf Bite <>

<> Wolf Bite <>


“BER! RES! DEFEND THEM FROM THE HANDS! JURY! Wait – Jury!? Why are you and Snap here!?” Frost

“Is it bad that we want to help!?” Jury responded as Snap eagerly nodded, ignoring Frost’s command to preserve its own life and begin moving people to safety one by one.

Its presence terrified them, but they seemed to understand its intentions.

Or rather, it was likely because they had witnessed horrors far worse than a giant, fluffy spider.

Frost could not help but to softly smile at them both. She wished Jury and Snap could wander close so she could embrace them, but she risked incinerating them.

“… alright. Snap! Nav will let you know if it uses Corporeal Value! But I’m begging you, please look after yourself!”

It gave her a firm, happy salute and drove off with a few adventures aboard. With how close Cer was to finally slay the Greed Counter, it was a relatively safe bet to leave Snap to its devices. Although, Nav brought up a rather sinister suggestion just seconds before the creature fell onto her barrier.

“It would be wise to kill them all. There is a chance that they will become Hired Arms. Is it truly worth saving them?”

“NAAAAAAAAAV!” Frost roared as she physically felt the entire weight of the Greed Counter press against her, nearly collapsing to her knees as all one thousand eyes broke its fall. “THE MOMENT I STOP CARING IS THE MOMENT I LOSE MY HUMANITY!”

However, her strength alone was not enough. The eyes trembled, struggling to hold on. Her teeth painfully grinded against each other as her body quivered, the ground splitting beneath her feet.

She had only managed to slow its descent.


Greed Counter | HP: 20,000


Cer would not be able to defeat it in time.

Frost’s attention was split everywhere at once as she tried to find something – anything to salvage the situation as Snap and Jury desperately pulled people away to safety. But there were still a good number of people remaining.

Then, her eyes fell onto Ignis. The girl rushed up to Frost and presented her bone-like arm in front of her face and transformed it into what appeared to be a branching coral.

“Ignis has a skill that allows her to freely convert her accumulated biomass! She says that she wants you to show her how to do it!”

“How to – you can expand that!?”

Ignis nodded.

“Then – I’m sending my Judge’s Aids into various places! Do you think you can expand that arm big enough to hold it in place!?”

Ignis confidently nodded.

“THEN FOLLOW MY JUDGE’S AIDS! Anchor them down exactly where they are! You’ll be crushed otherwise! Send them deep underground and extend them. Like the roots of a tree!” Frost ordered, landing various glowing eyes around them as Ignis stood directly in front of her, enjoying the familiar heat she radiated.

She outstretched her right hand, and at once, various blade-like bones coated in crimson flesh sprouted out and began tunnelling right where the Judge’s Aids were. They deeply rooted themselves beneath them, creating a solid foundation right before she aimed her arm a little higher.

“The conversion process works in a mysterious way. The accumulated biomass is strongest when concentrated, hence her blade form’s immense power. The biomass can therefore also be used to spread herself thin, albeit at the cost of its strength. She wants you to look at her proudly. To see that she’s not a liability that can only hurt the people she loves.”

Gritting her teeth, Ignis released a sight that fascinated the world, and bestowed horror into the hearts of countless others.

“Extended System: Circulatory.”

Red strands of bone and flesh extended from her arm, weaving themselves into the air and branching off like a giant, twisting coral. But from afar it appeared more closely like an isolated circulatory system, pulsating with every calm beat of her heart as it nestled with the blue tubes.

The clash of blue and red reminded Frost of the countless diagrams depicting blood vessels she had combed through back on Earth. It was beautiful. So beautiful that Frost was left temporarily dazed, bewitched by the sheer scale of this branching system.

This, combined with her Judge’s Aids stopped it in its tracks, leaving it suspended high above as countless Touch of Golds hung like loose entrails.

The finale was here.


Greed Counter | HP: 5,000


< “We remember it greatly. The world wished to forget. But we couldn’t. So, she flushed all our tubes with a golden liquid to spare us from the same fate.” >


< “Our values were dictated by others. Our magic was stolen. And the drained healers were left shivering in the cold of the Frozen Springs.” >


 

Her heart sunk. In the afterglow of their triumphant victory, Frost’s mind was plunged straight back into the deepest recesses of hatred.

“Nav… the healers… were their magic stolen?” She whispered to herself, heard only by Ignis and Nav. “Is that why the healing potion exists…? And the Serums capable of healing people?”

She wove this strange utter from the Corrupted with Inflow Direct’s Serums and potions. How they were able to convert magic into liquid.

 

Greed Counter | HP: 0


“We are on the same train of thought. It is likely that this Corrupted is tied with Inflow Direct. The past… civilization, and the healers. The Wandering Healers, most specifically.”

While the world around her fell into silence, Frost placed a hand onto Ignis’ head to both comfort her…

… And to keep herself from entering the Third State.

“Nav… Nav… If… If that really happens to be the case, then I’ll personally take those Wandering Healers and have them destroy Inflow Direct. To think that I believed they were trying to protect the healers.”

The Corrupted laid there motionlessly, waiting to be devoured. But various parts of it then fizzled away into golden particles of light. They were left in a desolate world where the cadaver of this beast hung over them, and where the blue liquid waste that forever steamed within the molten pools, creeping, and claiming all that stood in its path.


< Greed Counter Has Been Subjugated >


 

< Greed Counter has been added to your collection >

< You may manifest the Active and Passive Skills of the Greed Counter when the Will of the Amalgam allows >


< The Archivist thanks you. She has confirmed that this is the second chapter in the book of Civitas Cinder >


 

< Stats from the Greed Counter gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >

< All Unique Abilities of the Greed Counter Have Been Condensed >


 

< ABILITY: The Language of Greed >

< EFFECT: Know their worth. You’ll know the price they’ll pay to defy their pride. Transform the living into coins and harness their true value >

< They spoke through coins but never through their voices >

            

    
        95. Aftermath of the Greed Counter

    
    
    
    
                There was no triumphant cheer or uplifting rally.

Only a telling silence befell the world. All eyes were glued to the mangled cadaver of the behemoth. It dangled over them with its golden entrails swaying lifelessly to a non-existent wind.

The silence marked the end of their struggles, and the end of their harrowing tribulations. They could only drown in the shadow of colossal Corrupted, which was held by a wall of stars and a massive, scarlet tree.

“Ignis. Thank you.” Frost spoke quietly, placing a warm hand onto the girl’s head. “That’s some incredible magic. Good work. You were a big help to us all.” She praised.

A really big help… Ignis’ power is insane. An extended circulatory system, huh. Makes you wonder just what other skills she has hiding behind that 500 RESIST. Probably all physiologically related in some way.

“She says it’s a surprise. Also, physiological is a strange word to her.”

“I guess it would be to a lot of people in this world.” Frost murmured, finally releasing herself from the Iron Candle and immediately began working to heal these people. “If anyone’s hurt then please come to me! The Corrupted is already dead so there’s nothing to fear anymore!”

The wax wing dispelled alongside the heat. Ignis wore a slightly disappointed face as she savored what was left of her warmth and touched her lonely head with her only free hand.

“That… that thing was a Corrupted. Gods… this was supposed to be a normal dungeon.” A woman retched, sickened by the transpired events and the gruesome scene hovering before their very eyes.

“Pull yourself together woman. Everyone! Let’s head off while we still can!” A heavily armored man exclaimed, waving a sword overhead as Frost rapidly passed him and casted Greater Healing.

The man’s eyes widened in confusion. They were all plagued with shock, and they refused to believe that those particles were anything remotely close to a healer’s magic. And yet the wounds carved into his flesh and face disappeared.

“Wait, before you go, please run me down with the situation on your end. We just watched two different groups spill from those entrances. Yours is the third. Tell me what happened here.” Frost demanded, healing the group with unmatched proficiency.

It did not matter what injury they had showed her. Her magic dispelled their pain and repaired their corporeal bodies. They were shaken by the ordeal, their eyes overflowed with terror. Some were incapable of recognizing Frost when she appeared before them, staring absentmindedly in a catatonic state.

Her touch was the only thing that garnered a reaction.

These people needed to leave, and fast. And thankfully; amongst them was the young child that she had promised to recover. But even they were not exempted by the mentally scarring process of this wretched circus.

“… I’ll ask once more. What the fuck happened here? Did you adventurers forget how to speak?” She spoke critically, and almost coldly as she regretfully stared at the young child, her gaze sweeping over to the countless others who struggled to move, the adrenaline finally wearing off.

“We – we were separated somehow by the rumbling! Before we knew it the Heart was with us! Our… OUR…”

“HEY. Calm down. It’s over now. Just start making your way out. But be careful of the mirrors. Your leaders are already dead, right?” Frost gathered from his jittery reaction.

They were on the verge of a mental breakdown.

The triplets were right with this place requiring as much mental conviction as physical strength. The weak willed could not possibly thrive here, and yet there were normal people who were entirely fine.

They were just frightened by their predicament.

“D-dead. No… no no. No. Broker and L.S are still alive in there… with that Heart. They – they held that thing back for us to escape. Something was there. Someone appeared after the rumbling.”

“Who? Who else was there?”

“Do you think we know!? I… I mean… I don’t know. None of us know! We – we just ran! Gods know how many of us didn’t make it!” The man snapped before falling into an odd lull. “How many of us… just… just…!”

“… I think I get the gist of the situation. Thank you. Go let the people outside know that we’ll be finishing shortly.”

They didn’t say another word and only nodded, far too shaken by this. And to think they were at the higher end of the ranking spectrum. Or rather, it showed just how diamond-willed a person needed to be just to face these nightmarish threats head on.

Frost had to wonder how this world managed to survive up to this point. The Beholders and their Ateliers were likely to thank. But they were also to blame for many of its tragedies.

As the people swiftly left, with the adventurers and farmers towing each other by the wrists, Frost turned to an approaching Jury with a gentle smile.

“Great work. All of you.” She gave them the thumbs up.

“Mhm. That was easier than the One Thousand Eyed Bird, right?” Jury hummed as she strode towards Frost with open arms.

However –

“Heh. So this is how you feel on a daily basis, huh Frost!?” Cer called from somewhere above, right before a streak of lighting wove through the crimson branches.

The galvanizing wolf interrupted Jury with utter ease and took Frost for her own.

She tackled Frost and dragged her along the ruined landscape, clutching at her waist, inhaling her scent like a lonely pet. Frost’s heels ploughed the earth as they eventually came to a stop.

“H-Huh!? Wait – Cer – the hell is wrong with you!?” She tried prying the woman away but to no avail, for Cer’s bolstered strength had yet to subside.

“Using my new power responsibly! What else! Hmmmm!” Cer, now having free reign over Frost, mashed her face into her chest much to Jury’s horror. “You’ve still got that cinnamon scent on you! C’mon. Praise this wolf. You see that!? I did that. Where were you during my beatdown, Frost!?”

“You do realize that strength is temporary, right? It’ll be ending soon. HEY! Res! BER! Get this wet dog away from me!”

“At least praise me a little!” Cer retaliated, deflecting Jury’s furious gaze. “What’s wrong Jury? Wolf got your tongue!?”

“You know, I always wondered why it was always a cat that took people’s tongues.” Ber hummed, fixing her gauntlets proudly.

“Idiots… this is how you two react right after this mess?” Res was unfortunately unfazed by this, meaning that their reaction here was entirely normal.

Although, there was a tinge of worry in Res and Ber’s eyes as they rushed to Frost’s aid.

“Frost. Your form hasn’t changed. That means an enemy is still nearby. Hold that thing still.” Jury said something terrifying, entirely unbecoming of the kindest person she knew.

But that just went to show how far this little troublemaker crept beneath her skin.

“Can we all just calm down for a second!?” Frost shouted at the top of her lungs, her voice echoing more than twice. “… alright. Listen. Cer. You did an impressive job. Really. If it weren’t for you then we wouldn’t have beaten it so quickly.”

“Or at all.” Cer clarified cheekily.

“Right. Or at all. Yeah… hey Cer.”

“What now? Let me take in this scent.”

“Are you –?” She wanted to ask if Cer was ok. After hearing her mental woes and subsequent conviction to battle through it, Frost had to wonder if it had taken a toll on her.

But Cer interrupted her before she could finish.

“I said let me take in this scent. What’s with you worrying about a Moon? Tch. I hate those eyes of yours. Don’t you dare take pity on me.” Cer warned, squeezing Frost till she groaned, now glaring slightly much to Cer’s delight. “Greed. Value. Worth. No one’s buying me. No one ever has, or ever will. Neither in Grandis, or within the Nexus.”

Cer’s pride was unparalleled and rose higher than Frost could fathom. The little wolf that clutched at her waist possessed a heart made of diamonds. And before long, the diamond silhouette disappeared and with it, the Empowered buff.

Frost looked down at Cer’s head. Her fluffy ears and wagging tail were cute now that she realized it. And so, she patted Cer’s head almost motherly. She half-expected the woman to retaliate but she didn’t and instead, shivered meekly to her surprise.

This is Cer, right?

“Sorry. We’ll take it from here.” Res apologized, gently taking Cer away by her shoulders. “Sis. Stay with me. Stick by our side.”

“Yeah. Yeah yeah. I know you’re both right here.” Cer suddenly complained.

“Oi. What about me? I want a praise too. You see my claws? Wasn’t that cool too?” Ber offered her head to Frost, causing her to smile wryly.

They really are just like tamed wolves.

Ber wore a pleased smile as Frost brushed her hand against her head, feeling the fluffiness of those ears. Then, Jury lined up right behind her.

And Ignis.

And then Snap.

“… you guys…” Frost deeply sighed.


* * *


Frost ate what she could of the behemoth. The golden tentacles allowed them to climb into its gaping cavity as they scoured its blue innards for their grand prize.

A Corrupted object was guaranteed to drop like the unique loot of a raid boss, and in true game-like fashion, they needed to decide who this reward was going to.

The ethereal hands were like enlarged versions of the tubes that ran down the arms of the Wandering Healers, spilling a near identical liquid. The cavity they found themselves in was precarious at best, and countless worm-like tubes squirmed beneath their feet.

The angle of the beast did not help either. Falling from this great height would result in death by gravity, or by impalement as Ignis remained below to hold the entire thing upright.

For normal people anyway.

Frost kept her emotions engaged by devouring parts of the beast as well as remaining obsessed over the connections she made with this creature and Inflow Direct.

Not to mention the fact that people were turned into coins. She even gained a skill that granted her this disgusting power.

“Hey Res!” Frost called out from across a gored chasm filled with bubbling blue liquid and the floating remnants of those the Greed Counter had snatched. “What exactly is this blue liquid!? It’s the same one that Inflow Direct uses, isn’t it!?”

“That’s the weird thing I’m trying to figure out! Inflow Direct was around for a long time. It’s probably one of the first Ateliers to ever appear! But they specialize in transforming magic into liquid. Not whatever this thing is!” Res called, severing massive chunks with her electric gaze.

“What about the healing potions!? You don’t think they took healers and took their magic!?”

“That’s highly likely! I know some Wandering Healers that had their magic stolen from them! But they never mentioned Inflow Direct’s involvement! Inflow Direct cannot steal magic!” Res replied. “But it’s also possible for a healer’s magic to outright disappear even though they still have the affinity!”

It was a confusing mess with no certain answer. It did not help that their knowledge was entirely surface level. But Frost wondered if they were talking about a certain Wandering Healer.

“You’re talking about D-13, right!?”

“Are you kidding me Frost!? Don’t even mention that bitch’s name around us!” Cer warned, wiping her jaw as she dug her hands through a small, gored tunnel. “Remember the twins when we first met!? Orh and Thras!? They used to be Wandering Healers at one point! But their magic wasn’t stolen!”

“Those two were Wandering Healers!?” Frost’s suspicion was now confirmed. She had a feeling that those claws were strange. Although… “Is that why Thras has the stringed hand?”

“They’ve just changed Ateliers. Remember Raoul!? He was their Wayfarer until things happened.” Cer revealed this interesting tidbit of information, causing Frost’s eyes to widen.

I see. So he was a Wayfarer. Now he’s a Star, if I remember correctly. That might explain why he’s mentioned to be so close to Beholder Galia, since that implies he would have been a part of Justica Arms.

“FROST! You’d be surprised how much people can change.” Cer then continued, running her hand along the still pulsating walls of this place. “You’ve seen how the healers are. All bubbly. Happy. Makes you want to kidnap them and keep them for yourself. But look at how those two are now! They’re the only Wandering Healers I’ll ever respect! Because they realized their faults. And they suffered after that realization.”

… how fucking horrible.

“So – what was their callsign when they were still Wandering Healers!?”

“You mean designation!? D-11. 11 symbolizing them as twins… I’ll never, ever forgive the people that put them there. On that train carrying all those criminals. Do you know what it takes for a healer to break? For a healer whose mind is perpetually locked as INNOCENT!?”

Cer snapped at the air, destroying major sections as tubes and liquid spilled as if a dam had opened.

“They were never the same. And now they’re so broken that they require Act X just to be able to find purpose in their lives now! And you wonder why I despise every soul beneath the Nexus!” She concluded, scowling at the bodies that floated in the liquid pool in the center.

Res quickly moved to Cer’s side, as did Ber. The woman seemed to calm down in that instance, finding solace in the comforting presence of her sisters.

“… let’s just find this thing quickly. Those two Golden Index Captains are as good as dead. Frost. Promise me that you won’t break. You of all people… should never become like them.”

“That won’t happen. Trust me, the day I break is probably the same day this world goes upside down!” Frost assured and managed to weave in a small joke.

“… good.” Cer deflated with a near minute long sigh.

Afterwards, the topic of the creation of the coins popped up. Apparently, turning people into coins was a tradition of the past to give value to the said coins. If they had a body and a soul etched into the coin, then it itself had inherent value and therefore was the most stable kind of currency…

… And this process also existed in the present, albeit only with creatures. It was a morbid twist on how games had creatures magically transform into coins. But this was no game, and Frost felt sick to her stomach, knowing that people amongst these creatures were butchered and transformed into coins.

Cer then asked her to take a coin and snap it open. When she did, she found a network of white strands holding its shell together.

It closely resembled the structure of bone marrow.

She crushed the coin in her palms and asked one final question as Cer neared their prized jewel.

“The Frozen Springs… what is that?”

“A Region far up north, just east of the Anid Region. Lots of snow. Lots of mountains. Lots of dead healers.” Ber said coldly, shivering to give her a visual. “It’s sad. But you know how the world treated them already.”

“… so why do they call it the frozen springs?” Frost asked as a faint humming sound then emitted in the direction that Cer excavated with her electric jaws.

“No one knows. But rumor has it that an Atelier used to be there until it was destroyed by Inflow Direct during a period called the Liquidation War. As for the war itself, we don’t know.” Res answered, watching Cer rapidly home into the Corrupted Object, reaching what appeared to be the heart of this creature.

“It’s a diamond brooch!? Woah. Haha! Of course greed and a diamond would go hand in hand!” Cer exclaimed, revealing a beautiful brooch with immaculate golden and blue hands curling at its rims. In the very center was a single, fist-sized diamond that radiated an incredible power.

“Here it is!” Cer held it high into the air for all to bear witness to its magnificent luster.





	 
	
< Diamond Counter >

< We must value ourselves better >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object 
	
AFFINITY : Civilization


	TYPE : Accessory



	DEF : 50
	
MAG DEF : 300


	RESIST : 50








EFFECT : Resistance to the Civilization Affinity. Cannot be swayed with worldly possessions. All stats double if opponent devalues the wearer.

            

    
        96. An Impure Encounter

    
    
    
    
                The Diamond Counter was an insanely powerful tool if used in the right hands. Frost foresaw its value shine in moments where she was not taken seriously as a Color or as the Amalgam.

However, the meaning of ‘devalue’ was muddied at best. Likewise, she also imagined that it wouldn’t activate if someone merely didn’t believe in her status. One needed to be bastardized in all likelihood.

But in the end, there was no telling how this thing functioned exactly until the opportunity arose.

Still, its stat-doubling effect was nothing to scoff at. It had every potential to turn the tide of a battle so long as the devaluing criteria was met.

In the meantime, Frost wore the diamond brooch proudly on the left side of her chest. There was some debate on who exactly would take this item. At first, she considered Cer to wield it since she was the one who defeated the Corrupted in the first place.

But Cer insisted that Frost take it on the basis that Frost’s already insane stats would benefit tremendously if the effect ever activated.

That was an extra 4,000 ATT she’d have over Cer’s previously buffed state. And 4,000 ATT alone was already within the realm of a Moon.

10,000 ATT? Or a 20,000 damage Prejudice? Now that was perhaps teetering on the edge of a Beholder.

Perhaps, huh.

The true strength of a Beholder was either much lower than she imagined, or far surpassed herself by tenfold. There could be no in between. She could only form a terribly vague image of them through word of mouth. It didn’t help that she had never seen them fight first handedly, nor could she even see their stats.

And that wrenched her heart a little. Because if Carpalis was considered to be the weakest, then she could only imagine just what the strongest were like in terms of stats.






	< LEVEL : 94 > 
	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 300,000 ^5/Min
	
MP : 28,000 ^5/Min


	AGI : 70
	RESIST : 140(+100)



	AGE : 0
	ATT :  5,000
	
ATT DEF : 2,000 (+550)


	O : 58
	D : 8



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	MAG ATT : 4,000
	
MAG DEF :  1,800 (+350)


	S : 107
	E : 55









Surely not that much more from hers, right?

Frost revealed her stats in all its glory to the group as they travelled along the recently vacated entrance, moving past shredded walls and illusive lights.

“HUH!?” Cer erupted with shock, staring at Frost’s body as if trying to figure out how a lithe woman like her possessed such insane stats.

“A-Archetypes… are built differently. That Red Giant had no idea just what it was talking to.” Ber wryly smiled, as if in disbelief.

“That’s incredible. And to think Ignis has more DEF than you…” Res trailed off, awed by Frost as Jury puffed her chest out, elated to hear their shocked voices over her lover’s power. “You wanted a comparison right? As incredible as that is, and I mean it wholeheartedly, but a Beholder is… well…”

“Putting an Eternal Night in front of them is like throwing a worm into a lion’s den.” Cer put it bluntly. “They’re the entire embodiment of an Atelier. With a technology and all that. Makes you wonder just how strong that Arbiter is.”

“So if they’re that strong then why do they leave it to you Moons? Instead of having a margin of error, their success rate can be 100% if they were involved. Aside from the obvious destruction.” Frost argued as they ventured into a massive chamber.

The stench of death immediately greeted them like a crashing freight train.

Ignis recoiled as Jury clasped her fists, with Snap’s movements slowing down as if shocked by the sight. Frost was too used to the stench for it to violate her, but it did not detract from the gruesome imagery that littered the world around them.

“How horrible… these Impuritas are unforgivable.” Jury hissed as Ignis’ slashed at a nearby, spinning target out of anger.

The wooden construct spilled the organ-less husk of a tentacle, Aquatid person. Their bones were left intact, as were their flesh. But their organs were removed, including their eyes and tongue. Even fragments of their brain could be seen smothered around their nostrils, indicating that it was dug out through their nasal cavity.

Their body was rigid as if undergoing rigor mortis, and their tentacles coilied like a fried octopus.

“Brr…” The churning noise of an old recording tape played from Snap as it carefully watched over the group. It nudged Ignis’ back with its head as if to encourage her to keep an iron heart.

“It’s a disgusting sight. And they weren’t the only one. Fucking tens of people, all impaled like animals. What were they doing here? Playing some kind of twisted circus game?” Frost gruelingly spoke, her voice so hideously deep that she instinctively caused the triplet’s hairs to rise.

“Exactly that. It’s the kind of game where you have to hit the target without hitting the person nailed. The Blood Festival are no stranger to using family members or loved ones as the target. It’s a sure-fire way to break someone.” Cer explain with folded arms, poking one of the bodies with her foot.

“Have some respect for them!” Jury snapped at her, causing the woman to sheepishly hum.

“For people you don’t even know?” Cer genuinely asked.

“That doesn’t matter. Frost taught me that even the dead should be respected.” Jury referenced the very first time they left the forest. How Frost buried the bodies of that village alongside her.

Though Jury didn’t know any of those people, she learnt through Frost that they deserved better even in death. Cer, now under the scrutiny of nearly everyone, let loose of a drawn-out sigh and returned to the thick of the group.

“You’re acting like this is your first time seeing a mass slaughter. Pretty standard practice in Grandis.” Cer shrugged.

“It doesn’t have to be normal elsewhere. Cer. Please, leave them. They’re already dead. They’re not in our way either. Let’s just hurry and eat that fucking Heart already so no one else has to suffer like them.” She was angered by Cer’s apathy, but at the same time, she could not easily blame them.

Still, that did not mean it was correct.

Frost’s moral compass was understandably less corrupted than the people of Elysia due to the prevalence of death here. She took a deep breath and briskly strode forward with the group towing behind and all 1,000 of her glowing eyes.

She used them as scouts, sending them forward as they navigated through this strange room. Nothing but the same spinning targets painted in blood, and nailed with a person existed here. The ceiling rose far and high, torn as it revealed a bizarrely black world beyond.

The circus shook again, and she could have sworn she heard the sound of a metallic screech somewhere from beyond the void. They eventually made it to another tunnel and followed it through multiple twists and turns, listening to the sound of the screeching grow louder.

And with it, so did the sound of a beating heart.

“Frost. My metaphor about the lion and the worm? It still stands.” Cer said, now leading the group as Res begged her to shut up. “Why would a lion attack a worm? It’s too much effort for such a little reward. And so what if they burrow through the soil. It’s not like it’s any of their concern.”

“Are you equating that same soil to people?” Frost growled at her, picking Cer by the collar as she dragged her close, hoisting her up till her feet were removed from the ground.

“Poor sis.” Ber mumbled.

“Hey. HEY! I meant from their perspective. You never know what goes through the mind of a Beholder. But~ I’m sure you’ll get along with that snake Galia. Her sense of justice is just like yours.” Cer pointed at Frost and grinned. “Just more brutal.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Frost plopped her back down as they made one final turn.

Her Judge’s Aid then suddenly hit a dead end, but strangely enough, she could still feel it progress forward. But she just could not see anything through it anymore. It perplexed her, and neither she nor Nav could figure out what happened to it.

“Listen. I only marginally trust Carpalis on the basis that we want the same thing. For people to live. She’s also somewhat managed by the Archetype of Hope. Hell, I didn’t even tell her that emotions can create the Corrupted, or that certain criteria exist.” Frost revealed to them, not surprising the triplets.

“Heh. Then you’ve got a brain up there. There’s no telling just what a Beholder will do with that kind of information.” Cer commented.

“That’s partially the reason. I’m leaving people I care about under her watchful eye. I didn’t want to give her any ideas if she does turn out to be evil. And besides, I have little confidence in a Beholder actually making use of my information. Not until we reach the Nexus.” Frost admitted.

“Not that you three will do anything with this knowledge, right?” She jokingly said, peeking at the three behind her with a single eye.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cer grumbled.

“No Ma’am.” Ber saluted, as did Snap for some reason.

“Not at all. We’re here to stick by your side until you safely return to the Nexus.” Res assured, Frost’s feathers ruffling upon hearing those words, much to her relief.


***


The churning sound of metal grew louder all of a sudden. The beating heart thumped like it was on the verge of a heart attack. The sounds of the awfully melodic screams played in the background as the lights of the tunnel flickered unstably.

The few Judge’s Aid that ventured forth had disappeared entirely. They weren’t killed off. They simply just… vanished.

“Something’s not right.” Frost warned.

“There’s no air circulating ahead. It’s like there’s a dead end.” Res mentioned, using her keen animal-like senses as Ignis nodded in agreement, noticing the same anomaly.

Frost visually confirmed this. Far ahead of this wide corridor was indeed a dead end. From where the people arrived from was unknown, and she had to wonder if that wall was somehow a passage straight to the heart.

“We’re heading to a dead end? So where did those people come from?” Jury questioned as Frost pointed forward.

“Likely through there… behind that wall. But I’m unsure. Hey… can spatial distortions close sections off?” Frost asked, halting all further movement.

The group remained stationary as they stared at the glowing orange wall like it was their largest threat to date.

“I’ve never heard of that happening. Unless it’s the entrance to a Corrupted Zone or similar. But that should be impossible.” Res answered, also confused. “If it was, then they wouldn’t have been able to leave so easily.”

“Are you guys serious?” Ber questioned, as if seeing the situation in an entirely different light.

She walked right up to the wall and simply punched it open, revealing that it was made of nothing but plywood.

A false wall, so to speak.

This only further confused Frost, whose Judge’s aid disappeared.

“But that doesn’t explain how my Judge’s Aid disa –”


< Leaving – Entering – Leaving – Approaching – Leaving D2 >


 

< Our coordinates are being played with. We are likely under the influence of a spatial distortion! >


 

“Wait – Everything’s mangled all of a sudden! A spatial distortion!? Here!? But there’s no train or anything!” Res exclaimed as the group rushed forth in a mad frenzy, bursting through the false wall as they suddenly found themselves in a colossal, golden arena that closely mimicked a circus stage.

“This is –!?” Jury was taken aback by the countless lights that swept along the ground as rings of ascending seats were populated by skinless animals, cheering not for the entertainment, but for their organs to become distributed amongst them.

And dangling high into the air was a chained, yellow heart. Its surface was made of grafted skin, sewn with what appeared to be either string, or nerve endings. It was a bloated, putrid mass that wobbled and flailed like a water balloon.

But deep within was not water. There were hearts. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of still beating hearts, creating a single resonating thump that visually shook the world.
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However, this was not what shocked Frost the most. There were three figures present along the stage before them in total. All were Impuritas. But one was from the Blood Festival.

And the other two, who were injured and battered beyond belief, belonged to the Golden Index.

“WELCOME, DEAREST GUESTS! So the rumors were true! A black feathered Color would be arriving to your aid, dogs of the golden devil! How despicably delectable! Oh. OH –!” A man dressed in a blood-soaked jester outfit pranced in the center of the stage, allowing the dripping blood from the Dungeon Heart to shower him.

But this man’s head was not normal. It was that of a giant, red fish. A herring, more specifically.

“AND IS THAT HE WHO WEARS THE WHITE FEATHERED COAT!? Oh. No. No oh dear no! It’s that wretched grey feathered Apostle!” His giant, fishy maw flapped open as he wrang his human-like hands around with exaggerated anger.
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“The Impuritas… the Golden Index also owns them? Those two Impuritas are the Exalted!?” Frost could not believe her eyes, her voice nearly drowned by the thunderclap of a thousand applauses.

And an approaching, metallic screech.

“Just what the fuck is going on anymore!?”

            

    
        97. Bloody Herring

    
    
    
    
                Unprecedented confusion strangled Frost’s heart as she tried to decipher the situation.

Standing before her was an Impuritas that spoke fluently as if truly sapient, rolling his hands into an extravagant bow – a hand gripping tightly across his chest, right where his heart would be.

“How rash of you to call your host something as asinine as impure! I implore you – if you understand what is good for you, oh Color, then you will stand right there and enjoy the show!”

The fish-man… no, the Bloody Herring was an ugly, red monstrosity and had the exact same deadpan, opaque eyes of a fish. It wore a jester’s hat fitted with bells that jingled with every exaggerated movement.

But it was not him alone who brought Frost’s mind to near crippling perplexity.

It was the presence of the other two Impuritas. They laid on their knees just meters away from the Bloody Herring, beaten and skewered with red, thin stakes.

One of these individuals was a man adorning red-plated armor, crafted in the image of a bulky business suit. The Golden Middle’s insignia was carved into the breastplate, as a red, razor-sharp tie dangled from his neck, dripping with his blood.

Most importantly however, was that his upper body was disproportionately larger than his lower half. Almost to a comedic level. The biology behind such a form was frankly impossible, and his head appeared flattened, with only his golden eyes visible through his helmet’s visor.

He also wore a red gemstone ring on his hand.

But this was no normal person. They were an Impuritas… and an Exalted.
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The other was a woman. An entirely normal-looking woman, albeit her height and thinness gave her a rather grave appearance. The tattered suit she wore was green and drenched in blood, and her pants were no different.

Her hair was golden, and her face carried a deathly pale complexion. The symbol of a green thumb was embroidered into her back, with a similar pair of animated tattoos found right beneath her eyes.

And despite being skewered, she wore a strange smile and silently shivered, as if chuckling to herself despite her grim fate.
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Frost’s breathing became ragged and guttural; like she was breathing in flames. She did not know why the Impuritas were a part of the Golden Index or what their intentions were. Let alone what these things were in the first place.

These… things were not like the mangled, half-constructed beings she had seen, but were actually people.

Nav… the Nexus has Impuritas amongst its ranks.

“Calm down Frost. You are rapidly approaching the Third State. We still do no know what they are.”

Now isn’t a good time to ask questions either. But I’m curious. I want to know what that thing is. What they are… and if it can’t answer me that, then these two likely will.

“Not a word spent? Not a letter spared? My condolences, dogs of the golden hand. It appears as though your beloved savior cares little of your meager existence! So, Apostle one and Apostle two! And – the pests of Grand–!”

“You’ll be gutted before you can utter the next set of verbal garbage. It’d be wise of you to keep your mouth sealed.” Frost began to inflict her Darkness stacks, gaining the Bloody Herring’s full attention as their body instinctively froze. “Fortunately for you, I feel like talking. I have a number of questions to ask of you, Bloody Herring.”

“… m-my word… Scrutiny…?” He uttered, recognizing Frost’s skill as his hand mechanically rose to his head. “… my name… in your possession…”

He began to tremble uncontrollably.

At the same time, all one thousand of her eyes flooded into the room, much to the audience’s surprise. There was chaos suddenly, and the sound of boos left the lips of these hideous creatures.

“… Black… Dove… you came?” The heavily armored Broker spoke through exasperated breaths, only just barely kept alive by mysterious means.

“… Carpalis… would never… abandon us… You… traitorous… fish.” L.S pitifully giggled.


Broker | HP: 1

L.S | HP: 1


Something was keeping them just barely alive. She had to wonder if it was a skill or an object in their possession. But it did not matter the slightest. Her empathy was at an all time low.

The Impuritas were beings she couldn’t care less about…

Not until they were proven to be anything other than evil.

“Frost. What’s the plan.” Jury quietly asked, watching the Bloody Herring continue to tremble.

“Kill everything on sight. As for the two here – leave them. I’m going to drain every ounce of information from them after this. But wait for my signal. I want to know just what the fuck these things are.” Frost relayed.

Now was an opportunity to finally get some answers, and just as her luck would have it, perhaps right from the very source. She took a few steps forward, holding her palms out as she tapped the shoulders of the fallen Captains.

Frost was not an idiot to not notice the Bloody Herring’s AGI.

Therefore, Frost wanted to present herself as a healer. That way, there was a chance that she would be devalued from her actual worth which was the all-devouring Amalgam.

“[Greater Healing]. I have questions I want you to answer. Answer carefully. That heart will disappear should you lie.” She warned, the tension growing so thick that any sudden movement would set off an instant bloodbath.

The others were more than ready to annihilate this damned circus. They just needed a trigger. Frost stopped only meters away from the Bloody Herring, her gaze bestowing the pressure of entire worlds onto this disgusting Impuritas.

And yet…

“… a…” A small sound came from his mouth as he cupped his mouth.

“… ah… aha… ahahahah. AHAHAHAHA!” The Bloody Herring suddenly disappeared, appearing atop the furthest end of the grand chamber as the mangled crowed laughed along hysterically.

“FROST! NOW!?” Cer shouted from the top of her lungs, already running straight towards the giant heart.

“DO IT!” Frost, realizing that this being had nothing of worth to say, chose to raze this place down to cinders. “His speed is 150! But his ATT won’t be able to puncture through your DEF! SNAP! Don’t stop moving!”

They instantly burst into action and began to unleash hell upon the heart, while Ignis chose to enter the audience’s section to conduct her slaughter. These things that preyed on people and bared no other thought than to kill were greeted with a similar fate.

Jury dragged her claw around, reducing these monsters to ribbons as their skins flailed to an invisible wind. The triplets in the meantime focused on the heart, rupturing its outer shell as countless beating hearts spilled into the arena.

They were crushed beneath the feet of Frost’s companions, although Jury was careful enough to minimize her damage… even though their owners were already long dead.

“Splendid… truly SPLENDID! Our Gear friends never miss with their interpretations of fate! A powerful healer! One with Scrutiny! A healer, a Color – and an Apostle! The catch is quite MARVELOUS!”

Her feathers constantly rustled no matter what the Bloody Herring said.

His laughter devolved as Frost impatiently awaited the effects of the Diamond Counter, but nothing occurred.

Any idea how to get it working?

“It does not know of your true value. Perhaps that’s the condition.”

Good call. I have a doubt this piece of shit Impuritas is going to cooperate.

“You know of Scrutiny. You know of the white feathered man. You knew of our approach. But you only still know so little. You do not know me.” Frost began, grinding her foot into the dirt as she stared defiantly at the putrid creature.

Her voice cut through the metallic screech, the music, and the sound of bloodshed altogether. Frost feared little. To her, she had already gone through the worst; being the events that transpired in the Black Forest.

“But you don’t know me. I am the Archetype of Amalgamation. The Amalgam, owner of the Floor of Amalgamation. The Corrupted beyond the safety of your tiny chamber here was devoured my myself.”

“Ah.. Ahaha! Do… do you… DO YOU THINK THAT WE, THE PUREST BEINGS IN ALL OF THIS IMPURE WORLD, ARE AS MORONIC AS THOSE THAT POLLUTE THE MINDS AND HEARTS OF COUNTLESS!?” His face burst open, revealing multiple red stakes made from blood.

They rigidly moved like many tongues, screeching like metal as they rubbed together. Frost prepared herself for imminent battle, honing her senses entirely as she prepared for the Diamond Counter to double her stats.

However –

“Perish the thought! The Amalgam lays within a dark hell. You, Black Dove, are no Archetype. Our dearest most esteemed friend has already done the deed. The Gears have passed along that pitiful person’s woes.”


< Diamond Counter condition met. Stats are now doubled >

< Annihilate that Impuritas! >


 

< … Frost? >


 

Frost didn’t move. Her eyes were ripped wide as her face panned upwards; her heart beating far louder than the thousands combined all around her. Her hands began to tremble, as the ground suddenly cracked under the sheer weight of her rage.

… so the betrayal was premediated by these things as well…

Betrayers… with Iscario… the Impuritas…

And to think I wanted to speak to it… like it was anything other than a monster.


 

< The Second State has manifested as Wrath >


 

She could no longer hear Nav speak. Neither could she hear anything else for that matter.

To see… No, to have one of these beings who were involved with her betrayal right before her eyes infused her spirit with insurmountable rage. They may have not been the culprit, but to speak gleefully of her suffering, and to express Iscario as a good friend of theirs did nothing but enrage her.

“How they watched that village perish, skewered by the rods of purity! How they cried and screamed on that blessed night! For our rightful happiness, that Amalgam will suffer eternally in that void of justice!”

A boiling point rapidly approached, and with it, her emotions rose to tremendous heights.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the Third State >


< There are no Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted to borrow skills from >

 

< The Third State has manifested as Wrath >


 

“The Amalgam is a name of the past. I can understand why people would believe that you would be the Amalgam, ‘healer’. Speaking of Healers! I believe Leitmotif would adore another tortured healer into their grand composition –”

Something deep within Frost broke.

The ground suddenly split

She disappeared in the blink of an eye, a testament of her 140 AGI. The air exploded behind her, showering the world with debris as she flew straight for the Bloody Herring, hoarsely shouting:

“SO YOU WERE ONE OF THE BERAYERS! YOU WORKED WITH ISCARIOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Frost used her body as a weapon in the truest sense, pulverizing straight through the plywood walls behind, unleashing Prejudice. The shadowy aberration devoured another twenty layers, puncturing straight into rock and flesh-like sediment.

An entire cavern was carved out from this one attack. The Diamond Counter did not only enhance her stats, but also her skills that had a set damage range. The gouged, 20-meter-wide cavern was the result of a 20,000-damage bite.

But Frost did not stop to observe or bathe in her destructive power. She had missed by a considerably wide margin.

She clawed at the ground and flung herself straight in the direction of the Bloody Herring. Her omnidirectional sight made it impossible for her to lose sight. He rapidly fled through the same tunnel they emerged through, screaming in profound terror:

“You – YOU ARE NOT A HEALEEEER! That speed – you – GET AWAY FROM ME! They – the Gears did not foretell of that strength!”

“WHY DID I HAVE TO SUFFER!? WHY WAS I BETRAYED!? FOR YOUR HAPPINESS!?” Frost did not pass through this tunnel.

Rather, she plunged straight through its walls, crashing into each following one along the tunnel as it collapsed into itself. She flung Prejudice after Prejudice, tracking the Bloody Herring on pure instinct alone as she finally burst through into the dungeon’s main cavity.

“It’s… it’s dead. You – Those Moons! And to think that you – YOU would erupt in madness for some being you have zero relation to! That power… may the Pages rob you of that, you insufferable lunatic!” His speed was only 10 more than hers, and yet he moved in an incredibly jarring way.

While Frost was able to perfectly track his movements, she was incapable of predicting or even targeting his next immediate direction. As a result, Frost found herself crashing straight into walls, the ground and into the felled carcass of the beast, dragging its entrails around like ribbons.

“WAS IT SO WRONG FOR ME TO LIVE!? IF MY MERE EXISTENCE IS THE BANE OF YOURS, THEN ALLOW ME TO PROVE IT! SO, STOP RUNNING AWAY FROM ME!”

Dismissed Confession would work well against this slippery fish, but the very fact that she couldn’t target him made it impossible to use it. When she thought she was at the cusps of obliterating him, he had already disappeared from her direct line of sight.

It was like he was leading her astray with his movements, like the red herring he was. It perhaps explained why she was incapable of perceiving his movements properly with her foresight. There was something awry, either due to a skill or an innate ability that rendered her foresight effectively useless.

It also did not help that she couldn't keep her two eyes on him for more than a few seconds, which was the prerequisite of activating her foresight in the first place.

She listened closely, hearing the sound of coins chatter somewhere on his person. Suddenly handfuls of coins were being distributed haphazardly across their new battlefield.

“To waste – To make me WASTE these precious coins of mine! IT IS FUTILE! You have no idea just what you are dealing with, Color! You are of pure heart too, correct!? We pure beings are driven by our hearts! But look at you, driven by nothing but emotion!”

The fallen coins exploded both beneath and midair like landmines. Frost’s prowess allowed her to easily dodge these attacks as she let loose Prejudice after Prejudice, carving the entire chamber until the ceiling itself began to collapse with a deafening screech.

She returned to the Greed Counter whenever her mana was drained, and she even dragged massive chunks of it behind her like an oversized satchel, snacking on it whenever necessary.

“MY HEART IS WHOLE UNLIKE YOURS, FILLED WITH ALL THOSE STOLEN HEARTS OF OTHERS!”

“My heart – My heart is truly whole! I will admit that at one point it was quite patchy, and I was indeed a slave to emotion like you, but you will understand our purity! Our hearts that carve us! Our hearts created by the seeping, concentrated tragedies of those Ateliers the world worshiiiiiiiiiiiiips!” His woes were drowned by the collapsing ceiling, dashing through the newly terraformed landscape.

Frost’s feather rustled endlessly. Even when he didn’t speak it continued to rustle.

“YOU, THE ATELIERS, THE IMPURITAS – THERE IS NO DIFFERENCE!” She asserted. “EXCEPT THAT YOU ARE ALIGNED WITH THAT BASTARD!”

The coins did not release a shockwave much to her surprise. Rather, they simply caused whatever was caught within its area of effect to disappear without a trace. Sterile craters littered the entirety of the earth as massive chunks of the Greed Counter vanished, as if cleanly scooped by a giant spoon.

She flung herself upwards using the remaining walls, clambering like a deranged monkey. Her fingers sunk ever so easily into the walls, like they were merely made of clay.

The Bloody Herring swiftly wove through the oncoming debris whilst Frost simply crashed into them, chasing him like an unrelenting predator as they witnessed the entre main cavity of the dungeon collapse into itself, revealing a world devoid of light.

But beyond this plane of existence were the immediate plains of Brandar… except they possessed the same craters created by the exploding coins.

The thousands of people outside were nowhere to be seen. All had disappeared, with fragments of their belongings left behind as a reminder of their existence. Others had various limbs feeding the grass their rich blood.

Frost only now realized that the source of the explosions throughout their battle with the Greed Counter were due to these coins. Prior to entering the Dungeon, she remembered people spilling these coins on ‘accident’.

And this was most certainly the result.

“S-Splendid! The events are wrapping up nicely! Our materials have successfully been delivered! Oh goodness! And we were wondering how much longer it would be until we’d start cannibalizing each other like the angered flesh!”

Frost plummeted from her great height whilst the Bloody Herring remained above. The red needles protruding from his gaping mouth had perched him over a hundred meters above like giant, thin tripods.

The world shattered one last time as Frost crashed into the felled ceiling, landing in a pool of blue liquid.

“FUUUUUUUUUUCK!” A torrent of bubbles left her lips.

“But alas, we all have a train to catch! The next time we meet, oh Black Dove, I fully expect you to have become as pure as myself, or as another instrument for my benevolent friend, Leitmotif. Her collected healers would love to see a new face.” His voice was muffled by the liquid as Frost thrashed her way to the surface.

The metallic screech was ever prevalent here. So prevalent in fact that Frost only had moments to realize just what this sound was. Her heart skipped several beats as she swallowed gallons of this mysterious liquid.

NAV! ARE THE OTHERS OK!?

“They are safe for now the heart is almost destroyed, however –!”

But before Nav could utter another word, and just as Frost surfaced –

– An Express Train came crashing through the remnants of the dungeon, following the rail that intersected it. Frost only momentarily saw this occur, watching the entire length cleave through the mounds of debris and gore, right until it reached the center of the fallen chamber.

Then, the world instantly shifted to a rocky cavern. The train suddenly slammed straight down as its speed came to a deadly halt. Frost watched the events unfold in slow motion, seeing many tens of people fly straight out of their seats and crash into the furthest ends of their compartment.

Paste could only describe what the bodies were reduced to after countless mangled thuds emerged from within, likely killing everyone aboard.

The world then changed again like a slideshow before the world turned black.

There were no screams. No music… and no sound, for that matter.

All that appeared before her eyes in this blank world was a prompt.


< Leaving the City of Diamonds | Epiderma D3 >

< Entering D2 | Derma >


 

And then, she was greeted with red and gold.

            

    
        98. Jury's Perspective Before the Disaster

    
    
    
    
                Minutes before disaster struck –

Frost’s relentless game of cat and mouse caused debris to hail upon the golden arena. Plywood, stone, and gore carved from the walls of this seemingly subterranean space plummeted, pulverizing the scattered hearts like crushed pomegranates.

Jury guarded her face as blood squirted in all directions, as did sparks from her claws as she dragged it along the stands, tearing these putrid beings apart like they were no more than sentient fabric.

A bloodbath played out in the background as Ignis made quick work of the Reorganizers, all the while the triplets bombarded the heart with an array of electrical attacks.

There was nothing present that could fathom inflicting even a single scratch on themselves. A one-sided massacre perfectly portrayed their rabid prowess as Jury stopped for a moment, observing the cavernous wound Frost had inflicted prior with Prejudice.

Then, she turned to the collapsed tunnel where clumps of rocks bled.

Is Frost going to be ok!?

There was little else that mattered more to her.

And despite knowing how powerful Frost was; this enemy had managed to creep underneath her skin. It was the first time she had seen Frost display such an insatiable hunger to kill. The only thing that came close was whenever she spoke of that betrayer.

“Frost is not responding. My words only fall on deaf ears. She’s experiencing the same throes she first experienced under the Will of the Amalgam’s power.” Nav expressed, causing Jury’s face to contort in worry. “But she’ll be fine.”

She can’t be fine if she’s not listening to you! Please, keep trying to get a hold of her!

She deeply understood Frost’s heart. How she always aspired to remain strong, despite the unfair situation she was always put in. Jury vividly recalled the first time Frost broke down into tears back in the Black Forest following her first ever rampage against the Accusers.

She never wanted to see her like that ever again.

Jury spring boarded herself into the air after swiftly pounding the ground with her tail. The one thousand Judge’s Aids were still present in this bloodied circus stage, and she used them to slingshot from eye to eye with immaculate prowess.

Her body naturally contorted and arced into aerodynamic forms as she made passes at the golden Heart, shredding its grafted shell with her blackened claw.


Dungeon Heart | HP: 50,000


“Frost thrives under immense emotional pressure. But I also share similar sentiments. We may be reaching uncharted territory. That Impuritas has an uncertain connection with Iscario. We always believed him to be a lone actor in Frost’s betrayal.”

Nav shared its insight into Frost’s fury. In the meantime, Cer threw herself straight into the Heart by merely biting at the ground. The electrical maw did not pierce through the hardened dirt. Rather, it slid along it, dragging its teeth along the ground as it suddenly jerked shut, throwing Cer upwards.

I don’t understand why they’d want to hurt Frost though! What did she do to them in the first place!? Frost – she… didn’t she arrive in this world not long ago?

“That she did. And Ignis states that people will hate you not because of who you are, but because of ‘what’ you are. I’m sure you understand that particular sentiment.”

Jury hung from one of the Judge’s Aids for a short moment, her eyes scanning the battlefield. She was met with a cruel stare from Ignis, and a sadistic grin from a nearby Cer.

As Demi-Humans, it did not matter if they were good people or not. What only mattered was that they were Demi-Humans in the eyes of the people in Grandis, and therefore, were subject to life-long anguish.

… I do. Even as a Corrupted I do remember what happened during those long 26 years.

Jury also suffered similarly for her ambiguous appearance. Throughout the years she spent protecting outsiders from the skewered beast of the Black Forest, she had always found herself subject to their prejudices.

Just because of what she was.

How… how do they even know what the Amalgam was supposed to be in the first place? How could have they judged Frost when they didn’t even exist prior!?

“The Archivist is also deeply curious about Frost’s existence.”

Please tell me in what way!

“That Frost is familiar to her in some capacity. She’s certain of it now after our battle with the Greed Counter. For context… the Archivist has existed for 350 consecutive years. Her memories likely fall further back. Yet Frost has existed for less than a quarter of a year.”

Jury’s eyed widened at this revelation.

The Archivist knew Frost!? Is that why she’s talking so much all of a sudden– Angh!?

“OI! Jury! Stop hanging around and lend us a hand! Or claw! Tch!” Cer complained, snapping Jury straight out of her minor trance with a small electric shock. “RES! Hurry up and get those Captains out of there! The chains are giving way!”

Metal shrapnel fired as the giant chain links snapped. The imbalanced load within the Heart caused it to tumble in turmoil, beating frivolously without a care in the world as its HP rapidly plummeted.

And with it, so did the Heart with a tremendous crash.


Dungeon Heart | HP: 10,000


Res was lucky enough to drag the still impaled Broker and L.S away to safety, watching the Dungeon Heart’s skin ripple like fabric in a turbulent storm. Ber swiftly joined Cer within the Heart and began to violently electrocute everything within, eradicating all the little hearts until only the golden skin remained.

“Just like those bouncing hearts, huh?” Cer commented on the exploded hearts.

“Yep. Just like them. But if they really were, then we’d all be dead. The Big Red Heart killed a lot of Moons.” Ber nodded, folding her arms victoriously as Cer finishing off the Dungeon Heart with one final, shocking nibble.


Dungeon Heart | HP: 0


“Idiot! You moron! You fucking dumb doppelganger mut!” Res suddenly laid down a number of slurs, contesting with the groans of Broker as both the Golden Index Captains had their HP drop to 1 again. “Where is your situational awareness!? We are not the only ones here! Have some respect for the members of the Ateliers!”

“You didn’t do it earlier? It’s fine, it’s fine. They won’t die unless you cut them off from that ring.” Cer shrugged, caring little for them. “A perk of having your soul taken by that Demon. But you think I’ll get rewarded for this kill?”

“With a wire scrub. Little wolf, please be careful in the future. They may be Impuritas, but they’re still with the Golden Index.” Jury reprimanded as the Dungeon Heart was finally felled.

“Impuritas huh. They look like any normal weirdo to me.” Cer confirmed. “And stop laughing, Laughing Stock.”

“Ahaha. But I cannot… help it.” The tall woman gleefully groaned.

The dungeon immediately began to tremble again.

To Jury and Ignis, it seemed like it was the natural sequence of events. But the same could not be said for the triplets, who instantly swallowed their anger and looked upon each other.

They were wracked with confusion.

“… did they send the Liquidators already? How kind of Caldera Industries. But you’d think they’d wait until everyone was vacated.”

“I find it hard to believe that they’d destroy a dungeon so quickly without confirmation of the Heart’s defeat.” Res thought otherwise, realizing that something dangerously unnatural was beginning to unfold.


< Leaving – Entering D3 | Epiderma >


“A spatial distortion!?” Ber blurted out.

Somehow, with no apparent existence of a train or a Caldera Industries machine, they were under the influence of a potentially disastrous spatial distortion. The metallic screeching was ever present all around them, and from their knowledge, trains did not make such a sound.

Jury’s ears flapped as the animal ears of the others folded. It became borderline unbearable, inflicting damage upon them as Res instantly fell to her knees and began patting at the ground.

What’s going on now!?

“Possible spatial distortion. On a wide scale.”

You mean enough to encompass the entire dungeon?

“Likely. I’ve had Snap leave the dungeon to investigate the outside –”

An unparalleled quake nearly caused Jury to lose her footing. It sounded like the entire dungeon had caved into itself, causing Ignis’ already angered face to sour further.

“Get on the ground Cer! Ber! Something’s underneath us!” Res exclaimed, instantly prompting Cer to dig up the dirt with a single bite.

Jury cleaved through the resulting cloud of dust with her thick tail, instantly dispersing it as Nav continued to speak.

“… Jury. I have some unfortunate news.”

What is it? Tell me. Please tell me! Hurry!

“The thousands of people beyond have disappeared. Craters litter the immediate area. The sky is pitch black, and there is but one exit left that connects to the rest of Brandar. I’ve urged Snap to evacuate on Frost’s behalf. I truly fear for the worse.”

… the counterfeit coins that explode. Don’t tell me –!

“Coins!? What the fuck are so many coins doing here!? Res! Explain that!” Ber was immediately taken aback, finding a bed of coins layered deeply beneath them, like some sort of unnatural layer of sediment.

“GET AWAY FROM THE COINS!” Jury yelled for what seemed to be the first time, swiping every single one of them away with her tail.

And it was in that very instant where an abnormal chain reaction of explosions began to devour the circus, leaving only a vacuum behind in their immediate wake. Air was instantly sucked into the absent space, creating miniature suctions that began to painfully drag L.S towards the growing explosions.

“Hehe… oh no… Ahaha. Is this where I die?” She giggled to herself, saved only by Jury who swept her up in passing, wrapping her body with her tail. “Oh…? My savior! Are you perhaps an angel in disguise!? A travelling stockbroker who bails me when my assets fall under my safety net!?”

Jury did not share a word with this… completely normal person. Neither did she really understand her analogy.

The razor-sharp barbs dug into her tail, drawing blood. The strength of her tail was immense and could easily carry several people simultaneously. But not large enough to carry Broker along, which was left under the care of the triplets.

“Hey… you’re seeing what I’m seeing as well, right!? The coins are making spatial distortions!” Cer could not believe her eyes as the group attempted to flee the immediate scene, only to find that the chamber itself was being eaten by these explosions.

Not only that, but the world was suddenly anatomically incorrect. The floors were displaced and walking in any given direction would result in them appearing up to dozens of meters away.

It was a like a spatial maze, and it was utterly impossible to for their minds to decipher it.

If a normal person were to glance into this shattered world, then their mind would undoubtably break.

“These coins are loaded with the spatial distortion phenomenon!” Res exclaimed, her voice appearing in every simultaneous direction, right before Nav shared one other piece of information.

“An Express Train is passing through! Snap was able to briefly analyze the train on passing! It’s uncontrollable!”

“Don’t kid yourself Res! That’d mean they either have some kind of skill, or a technology similar to Caldera Industries!” Cer shouted at the top of her lungs, the shattered world disappearing. Everything appeared like there was a layer of cracked glass in front of their eyes.

“Ignis! Are you ok!? Is everyone still here!?” Jury cried out, competing with the others who desperately tried to reunite with one another.

Segments of the fragmented world plunged into total darkness one by one.

“Ignis has been taken! It is indeed a spatial distortion! She’s found herself in a strange place of red and gold!”

“WHERE!?”

“The Derma layer!”

“Wait – What if it is the same technology? Trains have been going haywire as of recent! You don’t think this has something to do with it!?” Cer came to a frightening realization. “With all the technologies going –!”

“CER!

“CEEEERR!”

A unanimous cry sounded from the remaining wolf triplets. It wasn’t anything Jury had heard before. It was chilling. Desperate. Almost as if they were on the verge of tears.

“WHERE DID YOU GO CER –!”

“BER!? Ugh… No. No no no. AAAAAAGH! JURY! IT’S JUST US!” Res deeply lamented, only managing to make Jury out from the distorted scenery, seeing her body in almost 15 different places. “IN ALL LIKELIHOOD WE ARE HEADING INTO THE DERMA LAYER! WHATEVER YOU DO, PLEASE TAKE CARE OF MY SISTERS IF YOU FIND THEM –!”

Res vanished unceremoniously.

Jury didn’t know if she was even inside of the dungeon anymore.

It was silent. Dark. Lonely.

The world had turned black as nothing but a bitter cold swept across her flesh. Even L.S had disappeared from her grasp, and with it, so did a quarter of her tail, which profusely bled, before it shortly ceased as the muscles contracted tight enough to keep her blood contained.

“… Frost… everyone… Nav. What’s happening anymore?”

Jury solemnly spoke these words, but nothing left her lips.

Like there was no air here to transmit sound, and yet she was able to breathe normally. She was somewhat acquainted with how physics works in a way thanks to the books of Frost’s homeland.

But she couldn’t care less about it here in this void.

Because there was nothing she wanted more than to spend her precious time with Frost… and the others. And it was all taken away again.

“Stay safe. All of you.” She begged from the bottom of her radiant heart, clasping her hands together almost in a prayer.

“Jury. Please be careful. The Derma layer is where Beholders, Stars, Moons and the Exalted have ventured to and never returned from.”

Nav warned not just to her, but to all those Blessed by the Amalgam.


< Leaving the City of Diamonds | D3 | Epiderma >

< Entering D2 | Derma >

            

    
        99. The Derma Layer

    
    
    
    
                Drip.

A single droplet of a blue liquid dribbled from Frost’s chin.

It stained the dry, coarse stone beneath her feet as she swiftly tried to regain her bearing in this deep subterranean place.

Nothing but jagged walls surrounded her. They were lathered with a strange coat of red, with golden and silver veins, rich in minerals. A cavernous pocket best described this bizarre location that only the Blessed knew as the Derma layer.

Drip.

Another drip fell from elsewhere. Not a single breeze swept through, and dusty minerals puffed into the air with every fine movement. Just merely breathing was enough to awaken the sleeping layer of dirt.

The cavern itself was approximately tens of meters in height, and around a few hundred in every cardinal direction. It was massive and saw plateaus and other natural rock formations rise like blades.

But those were not stalactites. And neither did stalagmites exist, indicating that this cavern was effectively isolated from the Epiderma layer above. Either that, or this was a freshly carved cavern, although it was unlikely judging by the layer of undisturbed dirt here.

Though these meandering thoughts were only present to distract her from the rage that continued to gnaw at her chest like a stubborn flame.

“DAMMIT!” Frost pulverized the wall behind her. A sunken crater formed as dust bled through its cracks. She could not believe that she had allowed the Bloody Herring to escape her grasp. “How… Just what kind of skill did it have!? My foresight – my coat! It’s like it was leading me astray!”

Her voice echoed like a demonic throe. The crackling of the loose rock continued to play as dust spilled over her shoulders like a grey waterfall. Her form slowly began to return to normal now that there were no longer any threats in sight.

Frost resisted the urge to destroy this innocent wall, her balled fist trembling as if restrained with invisible chains. Her inability to snap up that Bloody Herring grinded at her heart to no end.

It was weak. Terribly weak. A single hit would have sufficed and yet she was unable to land her most powerful skills.

Her fist eventually fell to her side as she stepped away from the gushing dust, blasting her feathers clean as her hair finally returned to its short, messy form. Her eyes illuminated this darkened place, which was only lit up by the strange, red glow of an unknown material.

If it weren’t for her eyesight, then she would have never realized that this place was a cavern. But she had groveled in darker places. This kind of limited light was nothing to her…

And nothing to Jury either.

Frost let loose of a quivering sigh unlike herself when Jury came to mind. Her frustration instantly shifted to concern as she immediately consulted Nav regarding Jury and the others.

“Jury and Ignis are alive. Snap is rapidly returning to the City of Diamonds to seek information. Possibly help.” Nav swiftly answered as Frost clutched at her heart in relief.

“Snap managed to escape?” Frost whispered, now venturing into the foreboding darkness, approaching the edge of her plateau.

Drip.

Something else was dripping here, and it was not water judging from the lack of speleothems. The cavern was sterile in a way. Cleansed, and left to rot to the ebbs of time in complete isolation.

“I ordered Snap on your behalf. I assumed it was what you would have wanted.”

I see. Thank you. And… I’m sorry I couldn’t hear you.

“Your apologies mean nothing to an enigmatic existence like myself.”

Enigmatic or not doesn’t mean I shouldn’t treat you like a person. I hope you’ll understand some day… Hey, what about the triplets?

“Ber is currently with Ignis. And unfortunately, it is only her who has been sighted.”

Cer and Res are down here with us well, right?

“Indeed. Likely a thousand more.”

This can’t get any worse, huh. But I’m surprised. I was expecting to get swarmed by Impuritas monsters the second we arrived. But nothing’s happened. This place… it’s lost.

Frost, teetering on the edge of this place, took in the sight of the cavern once more, spotting the source of the dripping sound with mournful eyes.

It was the wreckage of the express train.

Drip.

Blood dripped from the shattered windows of the train, which had found itself turned onto its side. The entire nose of the train was crushed like a tin can. The stench of death was ever prevalent, and she could not help but to feel unnerved by such a tragedy.

It’s awful. Nav. We’re in a cavern, somewhere deep underground. And I’m looking at the same train… I don’t think anyone’s alive in there.

“I am afraid that it is highly doubtful… but for your heart’s sake, I do hope for the best.”

And so, Frost dropped meters down and rushed to the train in hopes of finding a survivor… as unlikely as it was. The train itself was wedged between boulders and pillars of stone.

The stench of bitter iron was unbearable even from the outside. It worsened when she jumped on top, the metallic thud reaching every corner of the cavern like a banshee’s scream. Her size allowed her to fit into one of the shriveled windows as she began to call out for any survivors.

But she was only greeted with the harrowing drips, and the sound of moist squelching as she landed on a small mound of gore. Her heart sank to the immediate sight of unidentifiable bodies, all pilled up at the sunken end of the compartment.

Tens of mangled bodies were effectively reduced to paste, with entrails latching onto the walls and seats, decorated like grotesque crimson tinsels. Most of these people were thrown from their seats and were severed in half by the table.

There was no question about just how powerful the force of impact was, not to mention the sheer power of the manipulated gravity. It was not the first time she had seen such a sight, but it still never failed to disgust her from the very depths of her gut.

“Hello? Is there anyone still here? Hello!?” Frost continued, breaking through the doors of subsequent compartments where she was greeted with the same exact sight. There were children amongst them, strapped to their seats with their necks snapped.

“The price of manipulating a worldly law. Gravity is a dangerous fire to tame.”

A price, but I don’t believe Caldera Industries is to blame here. The Impuritas had a hand in this. I’m sure of it. They had some sort of goal. To collect people if that ‘eat or cannibalize’ phrase is anything to go by…

“You trailed off.”

… but I don’t know how much I can believe anything that left those fucked up lips of that fucking fish. To think Iscario had a hand in with these things. The supposed Prince of the Kingdom of Puritas, working with the Impuritas… can it get any more hilariously skewed?

“The perfect irony.”

Frost concealed her rage, paying every ounce of respect to the fallen as she cleared out the entire train, save for the final compartment. She burst through the door, pushing bodies away as she stepped over the horizontal door frame and stumbled across a hanging figure.

“Ahaha… hello… Black Dove. Have you come to save me in this gauntlet of bloodshed?”

It was L.S.

The Impuritas acquainted directly with the Golden Index. She hung from a window above, her long legs hooked outside as her hair dabbled into a pool of blood like a paintbrush.

The already on edge Frost was close to cleaving her head off just for being an Impuritas. But there was something else. Something that brought her to another near melting point.

“Calm down Frost –!”

“Where the fuck did you get that tail from!?” Frost grabbed L.S by the throat and dragged her straight inside, snapping her legs in the process as she doused her with Greater Healing.

There were far worser fates than death. Among them would be in the hands of a violent healer like Frost, who had every potential to keep a victim suffering perpetually. This was no grueling brawl. It was a one-sided interrogation.

And from a healer of all things.

The woman only giggled in response, but between each breath was a certain cry of pain. There was confusion in her golden eyes as she found herself at the mercy of a healer.

What was wrapped and impaled around the red spines was a piece of Jury’s fluffy tail. Frost could only presume the worse as she took L.S and pinned her against a wall. Her crumpled legs easily closed the massive height difference, although, it mattered little when Frost’s strength alone could have easily made her kneel.

They flailed like no more than bags of sausages, with her trousers serving as the half-burst casing.

“You’re part of the Golden Index and yet you’re one of them! What the fuck is an Impuritas like you doing with them!? Staining every little fucking thing you touch! Give me a single reason as to why I shouldn’t just kill you right now!”

“Frost! That is no fault of her own! Jury tried to save her! Do not put Jury’s efforts in vain!”

“Then Jury’s too kind for her own good. Just look at what you did to HER TAIL!” Frost rocked the woman, stabbing the many rods deeper into her body as she screamed and giggled.

“FROST PLEASE LISTEN TO ME!”

“Black Dove… are you perhaps a traitor as well? Ahah… Ouch… Ouch ouch ouch. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Frost twisted the barbs that riddled the woman’s body.

Her HP never dropped below 1 no matter the injury. Frost could not see this person as anything other than a monster after having been faced with the Bloody Herring. For all she knew these people were also involved with Iscario’s plot.

“Traitor!? Like Iscario!? Like you!? For all I know you’re with that Bloody Herring, plotting something against the Nexus!”

“Wait wait wait wait. Ouch ouch ouch ouch! Why – Why would I betray the Nexus after I was given a chance to LIVE by my savior Carpalis!? I don’t believe… that she – that AAAAGH! That she would have sent a brute like you to help people in need! You’re kinder than that, aren’t you miss healer Black Dove!?”

“Listen to your feathers! I can hear them rustle! I implore you, please do not make unnecessary enemies out of normal people! The Archivist is begging you!”

“The Archivist!?”

Frost’s feathers rustled normally this time. Her words resounded deep with her coat, and it answered clearly. What she spoke of was undoubtably the truth, unlike the ambiguous words of the Bloody Herring.

It seemed to calm her down. Slightly, but enough that she was able to think rationally now. The woman’s breaths were ragged, croaky and she gargled on blood. Her hands drooped weakly to her sides, surrendering to Frost entirely.

She did not try to escape. Rather, she was confused by Frost’s actions. Because Frost, the Black Dove, was supposedly an ally. Therefore, this could be seen as an act of betrayal from her perspective.

Also, she didn’t even know what she did to anger Frost.

The fear she saw in this woman’s eyes shock her. Frost’s ugliness was drawn into the limelight. Being so close to these existence that caused nothing but calamities and suffering morally blinded her.

Ironically, Frost had administered her own dose of prejudice upon this person, who in the end, may not even be related to this entire ordeal.

“Have you realized that she may not even be an enemy?”

Yeah. I have. I’m sorry Nav. I’m on edge. Seeing Jury’s tail tripped me up. But I’m still wary.

And so, her grip weakened as she began casting various healing magic. With one hand, she held onto one of the metallic skewers and asked in a more reasonable voice:

“Carpalis knows you?”

“That… that she does. Yes. I mean yes. She does. I am the Golden Thumb Captain. L.S… short for Laughing Stock. Ahahaha. O-Ouch.” The woman recoiled as Frost slowly dragged the skewer out.

“Sorry… I’m sorry. Hold still. It shouldn’t hurt anymore. Fuck… Hey. Tell me, just what the hell are you? You’re an Impuritas. Just like that Bloody Herring. And you sounded like you knew them. Traitor?”

“… Impuritas? Me? What... A-Ahhhh! AAAAAAA! Ahahaha! Oh… ooooh. Oh dearest me. Oh benevolent laughing Carpalis…”

“I’m sorry. But there's no other way those things are coming out.” Frost’s Painkiller Passive soon kicked in, and she continued to free the woman from these thorns.

In the meantime, she continued to interrogate her.

“You didn’t answer my question. Lie, and I’ll kill you. Whatever skills or anomaly is keeping you alive will do little inside my stomach.”

“I… I don’t understand the name Impuritas. It’s unfamiliar to me. Ahaha. Believe me! I’ve only been called a Laughing Stock! H-Hence my name!”

“Then ‘what’ are you?” Frost glared. “You’re not normal as far as I’m concerned.”

“A-A person, no? Y-you mean my abnormal transformation!?”

“Transformation?” Frost was taken aback by this, freeing the woman from the final rod which rung as she threw it aside. “Transformation? Hey… L.S. Stand up. Turn your back to me. Your legs are fixed.”

“Aha? Are we friends now, miss healer Black Dove?” She said with a more hopeful voice, her body now in pristine shape aside from her apparel.

“It depends on what you can tell me. Bend down.” Frost dragged a strand of string from her fingers, watching the woman fall to her knees.

“O-oh?” For some reason, L.S made a rather… strange sound as if expecting something peculiar. She sounded disappointed when her neck was wrapped with a fine, metallic string.

Frost wanted something that would act as a leash. The same stringed hand clasped onto L.S forearm with an unbreakable grip. She did not want a repeat of an escaping Impuritas again, and even though she was undoubtedly faster and stronger, she was not going to take any chances with this one.

“Tell me more and I’ll think about keeping you alive. What do you mean by transformation?” Frost inquired, staring up into the woman’s golden eyes as she softly giggled.

“Like… hmm. Like an obsession. No. Characteristic! You see, I was a stock hoarder that became a laughing stock! Then, one day, I became this! The Laughing Stock! With the powers to laugh, and the marvelous power to haul goods! These red rods are my armaments!” She slapped her face with each mistake she made.

Frost could not tell if this woman was either crazy or had somehow warmed up to her. She also had to wonder just how much trust they put into Carpalis’ judgement. It somehow defused Frost's edge in a way.

“An obsession or characteristic that transforms a person into an Impuritas? And what about the monsters? The Hungry? The Pages? You’re telling me they have… wait. Characteristic. Like the hunger and rage of the Crimson Hunger…” Frost immediately fell into deep thought as she tried to discern just what these things exactly were.

But in the end, there was still little she knew. And it did not help that this Impuritas herself didn’t know what she was either, save that she transformed into one, whether through obsession or a certain characteristic.

It was almost like a contrast to the Corrupted, who were mostly created using emotions and beliefs.

“Do you believe that I, one of Carpalis’ benevolent Captains, are anything remotely similar to those monstrosities? Granted… granted that Mr. Fisher has seemingly turned into one of them. You know, an Animal.” L.S stated. “Betrayer of Carpalis’ generosity. Oh! And you’re an Anid!?”

“No. I’m the Amalgam. Whether you understand what it means or not doesn’t matter as long as we ‘get along’. Just come with me and keep talking… and are you hurt anywhere else?” Frost deeply sighed, pushing her ahead as she took Jury’s tail with her. “… Jury really did try to save you, huh.”

“She’s a beautiful woman, isn’t she? Truly an Angel in disguise –!”

“I said to keep moving.”

            

    
        100. A Little Bonding With L.S

    
    
    
    
                Heavy thumps followed each step they took aboard the train. The sound of glass and damp squelches were unavoidable with the sheer carnage that grotesquely painted the compartments crimson.

“Ahaha. Are you defiling the bodies in search for valuables?” L.S giggled as Frost rummaged through mounds of corpses.

“Don’t stand here and watch. Help me find it.” Frost ordered, ignoring her witty comment.

“Rather difficult when you hold me like a cheap escort from the City of Hearts!”

“So you can run away? Sorry, but you’re sticking close whether you like it or not.”

Suffice to say, Frost still couldn’t bring herself to trust L.S wholeheartedly. While they were stuck in the same predicament, it did not change that she was an Impuritas. And until she understood this woman better, she was not going to give her a single avenue to escape.

They investigated the train further for a certain Atelier item.

The Train’s Core, otherwise known as the heart of the train. Its mysterious power that granted the authority to manipulate gravity sparked immense interest in Frost.

It went without saying that she planned to devour it just like the Script. That way, she could gain its unique property, that being the manipulation of gravity itself. However, no matter how many bodies they sifted through they never came across the fist-sized singularity.

Only the blood-soaked belongings and weaponry of the fallen remained scattered here, along with the body parts of their owners. Frost did not miss a beat in appraising whatever she could here in hopes of finally advancing her Appraise Object skill to level 20, potentially allowing her to finally identify stubborn objects, like the coins and the feathers of the Innocent.


< It’s a key >

< A dress made from beautiful cloth, presumably from foreign lands >

< A pendant with the picture of a loved one >

< Metal protruding from the train. Quite useless… >

< Unappraisable. I presume it was Jury’s tail? >

 

< You know Frost, this is another method to feed me information. Aside from your own descriptions >


 

“But it’s not like you can visualize it, huh?” Frost commented aloud, piquing the interest of L.S as they moved into another compartment, with the tall woman in question struggling to fit. “Use my eyes as a guide. You can see, right?”

“Vaguely! I can’t tell if they’re too bright or my heart woes like I’m in the presence of some all devouring being!” She laughed.

In the meantime, Frost placed Jury’s tail into her Dimensional Storage. As morbid as it was, Frost was unsure if her healing magic was capable of completely regrowing limbs. While she had grown a finger back, she wondered if it would be any different for major limbs.

If not, then maybe it was possible to reattach it to Jury somehow.

That being said, her magic did repair the broken legs of L.S in mere seconds with Corporeal Restoration. A testament of her mastery over her Profession.

“That reminds me miss healer Black Dove –”

“It’s Frost. Call me Frost.” She dragged the woman through.

They were now in the mid-section of the train, with around another 12 compartments left to scour through. Frost, as a health professional from Earth and partially here as a healer, kept herself thoroughly clean with Cleanse, although she did not have any issue with plunging her hands into the cavities of the deceased.

Bloodborne infections were destined to either be expelled with magic, or devoured by her blood either way.

“Hmhmhm. I like that name! So, miss Frost healer Black Dove! Do you happen to be one of the sufferers of psychosis?” The woman chuckled, genuinely curious considering Frost seemed to speak to an invisible entity.

Or in this woman’s eyes, to a figment of her imagination.

“This isn’t schizophrenia. If I’m not talking to you, then pretend I said nothing.” Frost said, sighing afterwards.

“Schizo-frendia. Oh. Like a dead, invisible friend? Schizo is their name, I see! Is it safe to presume you were a lackey of CogitO? Quite unprecedented for a healer! Well… hehe… I guess everything about you is unprecedented.”

“No way in hell am I affiliated with an Atelier. What’s CogitO have to do with this anyway?” Frost inquired, scanning every single nook and cranny of the compartment as they approached the mound of bodies on the other end.

“Their Cognition Suppressors have a rather distasteful side effect. Hmm? You don’t know? The censor bars that block out memetic threats? Ahaha. Or Corrupted far too warped for the mind to comprehend?” She explained like it was the most obvious thing in the world, leaving Frost grumbling as she plunged her free hand

“I’m aware of such a device. But you brought up the topic of psychosis. I take that’s the side effect of the Cognition Suppressor?” Frost clicked her tongue, finding nothing. “Help me move them from the doorway. And watch your head. It’s slightly narrower here.”

“So you do have a heart!”

“Can you please just answer me before I break those legs again?”

“W-with haste, of course!” She desperately stifled a laugh, knocking on her strangely hollow-sounding chest before answering. “It tends to censor the death of comrades as well, but those very people can still hear and feel the presence of their comrades.”

“Like a phantom, huh.”

“Yes! A phantom friend! The device masks their deaths and makes it appear as though they are still alive. The realization when the device is taken off usually leads to them developing an illness that makes them speak to those imaginary friends. Other times, their world completely collapses around them. Quite tragic and common with the weak!” She announced, giggling melancholically as Frost dragged her into the next room.

“So schizophrenia in a way… I’m guessing healers can’t do anything about it, huh. And can you really call those people weak?” Frost spoke with edge again. In a world where living nightmares existed, it pained her to hear these people be called ‘weak’.

“It’s true, no? Such a device is only fitting for the weak hearted! And as a healer yourself, you must know it is true. Healers cannot fix the mind. Only people themselves can.” L.S naturally had a different view to Frost as an inhabitant of this vile world, where strength mattered more than anything else.

And it was not like she could blame them when monsters roamed the nights in the millions beyond their walls… and a dungeon could at any moment spring forth and devour all they knew and loved.

Therefore, being weak can be seen as an entirely negative trait despite other virtues a person may possess. She was unfortunately reminded of Calfasio’s woes as a result.

“An illness of the mind is not one of flesh. Healers do not fix memories.”

And yet I’m here trying to fix the memories of the Archetypes. Probably my own along the way.

“You could say that makes you a ‘greater healer’.”

Very funny.

Frost softly smiled at Nav’s little joke, causing the woman to gracefully hum.

“Are you sure you’re not one of them?” She had to ask again.

“I can make you join this voice if you want.” Frost threatened, albeit less seriously than usual.

“M-My apologies!”


* * *


They cleared nearly every single compartment aboard, displacing over a hundred bodies in total. The object was nowhere to be seen, and Frost could only hope that it was somewhere in the front compartments.

Actually, in all likelihood, that may very well be the case considering it was where the Train Conductor resided…

… As well as the on-board healer.

“So. What’s the deal with you and that fish? You called him a traitor.”

“A traitor for biting the very same hand that offered him life anew within the golden walls of our City. Like all of us, we offered a piece of our soul to the most benevolent Carpalis. For happiness! We’re essentially hired arms. As for myself, I’ve paid more than half of my soul in homage. Ahaha.” L.S solemnly spoke, her voice becoming dreamy at the mention of Carpalis.

Then, it took a sudden, sharp turn.

“Betrayal is not impossible. It’s just… sad. We are not immune to external influences. By the way, have you heard of the tale of the Girl Far Away from Home?” She whispered pitifully, her voice near inaudible by the metal clanking of their footsteps.

“No. But I’m guessing it belongs to Carpalis.”

“That it does. It is a tale of despair. Of a Demon child traversing the lands across a sea to escape the endless wars of their continent, only to realize that the greater part of the world was just as vicious as her homeland. Do you know the quote?” She softly spoke, her voice draped with sorrow.

“What quote?”

Upon asking this, the woman’s smile grew by tenfold, as if in mockery of Frost.

“Then.” She hummed, tapping at the ceiling.

“Carpalis.” She then tapped at the green gemstone ring, waving a finger around almost childishly.

“Doesn’t trust you entirely. But she is too kind to quell her backstabbers. Like that Phalanx who cut herself along with Carpalis’ right hand!” The woman twisted a finger, nearly snapping it off in anger as she giggled. “I’m sorry. The counterfeit tickets are likely to blame for his betrayal. But his misguiding character may also share a good portion of that blame… Bloody Herring. That is truly a fitting name for a compulsive liar.”

There was a lot to digest from this. For starters, it seemed as though that Carpalis was much keener than she realized, likely due to the aforementioned betrayal prior. When further probed, L.S stated that he disappeared more than a decade ago from the Golden Index.

Well before they became aware of the counterfeit tickets in fact. These did not appear until immediately after the destruction of the Relay Sites and the Repositories. Similarly, the products of Caldera Industries were also compromised at around the same time, leading to more frequent spatial distortions and train malfunctions.

Frost had every right to blame the Impuritas for these events, including Iscario himself, although the question of how could not be answered in the slightest. She needed to get her hands on one of these things directly involved with Iscario’s ploy.

That being said –

They investigated the final compartment, finding nothing but more bodies and the tattered blue apparel of the Train Conductor, which was attached to a head that L.S seemed to recognize.

“T.C Gral… oh, dearest friend. A fate unfitting of someone with such kindness.” L.S fell to her knees and cradled the detached head of the man, his black hair soaked in blood. His final expression of worry was petrified like a cold statue.

He probably tried to protect these people in some way.

It was unfortunate that the rest of his body could not be found amongst the carnage.

Frost kept herself silent and allowed the woman to mourn. Her smile was perpetually plastered on, but she could sense an immense sadness emanating deep within L.S. Only a single tear fell from her sealed eyes, disappearing into the rivers of blood underneath.

“Such is the norm in our world. Friends perish faster then enemies. Carpalis can only laugh at such a reality. We, the rings of her golden hand, seek to quell it from its roots. Rest well, dearest friend.” She deeply lamented.

Then, she took the head with her, clutching it weakly with only a single hand. She struggled to maintain a grip, causing Frost’s heart to wrench.

And just for this instance, she freed the woman from her grasp. Frost, understanding this woman a little better, could not find it in her heart to continue her cruel prejudice.

“… there is indeed kindness in you too. Carpalis would be pleased to know that.” L.S whispered in thanks.

“I’d hope so. And I’m sorry… you won’t run, right?”

“Ahaha. There’s no point for me to do that, is there?” She chuckled, leaving Frost sighing immediately after.

“… Haaaaaaah. Alright then. Listen, we’ll be travelling together in these parts. Right until we reunite with everyone else and escape. I don’t trust you entirely, but I doubt you’d be able to scratch me in the first place.” Frost ordered, patting the woman’s arms to comfort her in these trying times. “… and as victims of betrayal – let’s try to work together. For our own sake.”

“I thought you’d never ask! But I’m not a combatant, you know! Hahaha! I’m an informant. A Captain of the Golden Thumb!” She proudly proclaimed as Frost turned her back and began sifting through the mound in hopes to find the Train’s Core...

And evidence of the onboard healer.

After moving the bodies aside, she pried the metal and wood with her bare hands, even biting at its soldered joints much to L.S’ shock. These metallic components were like congealed jelly to Frost’s monstrous maw.

“An informant to gauge those Adventurer’s right!?” Frost had to shout as the train screeched in response to her wicked strength.

“No. For you, miss Frost healer Black Dove! And potentially… the Amalgam, as you said?” She added the Amalgam just on the basis of witnessing Frost devour the very wood. No human would ever be capable of such an abnormal… feat, if one could call it that.

“IT’S FROST!” Metal sheets peeled like the skin of a fruit, revealing the mangled innards of the first most compartment that housed nothing but unknown tools and crushed seats.

When appraised, it revealed that they were components for the magical intercom, which was now beyond repair. And as luck would finally have it –


< Frost! Appraise Object I is now Appraise Object II! >

< Appraise to your heart’s content! >


 

She was ecstatic, and punched the air in celebration, piercing through the low ceiling of the frontmost compartment. Excitement infused with her blood like a drug as she planned to appraise every known object to man within her vicinity.

That was until an ever-familiar voice cried out them from somewhere outside.

“IS THERE ANYONE OUT THERE!?”

This voice undoubtably belonged to Res.

            

    
        101. A Location of Interest

    
    
    
    
                Unfortunately for Frost, the Train’s Core was nowhere to be found. Not even the healer and her remnants were present.

The immediate surrounding area showed no signs of the blue-robed woman, who she came to understand was named Sana thanks to Res’ input.

Somehow, that very healer and the Train Core were either crushed to a pulp by the accident or were taken away. It was possible that coins may have been aboard, but there was no evidence that suggested this.

A clean hole would have been carved into the train’s cadaver if this was the case. But the only apparent damage was caused by the crash, and perhaps the malfunctioning of the Train’s Core itself.

Ultimately, Frost could only pin the blame on the Impuritas that lurked here in the Derma layer. There was little anyone knew of this place aside that the Hearts originated here, as well as its countless Impuritas monsters.

Frost wanted to grumble, but she kept herself silent out of respect for Res who silently mourned the death of a friend. Train Conductors were among the most well known and respected individuals, alongside the healers and the Receptionists.

They were civil workers that maintained the functions of the train networks along Brandar and distant Regions on a daily basis.

So Frost had to wonder if Atelier members were ever allowed any day offs or breaks. As it turns out; they were quite abnormal in a way and could work for as long as 50 consecutive hours at a time without rest.

Such was the life of many Atelier members, made possible either by skills or the influence of the technology their worked directly with. Whatever the case was, it remained as no more than a distraction for Frost as she keenly scanned the area, balancing atop a towering pillar.

“Our situation’s changed for the worse.” Res softly spoke, placing a stone, carved effigy onto a mound of loose soil. “The healer’s missing as well. As are the others. Frost! Do you see anything from up there!?” Her voice picked up as soon as L.S set down the man’s folded uniform beside the effigy.

“Yeah! There’s a faint light far ahead!” Frost relayed. “It’s around a couple kilometers out from what I can tell. Between us and that is nothing but darkness and rising plateaus! It looks like a canyon!”

Indeed. A strange, mysterious golden light emanated from somewhere far ahead like a light at the end of dark tunnel. Or a lonely, guiding star submerged in the darkness of midnight. It was inviting and radiated a strange warmth.

But Frost knew better than to trust such a light. Even so, it was not like they had any other direction to follow.

“What about people!? Do you see Cer!? Ber!? Anyone!?” Res cried out desperately, rising onto her toes, as if hoping for a miracle.

Frost stared down at her and regretfully shook her head.

“Nothing. Just rocks and the red glow of everything here!” Res’ ears drooped as L.S peered closely at the wolf woman, wondering what was wrong. “But! Cer’s with Jury right now! Believe me! Cer’s fine!”

Res’ ears flapped delightfully upon hearing this news, as her fluffy tail momentarily wagged with relief. However, Ber was still yet to be found; a concern that afflicted her heart with a rending strain. And soon, her tail and ears dolefully drooped.

Frost sincerely sympathized with her, also having been separated from her loved one.

The only thing that retained her sanity was Nav, as she still had the means to communicate with Jury. Not to mention she also had confirmation that Jury was ok, albeit that she was missing a tail.

Hell, she could even speak to Snap, who was currently returning to the Golden Index in search for help.

Therefore, Frost considered herself lucky. But it was hard for her to see Res, who normally possessed an unbreakable demeanor, appear so distraught.

Her face did not show this. Neither did her bodily gestures. It was her wolf-like ears and tail that gave it away. They remained sunken despite her stern, unchanging expression.

And so, Frost dropped from her great height and joined the two underneath to decide on their next course of action.

But first, she needed to tend to Res.

“Listen. Hey. We’ll find Ber. And we’ll reunite with Cer as well. I’ll let you know straight away if anyone finds her, ok?” Frost knelt, meeting with Res’ eyes as she spoke in a gentle, motherly tone. “Derma layer or not – you have the Amalgam with you. Ber’s a Moon as well. She can take care of herself, right?”

“I know that. But you’re comforting the wrong person.” Res sighed, taking Frost’s hand, and placed it onto her head despite her words. “We need to find them. For their sake. And my own.”

She didn’t expand any further, and neither did Frost pry. The triplets were a tightly knitted family that didn’t bode well with separation. Their circumstances were blurry, but Frost understood this much and patted Res’ head to the woman’s gentle delight.

“I can see why Cer really likes you. You have this… this certain motherly aura.” Res praised, squirming only slightly.

“Is that so?” Frost softly laughed, enjoying this wolf’s presence.

“Hmmm! You know, I could’ve used some head pats myself instead of a choke slam.” L.S interrupted, giggling at their rather foul first encounter. “By the way, shouldn’t we get moving? You mentioned a golden light. Do we follow it?”

“We’ll use it as a guide. If anything else interesting pops up then we’ll head there first. You’re a non-combatant, so stick close to us. There’s no telling just what else might be down here.” Frost explained, finding it almost impossible to remove her hand from Res’ fluffy head.

Not because of how enjoyable it was to scruff through her ears, but because the woman had a firm, possessive hold over her hand.

Either she’s like a wolf and enjoys being pet, or it might have something to do with my Touch of the Black Dove ability. A nostalgic warmth, huh.

I want to know more about them.


* * *


They ventured forth into the darkness. It was nothing compared to the pitch blackness of the Black Forest. But it was enough to become a hindrance in the form of their newest companion; L.S.

The woman was subject to the whims of the uneven landscape without any form of light or night vision, stumbling and staggering at the most inconvenient moments.

Cer’s electrical powers only illuminated the world for a split second, and Frost’s glowing eyes revealed only her visage and little of her immediate surroundings.

Frost, therefore, had L.S keep a firm hand onto her shoulder. The question of how tight seemed to frighten the woman, considering the Frost she knew was somewhat of a loose cannon compared to the tamer Res.

Suffice to say, she did not want to have her legs broken again by…

“A healer~ Wandering. Scarlet. Normal. You. All doves, or angels depending on how one looks at them! As abnormal as a healer you are, at least you are still winged.” L.S chuckled, ruffling through Frost’s feathers.

“Is this really the time to be talking about that?” Frost sighed, glaring at her once which prompted the woman to instantly cease.

“No, it’s not. Can you communicate with Beholder Carpalis? Or with your Underboss?” Res wielded similar sentiments.

“Impossible. I am no longer under the influence of Carpalis power. You could say that her hand is no longer clasping at my soul. Ahaha. I miss its mechanical coldness. Hehe. Like yours, miss Frost healer –”

“Black Dove. Would it kill you to just call me by name?” Frost groaned, cutting the woman off.

“I, a Captain of the Golden Thumb and a trustee of my superior, Pollex, must refer to our friends in full.”

“Then as your ‘friend’, I want you to call me Frost.”

“Hmmm. I’ll think about it!”

This woman was in a world of her own half the time. Frost could only guess how helpful she’d be in actual combat. And it wasn’t a very bright picture at all. Though interestingly enough, L.S’ body functioned as a storage compartment that housed various weapons.

Apparently, the reason why she laughed so much was because these weapons tickled her whenever they rustled within.

Prior to leaving the train, she had stored the red skewers inside of her by swallowing them whole like one of those crazy circus actors that plunged a blade down their throat. She was a walking arsenal, and it made sense as to why she accompanied that Broker person who was more combat focused.

“But this lack of influence over my soul is lonely. But intriguing! It may be why our friend Bloody Herring disappeared all the way down here!” She then added, shattering the silence from out of the blue.

“Meaning?” Frost was then swiftly answered by Res.

“Meaning that they aren’t monitored or bounded to Carpalis. It’s likely that she was aware of his presence if he used to be a Golden Index personnel.”

“So she sent us there in hopes of what?” Frost growled, realizing that Carpalis was likely aware of the Bloody Herring’s presence within that grotesque dungeon.

“Eliminating him.” Res answered confidently.

“Quite the contrary for us actually! Ahahaha! We’re trying to figure out why the Animals have a certain taste for Golden Index personnel. They’re content in draining Carpalis’ trusted – oh dearest, most trusted people and taking them away. And for what? Our mission is to figure that out!” L.S pointed at a different more intriguing reason.

And as it turns out, Carpalis had a lot more enemies than Frost realized.

Carpalis has nothing but betrayers, huh. Why are they so keen with betraying her?

“Time will only tell. Do try to keep a firm grip on that fish when you catch it.”

Trust me, I’m going to give that fish hell when I get my hands on it. If it doesn’t die first, that is.

“And good news. Ignis has come across the Paladin Perla. Although, communication is impossible between them.”

I can imagine.

“No. I mean that they cannot hear anything. Jury also expresses that she cannot speak, and neither can Cer.”

Odd. Nav explained that there were 3 distinct caverns, and Frost’s was the only one that was encased in darkness.

One cavern diminished sight. Another their voice, and the last their sense of hearing. It was bizarre considering nothing of interest had appeared as of yet.

But they were undoubtably within the influence of something greater here by the sounds of it. Almost like they were inside of a Corrupted Zone; adhering to a set of unusual rules.

I hope it’s just a matter of time until we find Ber.

The landscape shifted between staggering canyon, arching bridges and mazes of towering plateaus. When faced with a cliff face or steep descent, Frost had L.S hold onto her like a baby koala. Except she appeared more like a human mantle, dangling almost comedically as Frost climbed over and under as fast as she could.

The layers of dirt soon disappeared and were replaced with signs of battle. Cracked rocks began appearing, as did fissures and fault lines created by enormous impacts fit only for a meteorite.

But nothing could have fallen into here.

Having a more complex vision than Res, Frost was able to bring this to their attention as the wolfwoman began pondering on the possible causes. Eventually, the only logical explanation was that this was a battlefield, or perhaps a feeding ground for the Impuritas.

And yet there were still no signs of life in sight as they approached ever-growing golden light.

“Derma. Derma. Derma. You Blessed have some bizarre names. Ahaha. We’re screwed down here, aren’t we? Beholders. Moons. Stars. They become lost down here, don’t they?” L.S brought up as they approached the very edge of a drop.

It was vast, and it stretched up to a few hundreds of meters across. They could not yet see the bottom even though they approached it from its furthest end.

“Have hope. I’ve pulled through worse, and so will you as long as you stay by my side. Res. L.S. Watch your step and do not walk in front of me.” Frost warned, slowing their approach until they arrived at the very edge of their landmass…

… And she could not believe what laid underneath.

“I see it. Shit… just how big is that pit? It’s like a sinkhole. Or a caldera even.” Res pointed out as Frost’s eyes widened by tenfold.

“A sinkhole might be right. But there’s a bottom to it… fuck. Fucking hell.” Frost’s voice shivered, trying to decipher the very sight before her.

What she saw was a boneyard of wrecked trains. Some ranging from the small, 6 compartment ones, all the way to the multi-floored behemoths. Those monolithic trains were found either on their sides or standing like decaying buildings, teetering on the edge of collapse.

“W-what do you see down there!?” L.S exclaimed, hiding behind the much smaller Frost as Res took a stance beside her, wondering what she witnessed.

“More Impuritas?” She could only ask, glancing back and forth from the darkness to those golden eyes.

Frost gulped and revealed the sight that left her baffled beyond words.

“No. There are trains. So many fucking trains.”

            

    
        102. The Train Graveyard

    
    
    
    
                A different stench of death reeked from the boneyard. The acrid scent was nothing but a figment of their imaginations, crafted by the wreckages that told an abhorrent tale.

The area was devoid of life. A maze of trains ranging from mere meters in height to upwards of 50 protruded unnaturally like outcropping mountains. These behemoths stood like skyscrapers in this desolate cavern.

A shanty town best described this place, save that no one else aside from themselves patrolled these ruins.

Only the sound of dry dirt and the groans of ancient metal accompanied each step they took. The remnants of people could be found in the form of half-buried bones. With how the Blood Festival preyed on their victims, it was no surprise that only their skeletons remained.

It was impossible to tell how old these bones exactly were. The same was true for the trains. Frost was no structural expert, so there was no way to discern if these trains had recently disappeared or were ancient.

“The trains of the Nex Megalopolis date back as far as 15 years ago. Disappearances around roughly the same. They’ve become much more common in the last two months.” Res provided much needed insight as they flushed through the area, clearing out the trains in search for their Train Cores. “But Caldera Industries has had trains in use for as long as 100 years ago. Nothing like they are now.”

“You mean they were smaller!? Nothing here either!” Frost exclaimed, clearing through the near spotless interior of one of the trains.

She had split up with Res, but they both ensured to maintain at least a good 10-meter distance in case anything suddenly appeared.

L.S remained within Frost’s immediate proximity.

And if it were up to the woman, she would have opted to remain with Res, but Frost had an iron grip on this Impuritas for two reasons. The first was that she still did not trust her entirely and therefore, wished to understand her better.

The second was because she was easily the weakest of the three. Frost had better odds of protecting her should the situation arise.

“Like – Smaller in scale, yeah!?” Frost repeated, plunging into yet another train’s cadaver with L.S glued to her back, giggling to herself.

“Bigger! Much bigger than those massive ones over there! You wouldn’t believe your eyes if you saw them in person!” Res yelled.

“Have you seen them before!?”

“No! I’ve only heard of them! Through our friend!” Res paused for a moment, obviously referring to T.C Gral. “They were up to a hundred meters in size! Used for mining operations in the Dwarhelven Region! With the Dwarves up north!”

“And war!” L.S announced.

L.S then elaborated that there was no shortage of conflict in this world.

Before the trains and many of Caldera Industries products; the machines of war were the first to rise from the recesses of their Atelier, located in a Region called Caldera just north of Dwarhelven.

Colossal, floating machines that boasted total control over gravity laid waste to the mighty dragons of the far east. Remnants of such machines and the unageing corpses of these dragons currently rested in the endless deserts separating Dwarhelven and Drakos; the homeland of the Dragons.

L.S explained this to them both in the form of laughter as they continued to explore this bizarre place.

“The reason isn’t clear. Haha! But the aftermath of the past trickles into the present. Flying within the Nex Megalopolis is punishable. Dragonkin do not get a warning. They just go *pop*.” She made a popping sound with her mouth, clapping as if applauding the mental image. “Parents must do their best to teach their kin proper conduct. Or they won’t have one to teach at all –”

“And that’s ok in your eyes?” Frost snapped at her. “For an Atelier seeking for universal happiness, you sound more than content with this. Are the Ateliers all full of hypocrites?”

“Hmm. Quite rude, aren’t you! Ahaha! But truly, that is the goal. Happiness. But such a thing is terribly hard to achieve. More than anything… people tend to seek a happiness at the cost of others. Carpalis wishes for such misery to end.”

“… and she can’t do it herself?” Frost hissed, leaving the train. She gave a wave to an oncoming Res and regrouped. And like Frost; she had no luck in finding anything of significance. “Haaah. Thanks for your help. We’ll explore a little more. Preferably in one of those larger ones. Then we’ll head out. Sorry. As you were saying, L.S?”

“Ahem. You do have a weird impolite politeness, don’t you miss Frost healer Black Dove.” The woman sighed. “Carpalis is forbidden from leaving the City of Diamonds, I’m afraid.”

“Huh? That’s the first time I’m hearing this. How come?” Frost was curious now. There were already a number of reasons floating around her mind as they moved through the boneyard.

But the answer was completely out of left field.

“Because she was involved in a major incident. Recall that terrible, terrible war between the 2nd Branch and Scarlet Logic? Carpalis had struck down a number of Dusk and Midnight Teams to preserve as many civilian lives as possible. Yet poor, oh benevolent Carpalis was condemned by Marduk!”

“What? So they imposed some kind of sanction on her? A one-sided deal… what the fuck for? Stopping their bloodshed?” It was always easy to antagonize the Scarlet Logic, and this only added fuel to the already brimming hatred she had of them.

“The details are unknown! Maybe ask her when she trusts you better!”

“… there’s a lot more Carpalis was hiding then. I’ll remember that.” Frost carefully etched this into the back of her mind.

Their next target was the only boardable, triple-storied train. These were called Cruisers. Its design was identical to the one they took straight into the Nex Megalopolis. The sheer scale was always a marvel to behold. It was almost like a cruise liner. Just… shrunken down.

But along the way Frost noticed something odd.

“Hey. What kind of train is that?” She noted, pointing in the general direction of what appeared to be an iron coffin more than a train.

The skeleton of this vehicle was vastly different from the others, for it was made entirely of metal. Furthermore, it was also charred, blackened as if it was engulfed by flames at one point.

From what Frost understood, the trains could not naturally combust since the mechanisms that operated the train was solely depended on the Train’s Core. There were no other pieces of machinery involved, aside for the magical intercom and other smaller functions.

“That is… huh. I’ve never seen a train like that before. All metal points towards an outbound train that’s purposed to cross Brandar. But you’d be looking at one of those.” Res pointed out, reminding her that those large Cruisers were more suitable for the job.

There should not have been any reason to armor smaller trains if they were meant to remain within the Nex Megalopolis. Furthermore, smaller trains were literally coffins made of iron if they were indeed purposed to traverse the lands of Brandar.

“Isn’t that just the skeleton of a train?” L.S did not find this strange, however, missing the point entirely. “Not that I can see anything!”

“It’s the only one that’s been burnt and constructed entirely out of metal.” Frost spoke, approaching the rather… small train. It had only a single compartment and was more of a bus or a tram than anything else.

“Oh. Ahaha. Then that is odd!” L.S corrected herself.

Upon touching the black steel, she noticed that her fingers were smeared with powdered soot, indicating that it was indeed burnt. Moreover, something appeared to have been torn from a central, mechanical cavity.

It was likely the Train’s Core, although…

“A train without a Train Conductor operating it is impossible. Something else must’ve been inside. Not that it matters. The Ateliers are always full of mysteries. Even to us Moons.” Res stated, although, it was not like she wasn’t curious.

“Well, let’s go check that large train out and be on our way.” Having nothing else to find here, Frost began to head into the Cruiser’s direction.

“By the way – any news on Ber?” Res asked with a tinge of hope in her voice.

“I’m sorry. Nothing’s come up yet.”

“Tch… I hope she finds someone soon. Ber is… nothing. Let’s go.”


* * *


The train was heavily dilapidated from within.

Furnishings were flipped and piled onto one side of the train, all the while broken glass and rotten liquid sept into the wood. The stench was unbearable, and to their surprise, they found a massive number of weapons accumulated here.

It was the remnants of a battlefield, where bones and metal alike rested like the sticks of a bonfire. Blades found themselves stuck within the wood of the walls and floors. Others hung from the ceiling like deadly icicles, waiting for an unfortunate victim to wander beneath.

Knives, torn tomes, staves and shattered magical gems littered the place haphazardly. Stepping in any direction was a hazard in of itself.

“What happened here? A standoff against the Impuritas monsters?” Frost guessed, but she could not have been further from the truth.

“No. It was a battle between themselves. Have a look.” Res beaconed Frost to follow, pointing at a cracked ribcage that had multiple blades festering within. “Lots of weaponry. A lot more bodies than the number of people allowed aboard one of these trains as well…” She trailed off, arriving at what sounded like a grim answer.

“Oh! Oh oh oh! Now this is quite the find!” L.S shot up, hopping once and nearly had her head scalped by a massive, chained blade dangling dangerously low from above.

“Careful!” Frost yelled.

“A Ravager! Looks like a recent one as well!” L.S laughed.

“Ravager?” She asked curiously, tugging the woman along like an oversized child as they began moving again.

“A train that collects and transports criminals to the City of Spades. They’re accumulated in these and are not expected to live until they arrive at one of its sealed off Sectors. Only one person usually survives to tell the tale…” Res trailed off again, her face contorting lightly as they further explored the train’s cluttered interior.

Walls were split open with cold steel and magic. The protruding blades served to be a hazard to L.S, who had to walk squatting behind Frost. As humorous as it was to see a tall woman essentially ‘duck walk’ behind her like she was its mother duck, Frost could not find it in her to laugh in the darkness of this brutal place.

The skeletons told many tales of cruelty. The dust here were no more than the pulverized remnants of approximately a few hundred people. Charred bones and people impaled onto their very barstools and the walls could be found no matter where they looked.

It was despicable, and Frost lamented that she had the imagination to recreate the events that transpired. There were no windows here, and the crackling glass came from cabinets and bottles from the second floor.

And where the first floor saw the brutality of conflict, the second floor saw another harrowing encounter. The rooms they passed had the remains strapped down on beds and furnishings, whether by rope or impaled with weapons. Others with objects as blunt as a club.

Res was eerily quiet. Her breaths could no longer be heard as they witnessed the disgusting crimes these people committed upon one another. It went without saying just what the nature of these crimes were.

They stopped by one room where two smaller skeletons laid on a tattered bed. Their shadows were casted only by the light of Frost’s golden eyes. Res did not move and only stared at the sight as an unknown breeze swept by, chilling Frost’s blood.

The silence was agonizing. The sight struck some sort of chord within Res. But before Frost could determine what was happening to Res, the woman then suddenly spoke with a solemn voice.

“Orh and Thras were only healers. They were always smiling. I remember them always humming. Always there to lend us a hand in our early days as aspiring Moons.” She began, wrapping her tie around a fist. “Then one day, they were incapable of speaking. They broke them, Frost. They broke them. Their minds. Their bodies… their souls.”

She snapped her tie straight off, her voice ravaged with a searing fury. But there was sorrow as well. So much sorrow that Res’ hands began to lightly tremble, as her wolf-like eyes glistened underneath Frost’s light.

Res then slipped her tie into her dimensional storage and disintegrated the skeletons within the room with her electric beam, sparing only the two skeletons atop the bed. Afterwards, and following a suffocating moment of silence –

“… Let’s go. Let’s hurry and look for this Train Core.” Res swiftly strode away, regaining her immensely stoic demeanor in the blink of an eye. “Don’t try to worry too much about the emotions of a Moon. The only thing that will hurt me is if anything happens to my sisters. So – can you please hurry this up.”


* * *


There was little else to note during their brisk exploration of the train.

Once again, there was no Train Core to be found. However, at the top floor they found an intact body. They were long dead and were on the brink of beginning the process of decomposition, but intact nonetheless.

They just didn’t have any armor or weapons on as well. They were stark naked, and as far as they could tell, this person had died alone here.

But what was strange was that they closely guarded an object in hand. It was a black, hollow sphere around the size of a human adult’s head. Colorful particles excitedly zipped around within this enigmatic orb.

She first believed it to be the Train’s Core. But this was quickly disproven when she appraised the cold, yet oddly warm object.


< NEX Accumulator >


< An object capable of accumulating NEX… I’m sorry, but your Apprise Object level is too low to understand this any further. But this is odd. NEX can be accumulated it seems >


 

“Hey Res. What’s a NEX Accumulator?” She had to ask, staring at the strangely glowing orb.

“That means nothing to me. How are you supposed to accumulate NEX? That’s a currency given by the Nexus, isn’t it?” Res swiftly replied, also curious as to what the object was. “It does look like a Train’s Core. Frost… don’t tell me you’re going to eat it?”

“It might help me accumulate the NEX I currently don’t have, so why not?” Frost stated, bringing the object to her lips. “What, you want a bite or something?” She jokingly said.

Although this was obvious:

“May I?” L.S genuinely asked, lurching forward with her mouth agape.

“Go for it.” Frost allowed her to take a bite, and to Frost’s surprise, L.S snapped her jaw shut as if expecting to easily devour this obviously sturdy object.

“Haha!? M-Mer toof!?” Her jaw nearly shattered entirely, prompting Frost to begin healing this idiot as she chowed down on the object like it was no more than a ripe apple.

“… I still can’t believe you can do that.” Res commented, unable to take her eyes away from Frost’s all devouring maw.

And once swallowed, a new ability crept into Frost’s possession.


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: NEX Accumulation >

< Able to accumulate raw NEX. Accumulated NEX may be transferred to others >


 

< … quite the discovery if I do say so myself >


 

Frost deeply, deeply sighed following this discovery.

“What the hell does this even mean!?”

            

    
        103. Putting Appraise Object II to Good Use

    
    
    
    
                NEX was a currency as far as Nav was aware of.

It was granted by the Nexus, and used mostly within the Nexus to purchase land or property within its residential floors, or to trade between fellow Blessed for goods.

It was the sole currency of the Nexus, and the ability she gained raised a few questions.

The implications were a mixed bag for Frost. It either meant that she could gain NEX from the Nexus itself despite lacking access to a Repository, or, that she could accumulate it in some other way.

The latter was the likely answer, considering it was raw NEX… Whatever it meant.

There was ultimately only so much they knew. And Frost had little confidence in their nature, considering that the coins were physically crafted from the living.

These thoughts circulated her mind as they traversed through the boneyard, striding through the barren field beyond.

Surrounding them in this massive sinkhole were walls many tens of meters in height, appearing like a supersized caldera. The golden glow could no longer be seen from here. The only other point of interest now was a grand ravine that split the cliff face into two at the other end.

Frost’s ability to see in this darkness was a godsend. She was their eyes, and Res was their ears. L.S was more or less their VIP. Her skillset and natural abilities were rendered useless here in the darkness.

L.S was the definition of ‘levels do not mean strength’. Most of her levels were in either Support or Exploration-esque Professions. But since she was not a Blessed, there was no real method of figuring out just what her true Profession was, aside from maybe a literal laughing stock.

While normal people did not have defined professions like that of the Blessed, they could still be categorized into one. A swordsman for example was a profession in of itself and did not need to be defined by the Blessing.

Yet the Blessing still did, and it locked people into said Profession until they hit a milestone level and unlocked new professions; whereas normal people had the ability to naturally change themselves.

In a sense, the Impuritas may be something between a Blessed and a normal person. But Frost was hard pressed to believe that without any concrete evidence, although…

Profession. A reflection of your existence. I remember that being its flavor text. It was the first ever answer you showed me as well. Haaah… how long has it already been since then?

“I showed you? You are misremembering it. I wasn’t even conceptualized at the time.”

Maybe not. But I like to think that you were with me since the start. Well, I guess you are the system in a way. Our system.

“Then you admit I am some sort of AI.”

Not at all. You’re you. You’re Nav.

“Short for Navigate... Your taste in naming is as dull as a rock.”

Thank you. I take pride in it.

Frost grinned to herself. Her eyes illuminated her face enough for L.S to catch a glimpse of it. Once again, she easily concluded that Frost had some sort of mental condition.

“On the topic of naming and flavor texts, I believe you should have a look at your new Corrupted Skills. You’ll find them quite interesting.”


 

< ACTIVE: Stacking Wealth >

< As they stack their wealth, do they stop to think where those coins come from? >

< EFFECT: Coins carrying a converted power may be used. All coins containing a unique power may only be used once >

< Cost: 5,000 MP >


 

< PASSIVE: Mangled Coins >

< The ancient machine was an impossible relic of an era unbeknownst to us >

< EFFECT: Summon a hundred Touch of Golds. They have come to your aid >


< PASSIVE: Corporeal Value >

< Inherent value was determined through one’s use. Their hearts and souls were never considered as a part of the whole >

< EFFECT: Place a value on all those within sight. The higher their value, the better >


 

Corporeal Value confused Frost because it was similar to The Language of Greed.

It already allowed her to see the value of people’s hearts, albeit she didn’t exactly know how to do it in the first place.

Nav clarified that the ability was meant to see the cost of swaying a person, whereas Corporeal Value essentially placed a price tag on people, revealing just how many coins they could be turned into.


< ACTIVE: Hired Arms >

< Mercenaries both near and far could not resist. Endless greed fostered civilization’s moral ambiguities >

< EFFECT: Hire an alternate version of yourself with half your stats. It will equip itself with your skillset and possessions. Your Hired Arm will enact your Will at a price >

< No initial cost. Upkeep and skill usage requires coins >


 

This one caught Frost’s immediate interest. It was essentially a clone of herself, except it operated on coins rather than mana. She had to wonder if it would be… well, little, like the Innocent.

Or maybe an identical copy, although ‘alternate’ implied otherwise.

These skills were certainly interesting and were more utility focused, at least in her opinion compared to the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Having a second her would certainly help in more ways than she could imagine.

And not to mention that this skill was one that scaled as she grew, unlike any of the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s skills.

It went without saying that the unique skills of Greed Counter were Empowered and False Diamond. Fortunately, an opportunity to utilize these skills had yet to arise. But knowing her encounter rate with trouble; it was only just a matter of time.

They eventually reached the cliff face. The gorge was large enough to comfortably fit two caravans side by side. The spaciousness was combated by various protruding rocks. They were like punji sticks and grew from the walls unnaturally.

Crystals came to mind, but upon analyzing it, she confirmed that they were indeed normal rocks. Although, the red glow was concentrated at their tips, making them appear like coarse gemstones.

“L.S. Hold onto my shoulders and duck to around my height. The rocks here will take an eye.” Frost warned, sharing a nod with Res.

“Ahaha. They’re a useless organ down here anyway.” L.S tapped at her temple, missing her eyes.

“Just get down and follow me already. C’mon.”

Once her hands were firmly placed on Frost’s shoulders, they began to traverse the uncharted world ahead.

Two walls of bedrock flanked them, climbing so high that the ceiling was only barely visible. Silence followed them wherever they went. Their footsteps and each other’s warmth were the only source of comfort.

Res stuck uncharacteristically close to her. She was like a lost puppy, with her ears and tail perpetually saddened as her mind was clogged with concern over her missing sisters.

Seeing her like this always hurt Frost, and so, she spoke to Jury and inquired about Cer’s condition.

“She’s fine, but she’s in a similar state to Res. They’re communicating by carving out words into the floor. Cer passes a message:

Tell Res that it’s not her fault.”

Of course it wasn’t Res’ fault. The only person to blame was the Bloody Herring. But she could understand how someone as diligent as Res would blame herself for something out of her control.

Frost hummed to lighten the mood a little, catching Res’ attention before smiling softly at the little wolf.

“Hey. Res? You ok?” She warmly asked, her voice and tone like that of a sincere mother.

“… what a funny thing to ask.” Res tugged on her sleeves and nodded once.

“I want you to know that I’ve spoken to Jury just now. Cer says she's fine. She even passed on a message for you… she says that it’s not your fault.”

“… Cer would know how I feel… Ber is probably thinking the same thing about me. Idiots…” Her ears twiteched happily. “Any news on her?”

“I’m sorry. Nothing’s come up yet. But we’ll find her. Believe me Res; I won’t leave until we find her.” Frost assured the pained wolf, causing her to smile at her warmth. “What about you? Do you have anything to tell Cer?”

“To not antagonize Jury. She’s there to help her.”

The message was promptly relayed without a hitch. Many more messages went back and forth between Res and Cer. It went from simply ‘are you ok?’ to pleasant jokes, invigorating their spirits.

Res’ tail finally stood proudly behind her, and Frost gladly acted as their mediator, as did Jury.

The triplets were friends, and their separation tugged at their heart strings. She could only imagine how she would have dealt with her own separation if it weren’t for Nav. In that case, she realized that Res actually took this pretty well.

At least compared to what Frost imagined herself doing…

Because she couldn’t imagine being in the dark without Jury by her side.


* * *


Res eventually returned to her normal demeanor. The only issue now was Ber’s whereabouts and their reunion. The ravine eventually saw an exit at the far end. The golden light could be seen once again. It was vibrant and exuded a certain siren’s call that beaconed them to follow.

In this last stretch, Frost finally took out the feathers taken from the Black Forest and began to inspect them, gathering the interest of the others.

“Those are from that Corrupted. The One Thousand Eyed Bird, was it? From the Black Forest. You did what no Moon could against that thing. I know it’s late, but congratulations.” Res sincerely praised, understanding well of the feat that Frost had accomplished.

“The Black Forest!? Surely you jest! Those look soft enough to belong to one of those giant birds of Grandis –!”

Frost, brandishing the giant feather of the Accusers, merely dragged it along the jutting rocks and trimmed them like they were no more than blades of grass. They trickled heavily beneath them, shattering like glass as L.S was rendered speechless by its sharpness.

She momentarily removed her hands from Frost’s shoulder in fear that her feathered coat would do the same to her fingers.

“But it’s still weaker than most weapons. Appraise Object.”


< Accuser Feather >

< An accursed feather >


 

… that’s it?

Frost’s disappointment was immeasurable, and her glee was nearly ruined by this lackluster reveal. Her face shifted so quickly that Res had to wonder just what was revealed.

“What does it say?” She had to ask, expecting some sort of grand reveal.

“It must be incredible!” L.S added.

“… it’s just feather.” Frost nonchalantly revealed, putting the thing away.

“Oh… ahaha.”

“… well, on the bright side it confirms that it is a feather.” Res joked, causing Frost to deeply sigh as she appraised the other feathers one by one.

And unfortunately, many of them had little to note. That was until she appraised the golden feathers of the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s innards.


< Feather of a Throne >

< Belonging to a thousand-eyed creature >


And this was not the only one with a unique flavor text. Or description? She didn’t know.


< Righteousness Feather >

< It is attuned to the truth >


This likely meant that her coat was made from a combination of these two feathers, and there may even be a possibility to creating another Coat of Prejudice. Although, the question of how would understandably be unanswered.

But Res was smart. Unlike her sisters, she was quick to pick out that the feathers matched Frost’s apparel. When she pointed it out, she then mentioned something interesting.

“You call that coat a Corrupted Object, correct? There are other strange items like that collected from defeated Corrupted. The items gathered afterwards can usually even recreate much weaker variants to the original.” Res explained, knowing well of Frost’s ignorance.

“With a crafting skill, I’m guessing.” Frost wrongly guessed.

“No! Ever heard of ImpulseWorks!? Many of our weapons and apparel are created by our friends over there!” L.S answered before the words could even leave Res’ lips.

“That’s correct. ImpulseWorks is responsible for creating my eyes. They gauge a person’s desires and create a weapon best suited for them.” Res added. “Those items gathered from a Corrupted can be repurposed. But it requires a lot of NEX. Looking at around several million. They don’t do anything for free unless you’re close to them. Or if you’ve recently graduated as a Moon or Star.”

“And we Exalted only get apparels. It’s so heartbreaking!” L.S fake cried.

The topic left Frost pondering on the possibilities of creating additional Coat of Prejudices. Or perhaps Corrupted items for people she trusted, which was already concerningly low. It opened future prospects, but of course, it would all depend on her relationship with ImpulseWorks.

In the end, Frost put the feather away and pulled Jury’s tail from the Dimensional Storage.

“Oh and that reminds me! Speaking of the Black Forest – the story itself was always an odd one. The crying child never made any sense! How out of place, don’t you agree?” L.S suddenly brought up as they neared the end of the massive gorge.

“In what sense?” Frost had to ask.


< Feathered Tail >

< It radiates an aura of divinity >


 

Divinity? Huh!?

“Unknown. Jury does not understand either.” Nav swiftly answered as they reached the final few steps before entering the coldness coat of the golden light.

“That the child tried to warn people to stay away. A Corrupted warning people of a Corrupted. How can there be such a thing!? A Corrupted would never lend a hand to a person in need!” L.S boldly proclaimed in the face of Frost.

“Well, you haven’t met the ones I’ve met.” Frost spoke fondly of her lover and her fuzzy friend. “If you did, then you’d have a lot more hope.”

She hid her smirk well under a stoic veil as they entered new territory.

What humored her was the fact that it was Jury who saved her from being killed outright by her own hands. But the mention of Jury being misplaced in the tale irked her a little.

Because L.S was right in a way.

Where did the crying child fit into the tale? Who was this crying child? At no point did Frost ever hear of people actively trying to ward others away from the forest in the past events that transpired in the Black Forest.

Additionally, Jury’s chimera-like appearance also made it difficult to determine just what race she took after.

There was a gap in the tale of the Black Forest. Furthermore, Jury had lived as a Corrupted for 26 years. She recalled the very words that were shared with her by one of the village women.

‘But we’ve never actually seen the source of it before. For 12 years it’s been like this…’ So what the fuck happened to Jury for the last 14 years prior?

“Jury remembers that much. She says she was always waiting in the dark. For something.”

“Wait a second. I’m hearing something ahead! Stay close to Frost!” Res exclaimed as the whispers of chatter began to emit form somewhere outside.

“But then one day, she was awoken by a strange light. It was a streak of light that crossed the dark sky.” Nav described a similar sight that Frost saw in her dream just moments before Nav itself came to life.

They finally stepped into the light, and in that moment, a hundred panicked voices surrounded them.

As did the sound of unsheathing blades and clashing metal.

            

    
        104. Blinded Hysteria

    
    
    
    
                Hysteria plagued the countless people who had found themselves trapped within the Derma layer alongside them. Frost could not believe just how many people were revealed behind the veil of light.

The flashbang seared her eyes for a split second before mellowing out. The sight that unfolded left her wondering just what sort of maddening disease had overtaken their minds.

“STOP! PLEASE STOP SWINGING YOUR SWORD!”

“DON’T TOUCH ME! MY EYES! MY EYEEEEEEEEEEEES!”

“Darling!? Where are you, my sweetheart! Please come back to me! Is this you!?”

“AAGH! AAAAAARGH! STOP SWINGING AT ME! STOP! I’M DYING! SOMETHING’S KILLING ME!”

“Get the fuck away from me! GET AWAY! COME ANY CLOSER AND I’LL CHOP YOU UP!”

There was no shortage of chaos present.

Around a hundred people found themselves in the rocky field before her. People wildly heaved and swung their weapons around in a fit of agony and terror, wafting loose dirt into the air as their blades shed droplets of blood.

Their weapons bit into one another, whether it be supple flesh protected by nothing more than cloth, or metal armor clanking louder than the cries of men, women, and children alike.

Their bleeding eyes spewed a vitriolic steam as they were burnt from the sheer intensity of the light.

What she at first believed to be a faint glow had become brighter than the sun. It lasted for only a second before the light returned to its gloomy state. But it was just enough to permanently liberate the cavern of its darkness.

Even Res was partially afflicted by this light, although it only garnered a wince out of her.

L.S on the other hand was not so lucky.

“Aaaaaa! Aahahah! AAAAAAH!” Steam furiously rose through the cracks of her fingers as she clasped at her eyes for dear life. “My eyes! They’re gone! THEY’RE GOUGED! A-AAAAAAH!”

“HOLD STILL!” Frost shouted, taking rein over L.S and immediately began healing her, battling the pungent fumes that left her eyes.

The nightmarish scene left her rattled momentarily as Frost tried to wrap her mind around the situation. From what she noticed, it was only her and Res that were immune to this blinding curse, likely due to either their high RESIST or DEF stats.

[Corporeal Restoration]. [Greater Healing]. [Cleanse].

L.S’ screams were quickly subdued in a matter of seconds. Cleanse was used to rid her eyes of leftover blood, as well as potential stacks that the light may have inflicted. Frost took every precaution she could, and to her relief, L.S did not immediately lose her eyes again.

“Brightest Star!?” Res seemed to recognize the phenomenon. “How did they – Hey Frost! Scrutiny! Do you have it ready!?”

“I got it! Let me get them in my field of view!” Frost exclaimed, repositioning herself with rapid footwork.

Unfortunately, only Frost had the capabilities of resolving this mess. There was little in Res’ skillset that would allow her to do it as succinctly as her.

Frost watched as parents clutched onto the bodies of who they believed were their children, all the while people groveled at the ground, clutching at their eyes or the stumps of missing limbs.

The screams of agony melded with their fury, and their harrowing woes of survival.

A knot formed in the back of her throat as she finally held over a hundred of these people within her gaze. Anguish gripped at her heart when she saw how quick people were to devolve into mindless violence. But at the same time, it was difficult to blame them here.

They were afraid more than anything else.

And with a single, judging glare – the world froze. A sudden silence befell the world, shattering immediately afterwards by a deafening roar.

“STAY WHERE YOU ARE! DO NOT MOVE AN INCH! YOU HAVE A HEALER HERE WITH YOU!”

They instinctively trembled. Even while frozen their bodies reacted at a biological level. Like how prey submitted and played dead in presence of an overbearing predator. Scrutiny ended up lasting longer than she expected, likely due to the immense stat difference.

If they weren’t already blinded, then they certainly would have been by Scrutiny.

“JUST LISTEN TO MY VOICE AND STAY STILL! Res, L.S. Move the people I heal to one side. Take down anyone that continues fighting.” Frost ordered, gaining a solid nod from Res and multiple from the other woman.

The effects soon wared off, leaving many to collapse like they were no more than rags. The wailing never ceased, for their pain could not be suppressed until Frost came to their aid. She swiftly moved from person to person, tapping them after a minor statement along the lines of, “I’m going to heal you now. Please follow my friends over here.”.

“I… I can see again…”

“Healer… oh… oh a healer. You’re stuck in this place too?”

“Thank you. Thank you so much. Where… this isn’t my son… no – no –!”

Unfortunately, Frost could only heal those that were still alive. A father carrying the body of his cold son wept uncontrollably on the spot. Res glanced over at Frost, wondering how to deal with him appropriately.

“Leave them. I’m sorry for your loss.” Frost said as Res’ nose twitched, leading her to a particular fellow nearby.

She took a single glance at the bloodstained blade they carried, and the bloody tracks that from the child’s body. By the scowl on her face, she had every intention to eliminate this person where they knelt.

“… lucky for you, I’m under the collar of my superior.” Res sneered, just loud enough for Frost to hear as L.S followed her, taking away the people she healed.

She was thanked immensely for her aid, and before long, more than twenty people had regained their sight. Chatter flourished once again as the healed people stood around, watching Frost whilst others tried to decipher their predicament, some even demanding answers.

However, order was quickly imposed by the Golden Index personnel present. They were the soldiers of the Golden Middle, donned in brilliant red and wielded an arsenal’s worth of weaponry.

They instantly recognized L.S and enacted the same orders Frost gave.

“Boss ma’am Captain! You’re taking orders from that woman over there? Healer or not, you’re our Capt–!”

“Shh! Shh! SHHHHHH! Hehehehe.” L.S cradled the man’s head, pulling his face hurriedly into her near non-existent bosom. “My legs are threatened again. That’s our Color! Violent! Prone to breaking legs!”

Her words were hardly inspiring to say the least. In fact, she ended up confusing the soldiers since she described Frost, a healer, as violent. Then, L.S’ voice shifted to a more casual, almost playful tone.

“I take orders from her now, I’m afraid. Haha… It’s like I’m some sort of puppet of Act X. My build is hardly different from a mannequin to begin with.”

“S-so she’s good? Bad? That healer?” The suffocating man struggled to speak.

“Oh! Brilliant! Good question, soldier of the Golden Middle! Frost, my Colored friend! You’re good, are you not!?” L.S inquired, irritating Frost beyond words.

“Can you please shut the fuck up and help these people out already!?” She yelled, turning her head away from an elderly woman. Her face contorted nightmarishly.

Then it returned to a bubbly, warm smile as she tended back to the old woman.

“Sorry. Hey, I’m going to heal you ok? Sorry I took so long. There. Better? Please follow my friend over here. Ahem. My friend over here.” Frost reiterated with edge in her voice, causing L.S to promptly follow her command.

“Y-Yes miss Frost healer Black Dove! Follow me, young madam!”


* * *


Rivers of blood flowed beneath Frost’s knees. Following them inevitably led to a fallen body. They were burnt. Pieced by solid ice shards, now thawing in the cavities of their victims. Others drowned in a pool of their own blood.

“… What’s a healer like you… doing here and thinking like you’re in charge?” A woman armed in revealing metal armor, not too dissimilar to bikini armor, scoffed at Frost when she finally healed her.

“Does it matter what I am? Stand up. There are bigger problems here.” Frost dismissed her entirely.

She was a meager level 80 Assassin, with an AGI of 40. Her DEF stats were abysmal, but it made up for it in ATT.

Still, she was an ant in comparison to Frost.

“When could a healer talk back? I liked it better when you lot just put your heads down and heal... Get your hand off me. A small healer like you isn’t going to get us far wherever the hell we are… Please, leave that to the Golden Index people.”

Her voice became sincere towards the end. She almost begged her to back down as the leader of her small group, and potentially all of theirs.

“Listen to me. They don’t know what’s going on either. We’re all just as blind as each other.” Frost sharply said as the woman stood up defiantly, clutching at the handle of a dagger by her waist.

“I’d rather have one of them than you! You’re just a healer. Don’t make this any more worse for us! Healers… should just heal!” She yelled, swiping at Frost’s cheek with a blade.

She merely intended to intimidate her. And her views were likely not alone. Frost, as a healer, was naturally going to be seen as weak. In an unknown place that had robbed their ability to fight in an instant, they would rather have someone strong and capable to take rein.

Even Frost agreed with their sentiments. Because in a world where death lurked in every corner, people needed a stronger back than their own to take comfort in.

Therefore, she only needed to prove her strength.

She easily caught the woman’s approaching blade. She clasped the bladed part of the dagger and it shattered into a dozen pieces. Before the shards could even fall, Frost foresaw a second swipe, to which she caught preemptively.

“How did you –!?”

“Violence is the only fucking thing you people know, huh?” Frost mildly snapped.

Mildly, because she deeply understood the sheer difference in power between them. Misusing her strength would easily kill this person where they stood.

However, Frost was not so docile that she’d allow someone to attempt to slash her and get away with it. And to make matters worse – the last person who touched her head so freely became her mortal enemy.

And therefore, she finally put one of her newest skills to use.

[Goodnight].

She clobbered the woman with a swift flurry of punches to the gut, knocking her out in that very instance. Her immense AGI caused her punches to appear like a single strike in her eyes. Or perhaps the woman could not even perceive it.

But she for sure felt every ounce of pain in that split second before the Trepid stacks turned into the Unconscious condition.

And to think each punch only did 10 points of damage to her. Although, she could have sworn that she felt a rib or two crack. It was not something a simple healing couldn't fix.

None could believe what they were seeing. This healer not only possessed a vile mouth, but was also capable of combat.

“L.S. Take her. They know the Golden Middle soldiers take orders from you, so as long as you stay by my side, then they’ll be more inclined to listen to me.” Frost spoke, handing over the limp, unconscious body of the woman. “It’s for their sake, more than anything.”

“So you are a good person!” L.S applauded.

“What do you want to do now?” Res needed to ask.

“For starters, let’s try to get everyone up to date with the situation. We’re in the Derma layer. Leaving them oblivious will work against us. Then… Res. You know what that light was. I want an explanation. Please.” Frost succinctly formulated a short-term plan. “If you or anyone else has any better ideas, then please bring them up. I’m all ears.”

“Big crowds aren’t something I like dealing with. Neither are my sisters good with them. It’s all you Frost… but I’m telling you right now – if any of them slow us down, then I won’t lift a single finger to help them.” Res deeply spoke. “None of them are worth more than my sisters. Remember that.”

After Frost healed the last person, she had L.S, Res, and the Golden Middle members stand by her side as she took it upon herself to directly address the entire crowd.

The Golden Middle personnel took long glances at Frost, attempting to comprehend just what she was exactly.

The name of the Black Dove circulated quickly. It seemed like the woman she took out was well known amongst them in some way or form. Furthermore, the soldiers had no choice but to obey her seeing that L.S did, even though they worked under Broker’s command.

That aside –

Everyone was eerily quiet. Not a single person out of the hundred, not even the weeping souls, made a sound. Frost demanded their attention. What stood before them was no normal person, but someone with the appearance and apparel of perhaps a deity.

Blue and red flames bellowed in all their hearts as the took a mental note of who these people were. If they acted wrongly, then she’d have no choice but to put them down. Like Res, she also desperately wished to see her loved ones.

But she was also sure that there were people amongst them who wished the same.

She saw a familiar face in the crowd. It was the woman who asked her to find her little brother.

Her heart ached.

She did not want the innocent to die down here. Or anyone for that matter. But if it truly came down to it, then she’d have no choice. If anyone jeopardized their lives, then they were more of a liability than any non-combatant.

In the end, Frost was not going to force anyone to come along. Instead, she kindly offered them all two options.

To either join her, or to be left behind.


* * *


Afterwards, when the confusion eased, and when these people were faced with the truth of their predicament – Nav brought something to her attention.

“Frost! I bear good news! Ignis has found Ber!”

She did!?

“… She did… Res. Res! Listen to this!”

Frost could barely hear Nav amongst the plague of lucid chattering. The news warmed her heart as she tapped Res’ shoulder to get her attention. Upon sharing the news, the saddened wolf flashed one of the most adorable smiles she had ever seen.


[image: image]


“… Ber… She’s… thank you. Thank you. I’m happy someone managed to find her. Give Ignis my thanks. Give her all of it.” Res took Frost’s hand and placed it atop her head, lathering her palm with her fuzzy ears.

All seemed well now.

It was only just a matter of reuniting with the others. Everyone could see the same glowing orb, so it was likely that they’d see each other soon enough. Frost shared a long, deep breath with Res as they stared at the light with renewed hope.

It felt like they had already overcome the worst.

However –

“Ber – Wait – FROST! Something wrong with Ber! She’s – She’s SHE’S ATTACKING IGNIS!”

– Things could never be so simple.

            

    
        105. Ignis and Perla

    
    
    
    
                Somewhere, deep beneath the lands of Brandar, past its ancient caves, caverns and tombs was a living hell. A complex system of impure Hearts wove with one another, creating tunnels much like arteries.

They called this place the Derma layer.

A pair of crimson-furred cat ears twitched. They scanned the surroundings like fluffy radars, searching for a sound.

However, they failed to pick anything up. Not even the sound of her own heart could be heard within the bowels of the Derma layer.

Ignis found herself in a similar cavern that Frost and Jury described. The only difference was that all sound was muted by a mysterious force. The lack of sound was awfully disorientating as she navigated through the tattered terrain.

As a feline Demi-human, sound was far more of a vital sense when compared to most races. It made it difficult to exactly determine what lurked in her surroundings. Her eyes were honed, but they could only detect so much.

Ignis felt afraid.

No matter how intrepid and stoic she appeared, she was still a child at heart. The soundless cavern and the emptiness of it all bored uncertainty into her chest. The only source of comfort she had was through Nav’s voice, and the warmth of a certain pale-armored Paladin.

This person was none other than Perla; the pale Paladin who specialized in barrier magic. Not that Ignis knew what it really was. In fact, Ignis didn’t know much at all about magic in the first place. She grew up as a relatively normal girl until tragedy struck.

Perla was a strange person in her eyes. Kind, but strange. On occasion the woman would glance over at Ignis and put on a strange, wry smile for some reason. Did she hate her?

Ignis feared that may be the case and so she tried smiling with all her heart!

When her lips curved upwards, the black-haired Paladin’s face went slightly pale as if she had seen a ghost. Suffice to say, the happy smile Ignis thought she made failed to transmit her appreciation.

But even so, Perla seemed to understand. The communication barrier and her razor-sharp gaze was not enough to stave the Paladin away. Instead, it only incentivized the woman to stick closer to Ignis.

Because she knew that this girl was afraid. The strength she possessed was second to none, but deep down beneath her red-tinted skin was a heart just as fragile as any other.

A beautiful pale-blue light appeared in the air like a firefly. It dragged a ribbon of light, bouncing around in a mesmerizing manner as it wrote the following words.

“Come on. Let’s keep on going. I know you’re afraid and miss your friends, so let’s stick together.” Perla wrote.

The floating, cursive writing hovered before them for some time as Ignis held onto the hems of the woman’s plated, metal skirt. It was a heartwarming sight, and Perla more than gladly would have taken her hand, but Ignis resisted the temptation.

After travelling for some time, she found that Perla’s kindness reminded her of Frost and Jury’s.

The cavern was far more claustrophobic compared to what Frost and Jury described theirs to be. Tight, narrow corridors and gorges needed to be navigated. It was here were boulders tended to collapse into the ravines from above. Without any sound, it became near impossible to detect them aside from the sifting ruble.

Perla kept various barriers overhead. A circle around twice the size of a human chest decorated with astounding symbols best described them. Like Ignis, this woman was a Blessed.

A high levelled one to boot! But still, she was far weaker than herself.

Perla deeply understood the sheer difference in strength. And just like Ignis, she was afraid. Rattled. Traumatized by the Greed Counter, and now by this. Yet she remained steadfast, as if to put Ignis’ heart at ease.

She’s really kind. And pretty too! Like a princess from a fairy tale! Or was a Knight from one!

“Really? What’s her appearance like?”

Oh that’s right! You can’t see, can you voice in head?

“Young Ignis, how many times must I tell you that my name is Nav?”

Ignis was what one would call a ‘cinnamon bun’. She was a docile girl that very rarely spoke. The reason for this wasn’t due to some biological restraint, but rather because of the events that transpired in Divas Pass…

… and mostly due to her past.

It always sat at the back of her mind. As a result, she desperately yearned to prove herself useful. That she wasn’t a liability. It frustrated her that she was so afraid now that she was separated from Jury and Frost.

And even Snap.

She described the woman’s appearance to Nav. She was a black-haired woman with a fair complexion. Her eyes were blue, and she was built similarly to Jury, just with a little less muscle tone. And a bit taller than Frost.

Now that she realized it, Frost was a lot shorter than most people. She was like a chihuahua in a way, except she was actually capable of backing her rabid bark with an all-devouring bite.

“Oh. That’s a good one.” Nav took a liking to her analogy.

That aside, Perla’s armor was easily made from high quality materials. From what Ignis recognized, it was crafted from Oxidime.

Oxidime was a pale metal that specialized in anti-magic properties. It explained why her DEF was higher than her ATT stat. Interestingly, Ignis could see the stats of fellow Blessed since she was in the possession of the Blessing of the Amalgam, rather than the Blessing of the Nexus.

She really had to wonder just what Frost was exactly, aside from being an Archetype. Lucky could not even begin to describe how she felt just by being alive. Being here, and not as a blob anymore.

Merely remembering that bone-crushing transformation caused Ignis to gulp instinctively as her face sharply twisted.

They eventually reached a land littered with hundreds of pitfalls. They formed a crosshatch pattern, with the land bridges being so thin that it would be akin to walking a tightrope.

Perla and Ignis peered into the abyss, finding a graveyard of trains somewhere beneath. The fall was over a kilometer long. Perhaps more, and Ignis doubted they’d have any means of lowering themselves. The walls underneath seemed to terminate at some point, meaning that the landmass they were currently on was somehow floating above another.

Frost was likely directly underneath, judging from the description she gave of the train graveyard she stumbled upon.

“Up ahead the land starts to slope downwards. Towards the light. We can follow it and maybe we’ll reunite with everyone over there.” Perla wrote, casting her magic into the darkness.

It did not illuminate it. The darkness instead swallowed the light like a malevolent, acrid haze.

“I can see you somehow surviving that. After what you did to save us back there. But not me!”

Their only choice was to head forth and tread carefully. One wrong step would spell disaster.

But Perla had a plan in mind.

She placed a barrier on one side of the ledge and confidently planted a foot on top. It easily supported her weight and acted as a steppingstone one would use to cross a river.

Except here only certain death awaited beneath.

“Enough to hold our weight. But nowhere near as strong as what you used back there to protect us. Did I ever tell you thanks? Thank you!”

Ignis wished she could smile in response. If only more humans in Grandis were just like her…

Perla’s mouth moved as she continued to write whatever came to mind. There was no risk in misplacing a step, as Perla’s barriers seemed to form directly beneath their feet as they took a daring step across the void.

“I’m lucky I got kicked out into the City of Clubs when I ran out of NEX. You’d think that after buying a home up there you’d be excluded but no, that’s not the case. You don’t pay up to the Nexus, then it exiles you. Same thing happened to you?”

Ignis couldn’t answer that. She didn’t really know much about the Nexus itself to begin with.

“Probably not. You’re strong enough to have thousands in reserve. I’m sure of it. The Nexus… really makes you appreciate life more. I’m sure you must have gone through something terrible. Like a lot of us Blessed.”

Perla then went on about how she was afraid of Ignis because of her gaze when they first met in this empty world. But upon seeing her dropped ears, the woman realized that Ignis was a good girl just wanting someone to accompany her.

Ignis suddenly wished to hear someone’s voice. And so, she turned to Jury. Not Frost unfortunately. She was… somewhat shy towards that person.

No. Ignis felt like she didn’t want to bother Frost with meager complaints and nonsensical talks. Whenever she did speak to her, it’d always be regarding something serious.

The reason for this was because she saw a bit of her father in Frost. She knew that Frost would go out of her way to achieve her wants. It was another contributing factor to her silence, amongst various others.

“Don’t be so reserved. Frost made a promise with me. An impossible promise no less. There is nothing more troublesome than what I personally wish. Therefore, I believe you shouldn’t hold yourself back.”

I want to be better. I want to show Frost that I’m reliable.

“You already proved it no?”

More. Just once isn’t enough. That way, I can grow faster. Jury told me how she used to be a child just like me. Then she grew up and even became an aspiring Beholder! I… I don’t want the same thing that happened to my father to them. Because of my selfishness.

Nav didn’t respond. At around the halfway point of their balancing act, Perla seemed to notice something in the distance. Ignis saw it too, but it was still too far to make out just what it was exactly.

It appeared like a giant ball of some sort. Sort of like a giant spider egg, with webbings anchoring it to towering pillars. These pillars rose from the ground and held the ceiling. They were spaced incredibly far apart, leaving the ball to suspend in the air defenselessly.

It was hard to say if it was a Heart or not.

“Frost says to take care of yourself. She promises to find you soon.”

You did you tell her?

“Call it intuition.”

You didn’t snitch? Promise?

“I have no pinky to make such a promise.”

Aww. One day you will!

“Until then, please focus on your survival. The Archivist wishes the same.”

Ignis did not really know much about this person, aside from that she was essentially a deity just like Frost, and a close acquaintance of Jury. From what she understood, the power of the Beholders was born from the Library that Jury frequented in her dreams.

She wondered just what kind of power Jury was on her way to receive.

“And Ignis. Selfishness is not a bad trait for a child. It is a parent’s happiness. Please remember that.”

She only remained silent, wondering if it was Frost who said this or Nav. She clutched at her uneasy heart, wondering if it was ok. But in the end, her fears greatly outweighed her heart.

They eventually reached the lip of a massive crater. A forest of gigantic columns surrounded it as the strange egg hovered directly above the center. The two froze at the edge, squinting as they tried to figure out just what exactly they were looking at.

Or potentially dealing with.

The egg was wrapped in paper; written with indecipherable symbols. She remembered seeing them parked outside of the Dungeon earlier. So the question was – what were they doing here? Why were they suspended as well?

Moreover, the egg appeared like it had already hatched.

Its underbelly dribbled with liquidized paper and blood redder than crushed cherries. The congealed mass accumulated in the center where a familiar face stood, showering in the mess absentmindedly.

And to Ignis’ shock – that person was none other than the missing triplet.

It was Ber.

Her back was turned to them. Her hair was drenched in the horrid liquid. And for some reason, Ber seemed a little smaller than she used to. And not to mention that she was… naked.

Ignis immediately relayed the good news to Nav. Although, what was strange was that she couldn’t exactly see Ber’s stats anymore. She couldn’t call out to her either, so she had no choice but to approach the wolf.

But upon taking a single step forward, the wolf turned around and bared her fangs, her eyes smothered by her hair as she lifted her hands…

… Her hands which had been severed clean.

Ignis instinctively retracted her step.

And in that split second of weakness, the ground ruptured beneath Ber as she flung herself straight for Ignis, screaming silently as electric claws formed from the stubs of her wrists.

These claws were unrefined and wavered like static. Furthermore, her rapidly approaching movements were crude unlike the Ber she knew and were almost twice as slow.

But if there was one thing she did know, it was that this Ber harbored a blade of insurmountable fury.

And it was pointed straight for her.

            

    
        106. A Handless Ber?

    
    
    
    
                The handless Ber dragged herself forward with fangs bared. A panicked look overcame her, her eyes hidden behind a curtain of blood-drenched hair. Ber silently howled in what Ignis sensed was anguish as Perla raised her shield and tucked her spear close defensively.

She swiftly backed off, recognizing the face of that woman, despite her shrunken appearance. Ber’s hair was also slightly longer than they remembered, but this minor detail was arbitrary.

Perla was no moron to notice that she had no place in the footsteps of these giants. Just being within proximity of them was a risk she was unwilling to take and therefore, she backed off, glancing over at Ignis and nodding once.

“I don’t know what’s going on and I’m not about to stick around to find out! But she doesn’t look ok me!” She gave her parting words and disappeared, but not without creating a few preemptive barriers.

They littered the crater and acted as obstacles for the rapidly approaching Ber. Unfortunately for her, they did little to deter this rabid wolf.

Ignis’ right hand transformed into its bladed form. At the same time, Ber slashed at the ground and propelled herself into the air. Her claws were tightly held over her shoulders, appearing like blue wings.

Then, with one electrical burst of energy, she clashed with Ignis’ blade.

Sparks of electricity exploded from their clash. A powerful current travelled through the bone and flesh, running up her arm. But it did nothing to Ignis, for her RESIST was a whopping 500.

She did not want to hurt the woman. Her mouth parted but her voice betrayed her as she tried to say something to Ber. She stared intently into the wolf’s hidden eyes, wondering just what was going on.

Unease gripped her as Ber began to struggle in their engagement.

Then, one of her claws swiftly loosened itself and suddenly jabbed Ignis in the chest. A stinging pain akin to that of a jellyfish’s sting rocked her body as her face warped.

Aaaaagh! hurts! D-Doesn’t Ber know that we’re friends!? What’s happened to you!?

Even though she only took a single point of damage, and that the electrical claws passed through her like they were no more than a figment of imagination; the pain was not something she could ignore so easily.

She recoiled out of instinct, throwing herself backwards as Ber relentlessly gave chase. A dance of immature fighters broke loose along the lip of the crater. Chunks of debris was scooped with every flailing slash Ber flung at her.

Ignis purposefully lured her away from Perla’s position and refrained from fighting back. With no healer in sight, it was entirely possible that she’d end up killing Ber. And not to mention that her HP and DEF were likely weaker, judging by her slowed movements.

Ber’s prowess was also nowhere to be seen.

The woman who she knew excelled in maneuverability appeared to be no more than a child now that she had a closer look. Tears fell from the cheeks of the anguished Ber as a voiceless scream infinitely left her unhinged maw.

“Her stats cannot be detected! Something has happened to Ber!” Nav spoke in a worried tone.

Ignis mentally panted as she dodged and weaved through the slashes with messy footwork.

The uneven ground made it worse for them, but Ber seemed to struggle more as she stumbled upon loose footing, tumbling over as strands of tears dripped from her chin. But she’d always claw herself back up, flinging herself straight for Ignis like a darting arrow.

Is there a way to help her!? A way to fix her!? I’m scared of fighting back! I don’t want to hurt her!

“I’m consulting Frost right now! She’s relaying as much as she can to Res! She may have an answer to this so until then – keep her at bay!”

What does ‘at bay’ mean!?

“DO NOT LET HER GET OUT OF YOUR SIGHT!”

One of the gargantuan columns in the backdrop steadily grew close with each passing second, and before long, the two played their game of cat and mice at its base. Ber dragged her claw alongside the base as Ignis tried to figure out a way of holding her down.


< Biomass: 300 >


< Weaponized System: Muscular Skeletal requires a biomass accumulation of 500 >

 

< Are you attempting to make a bone cage? There are many other systems you can choose to weaponize! >


 

What!? Hello!? But I – I don’t know what these systems are in the first place!

Ignis’ skillset was comprised of what Nav described as ‘vital bodily systems’. She had the ability to manipulate it at will, which allowed her to shapeshift certain body parts into weapons. Or, in extreme cases, create a grand extension of herself much like what she did to hold the carcass of the Greed Counter.

Her suit was also an example of this power, and it was made using Weaponized System: Integumentary… which somehow meant skin. Not that she really understood how or why.

These however did not use mana. They used biomass instead. Where this was stored was unknown, and from what she gathered, each liter of blood or kilogram absorbed directly translated to a single point of accumulated biomass.

It was disgusting, but seeing Frost eat her foes inspired her to put her disgust aside. Ignis wished to grow. And if there was anything worth harvesting, then it would be the Impuritas monsters themselves.

Nav revealed a prompt of various bodily systems to her as Ber scraped her claw free from the pillar, slashing her back as she silently hissed at the stinging pain. Out of instinct, and as a feline Demi-human, she threw herself up onto the pillar and began to climb, much like how a frightened cat would scale a tree.

Ber was in hot pursuit. While Ignis was an expert climber by simply being part feline; Ber’s claws gave her the extra leverage she needed to remain right at her tail. The woman climbed like a spider as she clawed her way upwards.

Debris showered the world underneath as the two played their dangerous game at more than 20 meters in the air.

Her natural instincts told her to hug the pillar for dear life whenever her eyes happened to glance at the faraway world beneath. But she knew that she was strong enough to land without a single scratch.

Could the same be said for this version of Ber?

D-digestive? No. That doesn’t sound useful.

Ignis had to juggle between staring at the prompts, dodging the oncoming claws and managing to remain attached to the column. Before long, they approached one of the thick, pale anchors that suspended the paper-egg.

Circulatory? That was too rigid… w-what about nervous!? Ber looks like she might be nervous!

“Young Ignis, if you are looking for something flexible, then try lymphatic!” Nav coached.

Lumpfatic! Got it!

Having no idea what it did let alone even meant; Ignis retracted her bladed arm, and with sheer concentration, she invoked this strange skill.

[Weaponized System: Lymphatic].


< Your accumulated biomass has hit 0 >

< Please replenish your biomass when you can >


 

In that instant, her entire right arm turned into a thousand thin, slimy tentacles. They were hollow from what she felt. Like tubes the size of a hair, perhaps even smaller. She commanded every one of these tentacles like they were no more than the digits of her hand.

Ber tore through the anchor like a hot knife through butter. A minor explosion occurred at that instance, blasting the face of the pillar off as the egg flung around wildly. Perla’s barriers immediately rose from the ground and intercepted the falling missiles as she ran around, hauling her shield and spear like they were a part of her.

Ignis began to rapidly descend, hopping left and right as boulders tumbled all around them. Ber was not so lucky and was smashed multiple times, wounding the poor woman to the point where she had to wonder just how much weaker she had actually become.

Fresh blood dripped alongside them, straight from Ber’s bare back, wrists, and the back of her head. When Ignis landed with a crashing, dull thud; Nav then instructed her:

“MAKE HER HEAR YOUR VOICE! HOLD HER FACE AND TELL HER THAT RES IS SORRY!”

To beat her? Is that the Condition?

“No. It’s what Res did to calm her down. Long, long ago.”

… so this… this is Ber right?

“I cannot tell.”

Ber tumbled along the jutting walls of the column like a ragdoll. She could no longer move. Perla’s barriers helped to mitigate it only slightly. Although she wished to remain out of the battle, she could not help herself when met with such a saddening sight.

Ignis put her new hand to good use. Her tentacles extended forth and caught her as gracefully as she could, then gently laid her down. A cloud of dirt engulfed Ber as the tentacles wrapped themselves haphazardly around the woman’s body.

It was weak. Terribly weak, and Ber was able to struggle within her restraints. But not to the point where she could escape.

She clawed at the ground with her stumps as her electrical powers suddenly waned. Like she was finally out of mana. The girl then smashed her cheeks against the ground, tears falling as she continued to struggle but to no avail.

It was heartbreaking.

Ignis felt like she was watching herself when she struggled at the hands of the Crimson Hunger. She clawed and clawed, never ceasing as Ignis slowly brought her upright, sitting her on her knees kindly.

Ignis slowly approached her. Somehow, she could hear the crying of the… no. Not the woman. The girl. She could hear the crying now. The voice was young. And it undoubtably belonged to a much younger Ber.

Ignis’ heart ached suddenly upon seeing the stubs up close now. The way they were sawn off and seared reminded her of various rumors and tales that circulated Divas Pass. Of the cruelty Demi-human children were forced to endure if they misbehaved in the greater parts of Grandis.

Ber… she’s from Grandis too…

“She is. Did you find something? Did you calm her down?”

Children used to have their hands cut off and burnt. The innkeepers back at home used to tell me that it was how evil people marked bad Demi-humans… but Ber has hands, doesn’t she? How come this one doesn’t have any? It doesn’t make any sense.

“Judging from the age and your trivia, we may be seeing a past version of her.”

How can that be possible? That makes even less sense.

Ignis scanned the world for a moment, her eyes firmly landing on the hatched egg above.

“The egg may be the culprit.” Nav shared the same suspicions.

She carefully placed her only hand against Ber’s cheek. Seeing the weeping face moved her heart enough where she was able to subconsciously speak without herself even realizing it.

“… Res is sorry.” She spoke as gently as she could, and in that moment, Ber’s hands became frozen stiff before they moved to her ears, as if trying to block out her voice. But she had no hands to do it, and so, she could only stare at Ignis with her fleeting façade.

“… at least… at least, you won’t be able to touch my sisters. I don’t care if you take my eyes or mouth. As long as they’re ok… then I don’t care… I really… I… really… *hic*.” Ber trembled, desperately trying to remain strong.

She believed she was in the hands of a bad actor. That it was finally time for her to perish, and that there was nothing she could do about it. Or worse.

Ber sobbed in her hands, shaking her head as she pressed the stumps against her ears.

“Res is sorry!” Ignis shouted, trying to calm her down but to no avail.

Then, she heard a voice from right behind her.

“It was never Res’ fault to begin with.”

It was unmistakably Ber’s. The real Ber.

Before she could even turn to face her; an electrical slash had taken the head of the young, traumatized Ber. She did not bleed. Instead, writing appeared across her body before she was set ablaze.

The startled Ignis stepped away as Ber closed in to inspect this imposter’s dying corpse, which crumpled into a flash fire. When the embers disappeared only a single page remained.

That page could be analyzed as if it were a living being.
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< Fragment of Ber >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 50
	ORIGIN : Demi-Human
	
HP : 1,500


	ATT : 250
	MAG ATT : 400



	ATT DEF : 200
	MAG DEF : 200
	
MP : 500
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	AGI : 35









Ber was silent. Her face didn’t change the slightest as she took the page. She required every fiber of her psyche to prevent herself from tearing it apart. Ignis could tell that beneath that expressionless face was a volcano waiting to erupt.

“How… how did those things know about me? No one… no one but us should know.”

Ber spoke to herself as Perla slowly approached them, peering over her raised shield.

“Bloody Festival, and the Librarians… this Derma layer’s crawling under my skin already.” Ber’s voice deeply croaked as she fixed her gauntlets, then thoroughly rubbed her wrists. “Forget what you saw.”

“… are you ok?” Perla spoke up, instantly angering the woman as she merely slashed the base of one of the colossal columns, tearing from one end to the other with astounding ease.

Perla froze.

“A human like you would pretend to care. But you’re lucky you’re a Blessed… you’re so… so lucky.” Ber exuded immense bloodlust.

If that thing really was the past her, then there was no telling just what kind of memories resurfaced. Ignis didn’t know what to do or say in this instance. She could only tell what she witnessed to Nav, who then passed on the news to the others.

They had finally found all three of the triplets. But Ignis was worried about Ber’s psyche. From what they all knew, the Blood Festival actively tried to break people down and burrow into their skins.

Ber was likely under their effects, made worse by the look-alike Librarian entity.

“Pages… no. Frost called them Librarians. I know that paper egg. That’s the thing that was supposed to tell my fortune. I had no idea it was a trap – a trap – ALL ALONG!” Ber lashed out and began sending long-ranged swipes at the other columns, carving them like they were no more than blocks of wood.

Then, she freed the egg and obliterated it before it could even touch the ground with a flurry of electrical swipes. It was minced, and the clawed slashes impacted the ceiling, managing to completely sever several columns.

These massive pillars began to steadily rumble and sift in place.

The combined destruction of both Ber’s had significantly destabilized them. One toppled over, taking out various with it in a domino effect. They were thankfully just far enough to remain untouched as the world began to shake.

The staggering difference in power between the old Ber and the current one baffled them, although Ignis was also a prime example of this absurd evolution of strength.

Perla remained silent out of both fear and awe. Beads of sweat dripped from her forehead as she parked herself behind Ignis.

Ignis simply turned and patted the woman’s head through her helmet, trying to ease her soul as Ber calmed herself down.

“hah… hah… Haaaaah. Wanna tell me the plan?” Bes somehow returned to her normal self, moving up to join them. She even reached out and joined Ignis in touching the Paladin’s head. “Oxidime! Not bad!”

“We were following the light. Until we came across… yeah… Er. Sorry… my helmet isn’t for rubbing, so I kindly –!”

A deafening crash silenced her.

Several columns had already fallen, so it was a mystery as to where this booming sound originated from. The three instantly began scouring the world in case there was another encounter.

Thankfully there was no such thing. But to their dismay –

“… oh shit.” Ber uttered, watching as the cross-hatched path began to collapse into itself. The massive sinkholes combined into one, abyssal maw that devoured all in its path. The world was quite literally falling apart. “Wanna start running now!?”

Ignis rapidly nodded her head as Perla’s heart sunk.

It was here where it finally dawned on them.

Their ‘floating’ landmass wasn’t floating at all.

It was being held by these columns.

And needless to say – they needed to run.

Or well… Perla needed to run.

The two could very well survive the collapse, although neither of them we going to take their chances.

With no time left to lose, both Ignis and Ber took a hand each of the Paladin and began a mad dash towards the light, all the while the world behind them collapsed into the great abyss underneath.

Voice!

“It’s Nav!”

No time for that! Tell Frost to watch her head!
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                Everything seemed normal for the most part. Frost held her breath as they ventured forth towards the light. A legion of one hundred moved as a single unit.

The Golden Middle personnel were stationed by the edges of the group, ensuring that no one strayed or was left behind.

They were happily compliant so long it was L.S who echoed her orders, although, they did find it strange as to why a Captain of the Golden Thumb obeyed this enigmatic adventurer they had all come to know as the Black Dove.

Frost had arranged everyone into subgroups. Throughout their journey across this relatively flat, barren field she had everyone state their professions one by one. Her leadership skills were splendid and were finely tuned thanks to the years spent as a medical profession.

However, as good as they were here, there were things that Frost could not pretend she was as an expert at. Namely, understanding how a large-scale group of adventurers were supposed to function.

Or a raid party, as everyone else called it.

Res and L.S, alongside the more experienced adventurers provided insightful information on how these parties usually functioned. Although, it was rare to have non-combatants amongst them. That was where the Golden Middle members chimed in, seeing that they were well versed in rescue operations.

And so, Frost led the group whilst entrusting L.S with most of the formations. As much as she hated to admit it, L.S had experience with handling many combatants and therefore made her suited for the job.

Res’ job on the other hand was simply to keep people in line and act as her own unit.

5 major subgroups were therefore created. 4 of them were strictly filled with combatants, and one was where all the unarmed men, women, and children were grouped together.

They were paired with the strongest individuals present. Each subgroup consisted of a vanguard, a handful of people with buffing magic, and those capable of ranged attacks in the far back.

This was considered a balanced formation. The only thing missing was their own personal healer.

Frost constantly relayed all relevant information behind her, which would then be echoed by specific people that lead these subgroups.

As much as they disliked a healer of all people to lead them, they could not help but to be enthralled by her leadership.

She was, unmistakably, a twisted version of a healer. The Black Dove perfectly encapsulated her.

They wandered for what felt like hours on end. Breaks needed to be frequented, and thirst could only be quenched with whatever spare resources people so happened to bring along. Their resources were scarce, and Frost had to wonder if there were any natural sources of nutrition down here.

“Glowberries usually grow underground. But not however deep we are.”

“The water’s dwindling fast. Liquor might need to go first.”

“We’re not going to start eating each other, are we?”

“Do you think we’re like those savages from S4?”

Chatter broke loose as worries over sustenance arose. The Derma layer could be a purgatory for all they knew, and they’d die of starvation before whatever malevolent beast got to them first. The panic, however, was actually minimal.

It was mostly the lower levelled adventures who caused this ruckus.

The non-combatants were too frightened to even speak a word, and the hardened veterans were optimistic despite their grizzly circumstances.

In the meantime, Ignis shared the good news regarding Ber. It turned out that the handless Ber was something created by a paper egg, almost certainly relating to the Librarians. The details were murky at best, let alone the reasoning behind it.

But Frost was no idiot to understand that it may be a method of directly attacking Ber’s psyche. After all, the Blood Festival was known to whittle the spirits of people until they were ripe for the organ harvest.

The lack of food and water, combined with a person’s resurfacing trauma might be why even Beholders wound up lost here.

“You greatly underestimate them. Returning is the real issue.”

That too. But you can never tell just how fragile people really are. Look at Res. She’s putting on a strong front… Just what are the Impuritas after? Destabilization of the Nexus? That might be it if they’re working closely with Iscario.

Frost’s hand naturally found its way onto Res’ head. The little wolf liked being pampered now that she realized it. She was quite needy in a way. Her face lit up to the familiar warmth of her hand as Nav spoke:

“But do we know if the other Impuritas are? Like the Crimson Hunger?”

We do know that the Gears might be working with them as well. Our safest bet is to assume that all Impuritas are our enemies.

Frost was adamant.

She was aware of her prejudices. Quite the irony for someone who despised all forms of it. But she could understand now why people felt this way. It was an innate, gut feeling that could only be mellowed in the ebbs of time, or through a common ground.

“L.S. We should get ready to move again. There’s a lot of shaking happening above us.” Frost noted as other Demi-humans present also detected the powerful reverberations. A few scurried up to her, raising a hand as they maneuvered through the seated crowd, minding their step.

“Black Dove! We’re hearing something above us!”

“Yeah, he’s right! It sounds like an explosion!”

“You can feel it too!? Black Dove! A lot of us are rested up already! Right!?”

The consensus arrived as a messy choir of agreements.

They quickly rose to their feet with a hundred stomps. The combined chatter made it difficult to pick up the rumbling from above, but if she listened very closely, then she could just manage to hear it.

Res looked up at Frost and nodded, but not without scrubbing her ears along Frost’s warm palm.

“Let’s go. I couldn’t be more thankful of Ignis… and you too. Please tell Cer as well. For her sake.”

“Cer says that she expected nothing less of Ber. Where is your trust, Res?”

Frost briefly called out to the group to resume their lengthy march. From what she could tell they were nearing another major opening. Their current cavern was like a tunnel compared to the one ahead. It was also where the light seemed to originate from.

Unfortunately, the light was far too strong to make out what else laid ahead. Hence the need for their formations just in case they were attacked all of a sudden. When everyone rose and were ready to depart, she gave the orders to follow as L.S joined her at the front.

Then, she quietly shared these solemn words to her little partner. Res’ already lit face brightened up by another few lumens. If only the other two were like that. But despite their idiocy and antics, Res cherished them more than anything else in the world.

“Of course she’d say that… she’s never changed, that idiot. Even though she was always the one getting us into trouble.” Res sighed, managing to finally laugh. “Ber was the one who was always there to fight for us. I was always the weakest… and I hated myself because of that. I’m glad that you’re not insane like a lot of people we know. Witnessing those things, they tend to stick with you forever.”

“Yeah. I get what you mean. I’ve also seen some things I don’t think I’ll forget either. And I doubt that’ll change.” Frost glanced behind her shoulder, seeing so many expressions that she couldn’t help but to feel sick to her stomach.

Many people were going to die whether she liked it or not. Her job was solely to mitigate that as much as possible. Reality was cruel, and Frost despised it from the bottom of her heart. Even with her power there was no way to protect everyone.

She had to wonder if maybe Carpalis felt the same way.

With eyes glistening in the light, her hand slid onto Res’ shoulder as the wolf eagerly awaited her sisterly reunion. A day hadn’t even passed, yet it felt like a thousand years had for these triplets.

“But you did your best, didn’t you?” Frost firmly said.

“I like to think so as well.” Res declared with all her heart. “I wonder if we’ll really see them soon.”

Whether by a stroke of fate or bad luck, the universe seemed to react to those words. Because in the next moment, the ceiling began to shatter. Panic instantly ensued, spreading like a deadly plague as people began running towards the light before Frost could even shout.

Their flight or flight instincts were thankfully in perfect order.

“Frost. Something happened on Ignis’ end. I believe you should start running.” Nav said with comical timing.

Without a second more to lose, she shouted at the top of her lungs:

“R-RUN! RUN! EVERYONE RUN AS FAST AS YOU CAN TOWARDS THE LIGHT!”

The entire ceiling from beyond the gorge collapsed into itself. A massive cave-in threatened to reap their lives in one fell swoop. It tumbled in massive chunks, revealing another cavern not too dissimilar from their beyond.

But Frost did not have the time to investigate. Her legs were already moving. Not towards the light, however. She instead ran to those that lagged.

She snatched a man by his waist and hoisted him above her shoulder like he was an old oak barrel.

“W-what the –! T-Thank you! Oh thank you!” He cried as Frost snatched another person, all the while ordering those capable to tug anyone that needed help along.

To her surprise, the Golden Middle members were able to conjure a giant golden hand above them like a spirit. These hands were capable of fairing multiple people at once, although, they seemed to have a weight limit as very few disintegrated when this limit was reached.

Frost found a familiar blonde-haired woman and spared no time in hoisting her above her other shoulder. She was the one she had promised to find her brother for. Unfortunately, that promise was unfulfilled.

The woman yelped as Frost made a mad dash towards the light, towing the two along as Res fired electrical beams behind them.

Projectiles the size of busses were flung into their direction. But they were of no match for a galvanizing wolf. She sniped them mid-flight with utter ease, ridding them of their destructive energy.

The remaining pebbles measly rolled into the dirt before they were crushed by the falling earth.

“Hehehe… It goes from a picnic to a deathly marathon! S-since you’re obviously in charge, miss Frost healer Black Dove, you must have some kind of plan! For sure I imagine! For sure!?” L.S desperately tried to pry something – anything out of Frost whilst gigging uncontrollably.

“KEEP RUNNING! DON’T STOP UNTIL YOU’RE IN THE CLEARING!” Frost yelled, watching as a few of the boulders ran past like deadly tumbleweeds. They were lucky that they didn’t run into the group. Otherwise, it would have been an utter massacre. “IF YOU CAN USE RANGED MAGIC THEN START LAYING DOWN FIRE BEHIND US!”

“Lay down fire!? Y-You mean –! OI! Throw whatever you have behind us!” A Golden Middle member cried, translating Frost’s foreign tongue for them.

People were already doing this, but not nearly as much that soon followed. Res’ beams were swift, destructive, and precise. But the sheer magnitude of the collapse made it impossible for her to cover everything.

Alone, Res was not especially good against multiple targets. Never at this kind of scale. Not to mention that much larger chunks were prone to exploding into multiple, large projectiles.

An array of magical missiles erupted from the group as fireballs, giant stones and glistening nets were flung behind. Every desperate attempt was made to keep the rolling boulders at bay, all they while the cavern caved in.

They were only a few dozen meters away from exiting their cavern now.

The emphatic light hummed at a strange frequency as they stumbled into a spectacularly large world. The cavern’s height could not be measured in hundreds of meters anymore. It was kilometers. It was so high that one could not even see the ceiling no matter how far they reared their head.

For only a moment, total silence enveloped them as their magic subsided. Miraculously, everyone stood a few tens of meters away from the collapsed cavern entrance. No one cheered, cried, or screamed.

A simultaneous pant of a hundred breaths echoed here beneath the light. It was so intense now that they could no longer see what laid beyond. However, what was behind them was as clear as day, and they unanimously felt their hearts sunk into the darkest recesses of their guts.

“… W-what the fuck… landmasses… stacked upon each other… like layers…” Frost was in utter disbelief when she stared up at the world they left behind. “Unbelievable. And I thought that cavern was huge. Shit… Shit.”

Their exit was one of perhaps a hundred, each stacked upon each other like floating landmasses. A lasagna could better describe this, with the filling being nothing but a gaping cavity. The sheer scale of the Derma layer awed her to no end, for such a formation should not be naturally plausible.

The next cavern above their collapsed one was at least a hundred meters high. And there, she saw something. Something red. She squinted her eyes as if unable to believe them, but as it turned out, that red figure was none other than Ignis!

“SORRY ABOUT THAT!” Ber’s voice could be heard from somewhere above as well, causing Res to gleefully smile. “BLAME THE IMPURITAS! I DIDN’T DO NOTHING!”

“She obviously did something, that idiot.” Res ended up sighing.

            

    
        108. Not Alone Down Here

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, there were no injuries or deaths. It was one of the very few miracles in this world.

No one exactly knew what caused the collapse besides Frost and her close companions, and she planned to keep it that way.

Reprimanding Ber would be a priority when this mess was over. In the meantime, she let the sisters warmly reunite as Ignis shuffled right next to her. But that did not mean what Ber did wasn’t punishable.

Then again, if she was anything like Cer then any punishment would be more like a reward.

“Welcome back Ignis. I’ve missed you~ Were you lonely?” Frost asked, competing with countless curses and yells.

As glad as these people were to be alive, the incident rattled many to the core. Even long time Adventurers had seldom seen a disaster on such a scale firsthand. Unfortunately, if this was all it took to crumble their spirits, then they were destined to break.

L.S had her commanded personnel to ease them down, all the while they stared upwards at the layered landmasses with sunken hearts and eyes brimming with unease.

Ignis softly nodded in response to Frost, happy to see her face again. Frost gave her a quick head pat to soften her glare, which unfortunately did not work. Her face was as menacing as ever.

Although seeing her tail blissfully twirl and ears twitch was a blessing.

“We’re just missing Jury and Cer now.” Frost hummed. “I wonder what layer they’re on.”

“Don’t forget about our friend Broker!” L.S chimed in from seemingly nowhere, appearing between their shoulders.

“That too. There’s a lot of people still missing. Whether we can find them all or not is the question.” Frost pointed out.

It would take weeks, perhaps months trying to clear out every single one of those layers. Normal people only had days before they’d perish to thirst or starvation. Hours if they were injured, and minutes if they were losing blood.

But if those people were persistent enough, then they’d at least be able to reach this place. Not to mention that Jury and Cer were already nearing the light, but they did not detect the earth-shattering commotion at all.

Were they higher? Or were they situated somewhere else?

“’That’? Oh, Broker would hate it if he heard himself being referred to in such a manner. Quite the sharp tongue you exhibit! What sort of trauma do you have against us Exalted?”

L.S shoved herself between them, irritating Ignis. Her stare caused the woman to reconsider her pushiness, a bead of sweat dripping from her forehead.

“A-And sharp eyes!”

“Trust. Trust is my issue. Not to mention that you also have the same origins as the Hungry, Pages and Animals. But in your eyes, I’m probably just as hard to trust as well. The only think keeping us together is this.” Frost motioned to everything around them, scanning their surroundings briefly.

So long as they had a common peril to overcome then the risk of backstabbing one another was minimal.

“And not my affiliation with benevolent Carpalis?”

“The fact that she has betrayers amongst her ranks makes it harder for me to trust you outright. Besides, I’ve already given you the benefit of the doubt. Our trust is mutual. We hate that fish for one reason or another. And we want to live. As does everyone else.” Frost sighed, spotting an approaching Perla.

“Now you’re speaking my language!” L.S concluded before she promptly dismissed herself. But not without saying: “Please get your trust issues sorted. Hahaha. Don’t you feel sorry for poor me?”

Frost did sort of feel bad for her. After all, she was the one who snapped her legs and even threatened her life. L.S was, for the most part, a ‘normal’ person… well, as normal as an Impuritas could get. She had a few loose screws, and it went without saying that L.S saw Frost in the same light.

With a long sigh, she turned to Perla as Res and Ber continued their beautiful reunion somewhere away from prying eyes.

The first word shared between them was, “I’m sorry.”

Res felt guilty for something that happened in the past, and Ber embraced her sister lovingly, uttering words along the lines of, “You did nothing wrong.”

There was still only so much she knew about them, but their past was slowly becoming clearer now. Ber likely had her hands chopped off because of Res. Also considering their hatred of D-13, she may have been the one who healed them. They likely would have been injected with Serum I (inoculation).

Whatever the case was, it proved to be none of her business, and so, she granted them the privacy they deserved and turned to Perla once again.

The pale Paladin pierced the ground with her shield and spear, erecting her posture like a proud soldier.

“Thank you from the bottom of my heart Black Dove! And I’m sorry I never caught your name!” She spoke with immense valor.

Her voice was beautiful and carried the conviction of a proud, esteemed knight. Now that Frost noticed it, Perla’s accent was different from most. Certain word were pronounced more than others. It was an accent unlike anything from Earth.

Nav explained that her accent originated from a kingdom southward called Palicia. It was located in the Eleph Region; a land tidal locked in total war with the Demons.

Frost presented her Ignis before Perla with a motherly smile.

“This is Ignis. Thank you for looking after her, Perla.” She thanked, knowing that Ignis must’ve felt frightened being alone and separated from them.

“It the opposite actually! I would’ve been left to my own troublesome compass without her!” Perla humbly claimed.

Her posture seemed to straighten with each spoken word, like she was honored to be in her presence. She gazed down at her young, temporary companion and proudly grinned.

“Ignis. That’s a beautiful name. It means ‘fire’ from where I come from.” She hummed. “I didn’t know there were so many people here inside of the Derma layer. No wonder it’s chaotic. Black Dove! May I ask you something?”

“Please don’t be so formal with me. We’re all stuck here in the same place, so let’s get along. Go ahead.” Frost could almost hear an L.S click her tongue from somewhere within the crowd.

“What are we going to do now?”

This for some reason took her aback. It took her a good few seconds before she could answer.

“… good question. We’re in the clear and everyone’s exhausted, so we’ll have to wait here and rest again.” Frost stated before she turned to the direction of the light. “If anyone else pops up then we’ll be able to see them as well, so that’s a plus. As for the light – Res. Ber. I’m going to leave you two here to watch over the group. I want to check what’s ahead.”

For every decision made there was a rational to back it. Frost had the eyes to see further than anyone else. Because the light would be the next point of interest, she needed to see if it was safe.

There was no telling what laid ahead. Furthermore, with their resources at its lowest, this place would have to function as their base. Frost was a critical thinker. Her mind functioned like a well-oiled machine under pressure.

She was not stupid to consider the swarms of Impuritas that emerged during Brandar’s nights. If they did in fact come from the Derma layer, then it was possible that they may encounter them.

Therefore, she came up with a rather primitive idea.

To wall their perimeter off.

And unsurprisingly, she wasn’t the only one with this idea. L.S had already ordered several of her men to begin hauling rocks with their golden, magical hands. This magic was an Atelier Skill called Offered Hand, usable only by those who have given a piece of their soul to Carpalis.

The bigger the piece of their soul offered, the more pronounced the magic was, which led Frost to wonder just why L.S didn’t retaliate at all against her. Or freed herself from the train. Not to mention how her own weaponry managed to stab her and Broker in the first place.

There were too many questions surrounding that damned woman.

“12 hours have since passed. The stars are shimmering above Brandar’s skies. L.S must have a good sense of time if she’s already preparing.”

That’s my fear as well. If we get swarmed by the Impuritas, then that’s 99% of everyone gone. We have no resources. No mana potions. Nothing. It’s for the best if I scout ahead since I don’t require any sleep or sustenance. Plus, I’m a lot faster than everyone present.

“And speaking of speed; Snap has long since reached the City of Diamonds. The issue now is communicating with Carpalis.”

Nav described Snap’s attempt of communicating by waving its hands like it was trying to do some sort of dance. Snap even enlisted the help of the little Frost to get its message across, but Carpalis unfortunately didn’t speak the language of emojis fluently.

She only found it cute, although, she did manage to sense that something was awry given how desperate they were.


* * *


Frost ultimately ventured alone.

She allowed Ignis to get some rest and left everything to Ber, Res and L.S. Of course, Res reserved the final say on all decision making in her absence.

A small column of dust formed behind her as she dashed across the barren land. The light painted the world as clear as day, but her sight was somehow limited to a few hundred meters.

Jury and Cer seemed to have exited their cavern by now. They, however, did not see the crowd at all. Instead, they were greeted with a massive golden wall. Frost wanted to see if she’d find anything similar ahead.

Within minutes; husks and skeletons of humanoid creatures could be seen. Many were ancient and half-buried within the earth whilst others appeared strangely fresh.

When she arrived at an abrupt stop to touch one of these organless corpses, she noticed that they were still bleeding much to her surprise. Their skin was warm, and the bones were left completely intact.

The Blood Festival were close, no doubt.

A sea of corpses soon developed. It was here where the organless Reorganizers began to patrol these lands, as if searching for sustenance.

They ignored Frost entirely, much like the ones within the dungeon. For now, she left them alone in case they’d retaliate and send everything they had in the direction of the others.

However, their passiveness may be attributed to the ticket she still possessed.

Is Jury seeing the same thing? Frost inquired, weaving between these slow skinbags.

They could not even detect her. The difference in speed was simply too staggering for them to even recognize her. They turned to the direction of her last footstep, glancing around as if wondering just what that rushing gale was.

“No, but she can see it within the golden gates. It looks like a castle. You are likely within the Fairgrounds. Jury must be deeper within Blood Festival territory. A Heart is certainly close. Be warned. It won’t be a Dungeon, Plague, or Infestation. It will teeter towards a Corrupted Zone.” Nav explained.

Tell her to be careful. Please make sure she doesn’t get herself into trouble. She begged.

“You are a doting lover; did you know that?” Nav managed to speak in a teasing manner, despite its flat, monotone voice.

Hardly doting. I just don’t want her to get hurt.

“You can be at ease then. Jury has yet to run into anything. But it is strange to find golden walls. She can hear music playing from within, and a thousand more voices. Laugher, if you will. Quite peculiar.”

… probably all Impuritas.

Frost concluded, spotting a couple of figures far ahead. She squinted to combat the light, seeing two large figures wielding massive, two-handed scimitars over their shoulders.

They were abnormally tall, with multiple legs grafted onto their undersides. A rigid cape made from golden skin hung from their backs as they escorted a small group of people.

Normal people. Their sealed eyes bled. They were blinded by the light. Leading them was a young child whose eyes were similarly sealed shut. But she did not bleed like them, and apparel was heavily tattered unlike the others.

She must’ve been here for a while.
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The Impuritas monsters had these people shackled with golden chains, attached from their necks and wrists. They were enslaved as far as Frost could tell.

But strangely enough, that young girl wasn’t chained at all. Rather, she seemed to be the one leading them ahead. Her mouth moved frequently as if asking them to follow her voice.

            

    
        109. The Blind Girl

    
    
    
    
                The blind led the blind. The Organized Escorts navigated through the terrain using mysterious methods. Only a mouth and nose were plastered on their semi-granted faces, which appeared like a jigsaw puzzle.

Frost maintained some distance as she stalked them like a wolf. She imagined that a blind creature would sport a form of echolocation or something similar to replace their lost eyesight. Though if that were the case, then she would’ve been spotted immediately.

I don’t feel like talking. Not to things that enslave people. I can kill them right now but I think it’ll be a good idea if I can get closer first. I want some information as well… that’s ‘if’ those things will be willing to talk.

Frost had already antagonized them. They were already dead as far as she was concerned. But in a world where little information was available, it would be wise to try to get at least something out of them.

It’s only those two as far as I can tell. I doubt they’re able to communicate telepathically. But they might have some kind of alert system. I don’t want to take the risk.

“Then it would be wise to make it quick.”

Exactly. I see a few boulders I can sneak to. I just need to be quiet.

Frost was always a headstrong person. Ever since her encounter with the One Thousand Eyed Bird, she never found herself in a situation where stealth was required. The reason was simply because of her strength and stubbornly upfront nature.

This was different. She couldn’t just run up to them and kill them. Not until she got closer. She stalked them, swiftly moving from boulder to boulder as the sound of pained wails left the cracked lips of those shackled people.

Now that the immense glare of the light no longer blocked their faces, she easily spotted a few familiar faces. One of them was the grey-armored man that briefed her. The other, to her immense surprise, was the little brother of the woman she promised to rescue.

He did not appear as catatonic as he did before. Instead, he uttered the same phrase on repeat like a broken alarm.

“Sister. I want my sister. Where are you? I’m scared. I’m scared.” The trauma of this madness had broken him. To see him alongside those people shackled without care ignited her heart with insurmountable fury.

That fish said something about needing people. They’re probably food. I’m sure of it.

Frost eventually snuck close without raising suspicion. Visually, she stuck out like a sore thumb. But audibly? She was surprisingly silent. The clanking of chains helped cover her tracks, as did the voice of the blind child who led them along, with the escorts standing guard close by.

“W-Watch your step! It’s uneven! U-Um-! Follow my voice! A-Ah. Um – We’re getting close to home! Your new home! A-As long as you keep following me then everything w-will be ok.” The blind child promised, speaking as if reading from a script.

The blind Impuritas duo seemed to glance at her. A disgusting, ten-digit hand then grasped the girl’s long hair and hoisted her up like a sack of filth. The girl only whimpered. She didn’t scream or cry.

“Please speak like you’re happy~! Smile! You want to be a Star don’t you!” One of the Impuritas scum delightfully spoke, grinning from ear to ear.

“I-I’m happy… I’m s-so happy.” She trembled, not even showing a single ounce of resistance.

“The City of Vocals threw you out for being a baaaaad instrument! Thank the Monkey Brothers for giving you this amazing chance to become a great Star!” The other leaned in, tormenting the girl with a hideous laugh as she crookedly smiled.

“Mhm! Lucky you! A Star! That would put you riiiiight up there with Leitmotif! Maybe you’ll even have a big heart all to yourself! Work hard~!” They coarsely placed her down as she quickly resumed leading the group with haste.

“T-thank you… I-I-I will.” She said with false vigor.

Frost wondered if they were talking about the Stars of the Nexus. Considering Iscario was a Star and had some sort of allegiance with the Impuritas, it was not that outlandish of a conclusion.

That was arbitrary, however.

She had seen enough to know that these creatures were her enemies. She was 10 meters away from them. All it took was a single lunge forward to strike them both down with a clean, decisive hit.

She was like a bullet. Before they could even comprehend what had happened their heads disappeared into a fine, red mist. A gust of wind followed as a horrific splat startled the girl who instantly shook her head left and right, wondering what had happened.

“Are you ok!? Everyone! You’re safe now! We have a camp further back with the others! Please hold still!” Frost exclaimed, startling the girl again as she gently held onto her shoulders.

“H-hello? I-Is this – Is this one of the e-evil painters?” The young girl worriedly asked, shivering in her grasp. “U-Um – I-I’m not a very good medium! I have thin blood! Y-your paint won’t be very nice!”

“It’s ok! I’m not going to hurt you! No one is. Here… I’m a healer.” Frost tried to soothe her, as she did with the still chained others who began chattering amongst themselves, reacting to the mention of a healer.

“A-A healer!?” The girl cried. “An A-Angel!? They don’t exist –!” She was silenced the moment Frost healed bestowed her healing magic upon her.

In the meantime, she swiftly healed the others using a combination of [Greater Healing], [Cure Disease], [Corporeal Restoration], [Cleanse] and even [Area Heal] just to gain some free levels. The crowd was thankful from the bottom of their hearts, all the while that young boy kept on repeating the same phrase over and over again.

“You can all see now, right!? Please follow me! There’s a hundred more of us back there!” Frost pointed into the distance behind her, gathering nods and additional thanks.

The little girl held out her hands, as if searching for Frost. Her eyes had not yet returned for some reason.

“Don’t worry. I’m right here. I’m here.” Frost kindly cupped her hand and crouched to match her height. “You can’t see? I thought I healed your eyes?”

Frost briefly checked her stats and saw that her HP was full. She had lackluster stats that hardly alluded to anything remotely close to a star. She was as normal as a person could get. Her origin was a Human even.

“U-Um! Heal my eyes? How? I’ve never had eyes before, so I don’t know what you’re saying – um… Miss Angel!” She was adorable. Her hair was long and black, and messy at the seams. Her apparel was tattered beyond belief, and Frost had to use Cleanse twice on her to erase the filth from her.

Frost stood up as the others immediately rallied behind her. Even the strongest level 50 Adventure present relied on her, despite her only being a healer.

“Angel, huh. Please call me Frost. You… you’re not from above, are you? From the Nex Megalopolis? Brandar? Elysia?” Frost asked, motioning for the others to follow as she glanced over each and every single one of them, assessing their conditions.

Thankfully, none of them ruined beyond repair. Hopeful reuniting the young boy with his sister would help him. Strangely however, was that the young boy’s eyes were fixed onto her. Like they were utterly infatuated by her presence.

“You’re not an Angel?” The girl dismissed Frost’s question.

She was far too interested in her bizarre identity as a heal – no, an ‘Angel’ for some reason.

“Maybe I am. Here. C’mon. Follow me. You don’t want to be here anymore, right?”

“I-I’ll get into trouble…”

“You won’t. I took those two guys out with a single punch. You can trust an Angel, can’t you?” Frost hummed. “No one is going to hurt you where we’re going.”

“… but I won’t be able to become a Star. I… I can’t leave.”

“Well, you don’t know the way back either.”

“I –! P-Please take me back! Please! Please I don’t want to be left out here!”

It was a fickle situation. But seeing how the Impuritas treated them, Frost was not going to allow her to return. She may be suffering from a disastrous case of Stockholm Syndrome.

Frost did certainly have the choice to send her right back on her way.

But she would be an idiot incapable of learning from history if she allowed this to happen. The last time she allowed something this dangerous to occur was when she witnessed D-13 inject that poor cat-girl with Serum S.

And she just stood there like a deer in headlights.

The regret that would torment her heart if this girl perished the next time they met would easily send her into a Despair state. Therefore, Frost, with all good intentions in mind, lied that she would be returning to the place she called the Triple Paw Complex.

But first, she needed to ask if she had family or something valuable there.

“I-I have no family… U-Um… Ange – Frost? Who… I can’t understand what the people around us are saying… you must be a good person, because they were hurt at first. But now they’re only scared. A-ah! Sorry! I didn’t mean to take your hand… It was warm so I couldn’t help –!”

Frost insisted and firmly her hand, as she did with the young boy. This girl needed help. Lots of help. The same with the other kid. And even these people.

The Derma layer was as sinister as she suspected.

She slowly escorted them back, but not without marking this area for the next time she returned. In their eyes those things were corpses, destined to rot. But to Frost, they were food. And she’d be lying if she said that she wasn’t hungry right now.

Though if she ate them in front of them then she’d only traumatize them further.

“Hey. What’s your name?” Frost ended up asking her somewhere along the trip back.

“… Name? Stella!” The girl exclaimed, although, she did with exaggerated happiness.

It was heartbreaking to see.

From what Frost gathered, the golden walls belonged to a place called the Triple Paw Complex. It undoubtably belonged to the Blood Festival. Moreover, this was the first time she was met with the limitations of healing magic.

Healing magic could only heal injuries and abnormalities that were not present from birth. It was essentially returning the body to its natural, unaffected state. This made the theory she had of healers essentially ‘healing’ their minds to an innocent state on repeat all the more plausible.

Frost could not heal her eyes because it was not an abnormality or a deviation from her body’s norm since it was the norm.

Needless to say, it pained her to only realize this limitation now.

This was called the Healer’s Crux.

            

    
        110. Stella, the Star-Aspiring Child

    
    
    
    
                Stella was a bundle of information. A gift that granted deeper insight into this mysterious world. She was apparently one of a hundred more aspiring Stars who were transferred to the Triple Paw Complex from another place called the City of Vocals.

From what she understood, there were two major powers at play. The Monkey Brothers who ruled the Triple Paw Complex, and Leitmotif who oversaw the City of Vocals. The girl did not know what the term Impuritas meant or their subsequent names, such as the Blood Festival or Librarians.

She only knew as much as she could see, but her insight was beyond useful, and Frost was eternally thankful for her cooperation. And as it turned out, this girl was not from the surface like them.

She was born and raised here in the Derma layer. Not as an Impuritas, but as a tormented human being.

“I… I-I can hear a lot of talking. Y-You speak my language but how come everyone around us can’t? U-Um! D-Did you lie about taking me back?” She muttered nervously as they approached the group and were immediately greeted by several people.

“I did. Just to get you out of there.” Frost affirmed as she waved back at them. “Are Angels capable of doing evil?” She added.

“… if you’re a false Angel, then maybe. Um…” She mumbled, clasping onto Frost’s hand as a certain red-haired girl approached her.

“I’m not going to let go of your hand. It’s ok. These are people from above. Ignis~ Say hello to Stella.”

Ignis’ scornful face was one that could rattle a person’s soul. Even if they sealed their eyes tight, they’d be able to sense her disgusted, angry gaze.

But Stella was different. For some reason, her brows perked up as she brought herself closer to Frost and slowly nodded.

“H-Hello. Um… can they understand me?” She timidly asked.

“Mhm. She can understand you. But she’s not really good at talking, even though she has a pretty voice.” Frost answered in Ignis’ stead, teasing her right as a certain blonde woman desperately dashed towards her.

“B-Brother!” She cried, collapsing onto her knees as she embraced the young boy. “Thank you! You– you brought him back! Are you ok!? I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you!”

“Sister. I want my sister. Where are you? I’m scared. I’m scared.” The child repeated this even though his sister was here in front of him.

“I’m right here! It’s ok! I won’t disappear again… thank you. T… thank you…” She sobbed, thanking Frost between a storm of sniffles and tears as she clutched onto her brother’s body.

I want this misery to end. I’m optimistic that we’ll get through this. I know we will. But the same can’t be said for everyone.

Frost only responded with a gentle smile before she moved to grant them some space. In the meantime, the young Stella could not understand why that woman was crying. The cacophony caused her to tremble in this unfamiliar place as her grip tightened around Frost’s hand.

Ignis then slowly took one of the girl’s hands. She did not refuse. Or rather, she did not know how to refuse. Living here in the Derma layer with the Impuritas must have beaten out all forms of resistance out of her, right from birth.

“I… I like my fingers. I’m sorry if I did something wrong. U-Um…” She whimpered, expecting her hand to be severed as punishment.

But to her surprise; “H-Huh!? Fluffy!? Soft!?”

Her hand was placed onto an irresistibly soft patch of fur. It was utter bliss. The fluffiness caused her hand to instinctively wander around this amazingly soft area, which happened to be Ignis’ head.

It instantly defused the girl who had never felt something so soft in her life. Stella’s hand then suddenly froze as her head drooped.

She sniffled and broke into tears.

“Stella. We’re not here to hurt you. I want you to understand that we’re here to help. I’m not looking to take your organs, your hand or tell you what’s right or wrong.” Frost soothed her, spotting Ber, Res, Perla, and L.S approach.

“… ‘safe?’ I was already safe… but… I don’t know.” The girl surrendered. Those places were essentially her home. Safety was a notion associated with home. But Frost couldn’t see it as anything but an illusion.

And unfortunately for this girl, she couldn’t even see this was the case at all. For all she knew, her world was normal. Cruel, but normal. That was why she was shocked by the fluffy sensation of Ignis’ ears, and the warm, strangely nostalgic hand of Frost.

Touch of the Black Dove was insanely powerful in these instances. As a healer, it was much easier for people to trust her as well. Especially children now that she realized it. But there was no greater motivation than the looming threat of punishment.

Violence, so to speak.

So long as the Impuritas existed, then this girl would perpetually remain afraid of some sort of retribution…

And for what? Children shouldn’t feel guilty or afraid. Nav. Do you have any info of the Monkey Brothers? Leitmotif? Those locations?

“Nothing worthy of note. But the Archivist has become more active. She apologizes to Ber.”

For?

“Allowing the Librarians to steal a piece of her past. A page from the incomplete book of Ber has been torn. She will not elaborate.”

As usual. So everyone has a book of their own, huh.

“Aside from you.”

There was nothing else of value to add.

The Librarians were as enigmatic as any other Impuritas family. In the meantime, she kept the girl company as Perla pleasantly greeted the child. The Paladin seemed far more affected than anyone else present. Not because of hunger, thirst, or despair.

But because she had little avenue to help these people. Let alone this child. She could only help haul rocks, dig out trenches, and create a makeshift ladder up to artificial ledges.

There was an effort made by L.S to connect themselves with the next cavern above.

If the Impuritas were close as Frost shared, then it would be wise to increase their elevation. The new cliff face would function as a last line of defense should the need arise. She was surprisingly tactical.

Frost never really needed to use proper tactics in combat. Her head, heart and fists were usually the first thing to enter the fray. But that was because of her strength. These people needed these to overcome a larger threat, whereas Frost just needed to hit her head harder against that insurmountable wall.

It was an exaggeration of course since the Conditions required her to fight differently. But the battles were usually the same.

Eat, punch, win. And eat again.

Not that it was a bad thing necessarily.

And speaking of eating –

They asked the girl various questions after getting her acquainted with them. Res did not allow the child to touch her, but Ber was willing to let her ears be touched. When Frost asked if it would be better to touch their tail; Ignis and the duo stared at her like she was an idiot.

Apparently, touching the tail of a Demi-human was considerably more intimate than touching their ears. The only thing that one upped the tail pats would be to tickling under their chin or rubbing their bellies.

They really are half animals. It’s unbelievably cute.

“Food? We have food. Something s-sweet. Fruit. We eat a lot of them. I-I can show you if you want! Just please don’t leave me behind… I wouldn’t know w-where else to go.” Stella cried, latching onto Frost’s hand suddenly.

Except the hand she just took was Perla’s cold gauntlet. She recoiled and desperately searched for Frost’s in a sea of others, eventually finding hers.

“… you don’t eat people?” Frost questioned, gently taking her hand into her own. “Does anyone eat people? I heard that from someone.”

“W-Why would we do that? T-the escorts and the happiest residents don’t do that either. They’re not the scary m-monsters of the night and the highways to other cities.” Stella explained shakily.

Frost’s feathers rustled. It appeared that she was telling the truth. She realized that the Bloody Herring must have told her a lie that was somehow undetected by her feathers.

So they don’t cannibalize each other. Then they probably need these people for something else.

“Night? Underground?” Res was just as confused as everyone else.

“Isn’t there a day and night? I can’t see so people like me wouldn’t know. I think… I-I think the person who told you that they eat people is a liar.” Stella defended this particular person, who Frost suspected was the Bloody Herring.

“Are you sure that same person isn’t the one who told you that you have a night down here?” Frost hissed.

“They never lie… they never… ever lie. They just… j-just want me to be happy. So I can become a Star.” She muttered pleadingly.

Frost glanced over at the others, including L.S. The woman seemed to understand her to some extent. She was unnaturally silent on the matter. She’d giggle or crack some obscure joke, but not here.

Stella was paranoid. Anxious. Jumpy. She showcased every hallmark of mental and physical trauma. She could almost sense when a person dragged their hand towards her. She’d flinch whenever someone raised their voice, and shudder when she heard footsteps approach.

They unanimously agreed that now was not the time to keep questioning her. Ber and Res knew this better than anyone else. Ignis stayed close to her as L.S then said something to Frost as she passed by.

“She speaks a tongue understandable to me. Though I’ve never heard it before, I can understand her words. It must be the language of the ‘Impuritas’ that you call us. I did not expect people to live beneath us. More sorrowful souls will reside deeper.” L.S lamented, pausing by Frost’s shoulder as she spoke these final words:

“We will find Mr. Fisher. You will gut him.”

“Believe me, it’ll be worse than that.”

They both agreed on something for once.

            

    
        111. At the Foot of the Triple Paw Complex

    
    
    
    
                Stella was not the only blind one from the Triple Paw Complex. There were several other people there just like her, whether blind, deaf, or speechless. If they weren’t either of these, then they would be soon.

Apparently, she was born and raised in a place called the City of Vocals. Frost wondered how exactly large this city was. She couldn’t imagine it being anything larger than Divas Pass. Unfortunately, this girl couldn’t give her a rough estimate.

Frost, Stella, Ber and Res ventured into the barren fields, following the golden light. Ignis remained behind to act as the group’s radio. If anything happened to them then Frost would immediately know.

Stella was their guide, and the wolf sisters were a pair of extra hands. They had two current objectives to fulfil:

Scout out the Triple Paw Complex, and to secure as much food as possible. In the meantime, Frost wondered if Jury was anywhere closer than they were. She was currently somewhere within the Triple Paw Complex alongside Cer and Broker, following a long, labyrinth-like tunnel.

Has Snap made any progress? Frost asked, wondering if Carpalis knew about their circumstances.

“Zero progress. But Carpalis is aware of the dungeon’s mysterious disappearance. She should be able to put it together soon enough.” Nav promptly replied as they reached the corpses of the freshly slain Organized Escorts.

You can’t communicate with them directly? I remember you were able to talk with Magus. I think Carpalis as well?

She motioned the others to stop. Stella was put under the care of the two immediately as Frost dropped to her knees. Her ravenous hunger cared little for what these things consisted of anymore. It had been hours since she last ate, and the last thing on her mind was where the organs and flesh originated from.

It was technically not cannibalism since Frost was no longer a human, as much as she despised it. Although she’d be hard pressed to actually eat another person outright. The Impuritas masked this. And she had already eaten far worse.

“They are out of my range. They need to be within my proximity.”

Strange. Frost then wondered how Nav was even able to communicate with the Archivist in the first place. At first, she speculated that it may be due to her being within the Nexus, but if that was the case then the Arbiter would have already contacted them.

The only common link they had was their Advents. The Eternal Library was located somewhere within the Nexus. So if they found other Advents and introduced them into the Nexus, then it may be possible to communicate with the other Archetypes directly through Nav.

Frost then took the second body into her hands and asked Nav if it was possible to transform it into coins. Thankfully, she could. She quickly tested out her newfound ability to harvest coins from the ‘living’.

“… what’s all that snapping and crunches?” Stella remarked as Ber and Res watched on with intrigue.

The body contorted within her hands. It was as if a black hole had caused it to implode into itself. One could imagine a diver within a pressurized diving chamber having their entire body being sucked out by a finger-sized hole.

That was the only morbid imagery she could equate it with. Blood did not spurt to her surprise, and their golden apparel dropped before her feet with loud thuds. The mess was minimal.

“That’s the sound of a good massage.” Ber joked as an array of mangled snaps then followed.

“… it sounds like someone’s being folded in half.” Stella added.

“You know that sound too –!?”

“Shut up!” Res instantly silenced her sister.

A pile of coins then appeared in her palms. A total of 15 silver coins appeared, alongside a single golden coin that possessed a skill stolen from this monster.


< Etched Coin >

Blood Festival

 

ACTIVE : Lesser Organ Snatch

EFFECT : Steal a low quality organ from anyone within a 5 meter radius

Greedy, grubby happiness! What’s theirs is ours!


A flavor text as well. Greed and happiness. That’s their motif, huh? Uncaring greed, and happiness that compromises others. I won’t lie Nav. I’m kind of scared of what we’ll find. I’ve seen plenty of fucked up things but think I’m about to see something that’ll top it off.

Frost sighed deeply and put the coins into her Dimensional Storage. She couldn’t haul too many coins; else she’d quickly break the 20kg weight limit.

“Question. What are those for?” Res asked, curious about the entire ordeal.

“It’s for my Corrupted Skills. You already know how I can manifest certain Corrupted. The Greed Counter uses coins instead of mana. As for this one.” She showed them the golden coin. “It’s etched with a skill stolen from that Impuritas.”

“Kind of like the coins our main target used.” Res said with a perplexed tone. “Weaponizing the spatial distortions doesn’t sound like a skill though.”

“Haaah. That’s where I’m totally stumped at as well. That isn’t a skill. It a byproduct of Caldera Industries’ technology.” Frost said, leading the pack forward again.

“Well, who is to say they can’t do the same to technologies?” Ber pointed out all the while Stella had imaginary question marks appearing all over her head. “Justica Arms had the Relay Sites and Repositories destroyyyyed. Caldera Industries has malfunctioning traiiiiins. There are counterfeit tickets of the Golden Indeeeex.”

Ber was surprisingly competent. If she was like this more then she’d give Res a run for her money at being the smartest wolf. Frost did suspect that there may be a connection between the Impuritas and these abnormal events.

Iscario was, after all, related to the destruction of the Relay Sites. With his dabbling with the Impuritas, it was not farfetched to believe that they may be responsible for the malfunctioning of the trains.

After all, every single train was missing its core in that train graveyard.

And not to mention that they also possessed counterfeit tickets.

“Ber, has anyone told you that you might be a savant? The picture is much clearer now. Great work Ber~ You put our thoughts clearly into words.” Frost praised her.

“Clearly not better than Cer~” As proud as Ber was, she held Cer to a ridiculously high degree.

“Yeah, I don’t know about that.” Frost mumbled.

“By the way, what’s a Sahvant? Are you calling me a servant because I’m a Demi-human?” Ber jokingly confronted her with this, casually punching Frost’s back.

“Please forget I said anything.” She chuckled.


* * *


The bright light was like the sole star in the cavern’s skies. No matter how much they walked that emphatic ball of light never appeared any closer.

In time, the blinding effects dwindled as more of the world revealed itself, and before long, they could finally see what appeared to be the insides of a monolithic circus tent.

A section of the enormous cavern housed this tent, which easily rivalled the size of a large town. Even monolithic failed to properly capture its sheer scale. They were already within the boundaries of the tent, and the light shone from somewhere further beyond like a sun shining behind a thin curtain.

They were eventually met with the golden wall Jury mentioned after around an hour. It was another towering spectacle, and it closely resembled the thick, frilly curtains of a stage rather than a castle wall.

There were no battlements present. Not even a walkway above, never mind a gate. An opening in the form of drawn curtains was the only entrance. A grotesque ticket booth sat beside it, playing its malevolent carnival tune.

It was a Fairground Organ. Except it was significantly less grotesque than the last iteration. Golden bones formed the basis of this disgusting construct. The bloody organs that were supposed to be sewn and pulsating appeared more mechanical this time. The lungs, for example, appeared closer to a bagpipe than an actual organ.

Nevertheless, Frost felt insects crawl along her sink as Stella noted that they were at the entrance of the Blind Paw; one of the three separated segments of the Triple Paw Complex.

It was vacant, and all was silent. Not a single soul could be seen around them, but through those curtains Frost felt the presence of hundreds within.

“U-um… p-please don’t tell them you can see, hear, and speak at o-once. They’ll get angry…” Stella begged.

“Why not all at once?” Frost had to ask as they approached the ticket booth.

“They say you can’t be happy if you can do all three. Being b-blind means that… that happiness is easier to achieve.” Stella said, causing Res’ face to sour as she asked her something.

“Who’s making these rules?”

“The Monkey Brothers. The Blind Paw oversees people like me a-and our home. U-Um… please don’t make any trouble!” She cried before quickly patting herself down in search for something. “Oh no… no, where is it?”

“You mean this?” Ber said, plunging her hand into an opening after the bony cabinet doors creaked outwards, revealing the internal, pneumatic instruments.

If Frost didn’t know any better, then she would not have guessed that they were made from organs. This Fairground Organ felt more complete and… ‘whole’ compared to the first one.

Ber pulled out a golden ticket and handed it over to the girl. At the same time, Frost casually walked over to the Fairground Organ and placed her hand into the socket.

“You’re going to eat it?” Res asked as Frost drained as many tickets as possible. There was a chance that she wouldn’t receive its ability. She also speculated also that it’d likely only give a single ticket back if she did manage to steal this ticket-making skill and turned it into a coin.

She wanted to maximize the loot she’d gain, so to speak.

And after gathering a couple dozen tickets, which were stacked like a bundle of paper cash; she tore the contraption apart, causing the music to abruptly stop. Her ravenous hunger was hardly sated by that one Impuritas, and so, she feasted on the Fairground Organ, enjoying the strange cotton-candy flavor all the while ignoring the iron taste of blood.

“… E… eat? Y-you ate the music box? A-Are you really an Angel?” Stella uttered as Frost took her hand again, causing the girl to shudder.

“She was joking. I just broke it since it was in the way. No abilities gained either.” Frost answered and at once, the group of four ventured into the world behind the curtains with tickets in hand.

She was expecting to enter a tunnel just like Jury.

But nothing could have prepared her to enter what was equivalent to a sprawling theme park. Black and golden brick roads paved as far as Frost could feasibly see. Sprinkled around them were golden amusement facilities, grouped compactly like the houses of a suburban town.

And alongside them were striking baroque structures, decorated with gold, bones and organs. As putrid as it was knowing that they at one point came from people, Frost would be lying if she said that it wasn’t beautiful.

It was essentially a town with a yellow and black brickwork castle situated in the center, directly beneath the towering tip of the circus tent.

Neither were they alone. It was not just the Organized and other Blood Festival entities that roamed these vast streets.

“… how… how many people are there…?” Frost uttered in total disbelief, unable to comprehend the sight of not ten, twenty or even a hundred.

But thousands of people, whether blind, deaf, or speechless. They roamed alongside the Impuritas like they shared some form of symbiosis. That could not be any further from the truth, however.

Because amid the ecstatic laughter of the Impuritas and the people present, there was despair so thick that she audibly choked.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

< Frost. Exercise caution. This is the first time a dungeon has been classified as Eternal Night >

< This can no longer be called a Dungeon anymore. Please treat it like a Corrupted Zone >


 

< There are no conditions available currently. We may become the first to discover what sort of Heart lays within the Corrupted Zone-classed Dungeons >

            

    
        112. The Triple Paw Complex

    
    
    
    
                The skin-sack Reorganizers were nowhere in sight. Only humanoid entities roamed these vast, crowded streets whether dressed like clowns or jesters, or donned in their beloved golden-embellished armor.

More frightening however was that while they did appear humanoid, they bared similar characteristics to animals. Some would have animal tails sewn to the base of their backs whilst others sported grafted animal ears. Even whiskers or eyes belonging to that of a squid or spider.

Their colloquially known name of Animals made all the more sense now. The Monkey Brothers were more than likely a hideous Frankenstein of a monster just like all of the Blood Festival.

But this was not the only hideous detail of the story. Amongst the Impuritas were people blended in, whether alone or in groups. They were of all ages, ranging from newborn carried by mothers or children, all the way to the elderly.

They were all human as far as Frost could tell. But that could not be further from the truth. Because with one check of their statuses she was confronted with a plethora of differing races.

It did not take a genius to understand the implications.

“Stealing the eyes, ears and tongues of people…” Res’s voice deepened considerably as she swiftly touched Frost’s arm, as if requiring the calming effect of the Touch of the Black Dove.

Her face did not change. It was only her voice. But the longer Frost stared into those eyes, the more she understood that this scenery struck a certain chord within Res. Ber instantly tried to cover her sister’s eyes, but the woman snapped her head from side to side to ward her hands away.

“… So this happens here as well…” Ber spoke apologetically, right before she cracked her knuckles. “Wanna destroy them?”

“H-Huh? P-please don’t fight.” Stella begged in a silent whisper, sensing the attention they were quickly gathering. “Y-You were bad all along?”

“On my signal. You don’t need to be able to see the Impuritas Origin to tell who our targets are.” Frost also prepared to begin their onslaught, ignoring the desperate, silent pleas of the child. “… but not yet. Look at how many people are going to get caught in it.”

Frost encountered a moral dilemma. Fighting right here and now would easily result in the death of countless innocent lives. She needed to exercise more restraint than she ever had.

Their overbearing presence was impossible for both the Impuritas and the people to ignore. Merely standing there fetched countless eyes. Only the blind failed to notice, bumping into one another in confusion.

It would not even be a surprise if they had been expecting them in the first place. The Bloody Herring was part of the Blood Festival, after all. The strange thing was that they did not seem hostile. They were surprised more than anything.

A deaf, Organized Feline stumbled towards them, stroking her scarred face in disbelief.
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“Beautiful…” She purred like a cat. “A bird has fallen into our happiest, oh so happiest home. Such a beautiful dove! Clad in black feathers like a crow! You… you are the epiphany of our mission! Our greatest happiness~!”

“Such a complete form! Unbelievable! Even without a beak or talons your being speaks directly to my incomplete soul!” A blind lion-looking man with a false mane around his hideous face joined, almost prostrating in utter awe as if they were in the presence of a deity.
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“Different from the happiest animals! The happiest of us! Yet so – oh… OH. So close.” He wept melodramatically, repulsing Frost beyond comprehension.

Her bubbling disgust radiated through her golden gaze alone. But the blind could not see, and the deaf and speechless were just as blind, for they failed to notice how close they were to the very incarnation of death itself.

She wanted to kill them outright. However, the resulting carnage would kill many innocent lives. She wanted to avoid casualties at all costs. If her previous encounter was anything to go by, then they wouldn’t attack so long as they weren’t threatened.

Thankfully, there existed a much more efficient method of killing them.

If they could find and destroy the Heart, then they’d instantly perish. It was common knowledge and she experienced this firsthand during the aftermath of Divas Pass; when the Plagued Heart finally fell, resulting in the simultaneous death of every Crimson Hunger spawned by it.

The problem was finding said heart, but if she had to guess, then it was likely within those fortified castle walls.

Ber and Res immediately understood Frost’s intentions. From the mere mention of wishing to preserve the life of these people; they knew that their immediate target was the Heart itself.

A telltale sign of a Heart was simply marked by the existence of Impuritas monsters. If they were present in abundance, then a Heart was guaranteed to be close.

Such was the truth of these monsters, who could not operate outside of their jurisdiction.

This explained why the Hearts tended to expand, although that didn’t mean those monsters couldn’t thrive beyond its reach as she saw with the meatballs. Still, the Heart itself was in a way, their own heart.

If it perished, then so did they.

However, that did not seem to be true for the Bloody Herring. Neither for L.S and Broker. Probably the Exalted as well. It also didn’t apply to the Impuritas that traversed the lands of Brandar overnight.

“The Impuritas are complex. May we understand just what monstrosities we are dealing with.”

As if the Corrupted weren’t already enough.

“We are ecstatic to receive you, oh dove of black feathers, to our happiest Showground!” A grotesque bear exclaimed as they desperately hugged their stomach to retain their many organs within.

They huffed, sniffing the air in her direction, yearning for her scent.

Goosebumps riddled her body.

“That apparel – that exquisite wear! It comes from a sacred being! And all I can do is harvest these measly organs! Oh Ringmaster Phalan! Oh the happiest of them all – what would I give to become the truest me!?”

Frost wondered if this was a ruse to cause them to drop their guard. But strangely enough, many of them had already strolled off. It was only a few who decided to remain, still awestruck by Frost.

“A messenger will certainly greet you! In the meantime, please enjoy yourselves~! One of the aspiringly tiny stars guides you. Truly the brightest out of all the rejected instruments of that loud musician!” A red and purple-bruised pada proclaimed, and at once, they went on their way, laughing amongst themselves.

“U-Um! T-this way! I didn’t know you were known! A dove… I wonder what kind of animal that is.” Stella hummed, digging her bare feet into the brickwork ground. “I… I’ll show you where the food is. J-Just please… don’t do anything. T-the last time there was a fight the streets were all m-mushy. It smelt terrible.”

She was able to navigate the streets through the grooves and cracks of the ground alone. Hundreds of onlookers passed by. Most were enthralled by their appearance, sharing smiles whilst others reflexively smiled unnaturally.

Frost was dangerously close to entering the First State as the obnoxious carnival music played, alongside the false laughter of people; and the true screams of anguish. They came from within the baroque structures around them as well as the attractions which housed the most horrifying sounds of despair.

These attractions were considerably less grotesque than the previous Dungeon. In fact, they were as close to the real thing as they could get. If she did not know about their organ harvesting methods, then she’d be fooled by their relatively normal appearance.

The fact that Frost didn’t immediately act was a moral crime. Her eyes fell onto a strange, haunted house-like structure on the side of the street. It was fenced off with wood, and she could see various, ghastly props within.

Those, however, were real. The hung bodies and skinned people were made from real people, likely the ones who failed the test of courage as they ventured through. People intimately spoke to these hanging bodies like they knew them.

To her surprise, she didn’t witness anyone die. Maybe they were injured or maimed, but they were not outright killed by the attraction. Still, she could not, for the life of her, understand why they’d enter in the first place.
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When she asked Stella, the girl responded with:

“Happiness... t-to prove it… we have to play these games. T-The happiest become animals. They change. U-Um. I want to become a Star. It’s not an animal but… I like it.” Stella fondly spoke as Ber’s hands fidgeted nonstop.

She was eager to annihilate them.

“I want to kill them.” Res suppressed her emotions through clenched teeth. “… they pluck eyes like it’s nothing. They’re so blind to see that their happiness is the misery of others. Look at them… Look at them.”

“Res… Res… I’m here. I’m still right here.” Ber walked right behind her, blocking out Res’ eyes with her palms.

Res allowed it this time, instantly calming down as her ears soberly folded.

“There are times where I wish I never had my sight returned to me. I’m reminded day in and day out that no matter what we do the sights will never change.” She lamented as Ber embraced her tightly. “… you’re so keen to save them. I wonder, if you were there 30 years ago, then maybe a lot of us would’ve been happier.”

“… with this kind of power, I really wish I could have come into this world a lot earlier.” Frost agreed with her sentiments and placed a hand onto her head, pampering the pained Res. “We’ll save them. Both the people back at the cavern, and the people here. And then… we’ll be able to return to the surface. With everyone. Even you, Stella.”

“The surface…?” Stella wondered what they meant by that as Res brought a hand and tapped the girl’s head.

“A place a little less worse than yours.” She remarked, tightly grasping onto her sister’s comforting hands.

            

    
        113. Trouble in the Midst

    
    
    
    
                Carousels. Tents lined with countless mirrors. Archery galleries where a person was made to hold a target for the shooter. Dart throwing games where one needed to pop an inflated balloon; which was actually a disfigured lung disguised in gold.

There were even fishing games where one could successfully fish an organ from a murky pool of black and red liquid. The prizes won were usually food and organs. Stella knew where the sweet fruits were stored. Her occupation within this section of the Triple Paw Complex was essentially a guide.

The meaning of Star was very similar to the ones belonging to the Nexus.

Stella elaborated as they wove through a busy intersection, with Res and Ber glued closely to Frost. Both remained silent to the best of their abilities to blend in, whilst Frost had her eyes sealed. Even with her eyes closed she could easily make out her surroundings thanks to her Eyes of Judgement.

The number of observing eyes drastically dropped as a result.

“A Star is someone who guides people. A part of the city skies and the city nights. When sleep soundly knowing that we have a Star to protect us from the monsters.” Stella spoke.

The cities were huge according to her. A Star was essentially a person who oversaw a city and encompassed a great, big heart. If one listened closely within such a city, then they’d be able to hear its thumps reverberate beneath their feet.

The Monkey Paw Complex was considerably smaller in scale according to her and was like a prison in a way. She said this quietly to avoid being heard by the sea of observant ears around them.

“We must be happy. B-Because we were unhappy with the cities we came from. The closest is the City of Vocals. My h-home. Um. I used to be an instrument. But they didn’t like my voice anymore.” Stella added as they descended a flight of stairs and entered a dimly lit underpass.

The only source of light came from the vibrant orb above. It barely managed to peak into this gloomy place, where they found many blind children huddled here. They slept in groups for warmth and had a small pile of what appeared to be fresh, red apples.

She carefully approached one of these ill-protected piles and clasped one, quickly analyzing it.

It’s normal. With all the talk about a forbidden apple, I was half expecting to find something sinister.

“P-Please… please don’t steal…” A young boy timidly pleaded.

“I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intention. Here.” She returned it to the pile after cleaning the apple with [Cleanse].

The young boy didn’t understand a word she said, but he understood her intentions after their food was left alone. Upon checking his status, she found out that he was an emasculated Demi-Human. His ears were missing entirely. His fluffy tail suggested that he must’ve been part dog from what she could tell.

“Stella. Are we close?” Frost asked as the girl stood still, recognizing the subtle, echoing voices around them.

“W-were here… this is where the food is. U-um… T-take… take what you want.” The girl stated, causing Frost, Res and Ber to stare at her like she was insane.

“You want me to steal from them?” Frost questioned her intent, feeling the girl hold onto her palms as she clarified meekly. “This isn’t the food cache.”

“No… it’s ours. But… if it means that you won’t hurt anyone then –”

“Our goal isn’t to hurt you. It’s to help. We are not going to take your food away from you.” Frost assured, shocked that the girl even offered them this in the first place. “… and I think your heart is slightly in the wrong place. If you all share the food here, then what happens to everyone else? They’ll starve.”

“I’m sorry.” Stella apologized, trembling in her grasp. “I’m sorry… I-It’s no wonder they sent me here… I-I’m a bad… bad instrument.”

It was difficult to pin any form of blame onto her. Her voice resonated within this underpass that housed many children, whom of which knew her name. They seemed to be a tight knit group, and they were the ones who Stella referred to when she spoke about other aspiring Stars.

There were no spying Impuritas in sight. And so, Frost took the girl aside and sat her down at a crumbling half-wall. They made a brief effort to calm her down as Ber and Res idly watched with scrutiny.

Stella revealed that by instrument, she meant that in a literal sense. They were made to sing, scream, and shout as part of a perpetual symphony played by Leitmotif in the nearby City of Vocals.

It turned out that the carnival music they heard came from that place, which resided somewhere after the Triple Paw Complex. The more Stella spoke, the more Frost understood the very nature of this place. At the same time the children slowly crept towards her, moving in to comfort their fellow friend in the face of who they thought was a bad person.

Every single one of these people was unhappy with their lives as living instruments. Since they refused their role, they were sent into the Triple Paw Complex to be ‘happy’. The meaning of ‘organized’ suddenly had a second meaning now. It was not merely a play on words for a monster that stole a person’s organs for their own.

It was a correction. A reorganization of a person. A literal transformation.

The Blood Festival were trying to convert them into one of them, rather than outright stealing their organs. The only organs that they seemed to steal were their eyes, tongues, and ears. To keep them ignorant of their cruel reality.

“It… was never like this.” The eldest of the children then spoke up, feeling obligated to speak. “15 years ago… we hated the gold-wearing animal jesters. But suddenly, we were talking. We were walking the same streets…”

This girl’s name in particular was Aster, and she was glued to Stella like a protective sister. She was easily older than 15. Hardly a child, but she may as well be in Frost’s eyes. She was also blind, but unlike Stella, it was not a condition from birth from what she could tell.

Frost refused to heal them. Not until this was over. Healing them now risked jeopardizing their life. So long as they had one of their 3 senses deprived, then they’d be left alone by the Blood Festival.

Hearing them speak was saddening enough and it added fuel to the flames in her heart. Stella was useful for the most part now that they had some insight regarding this… tragedy.

They could no longer take her along. Not in her current state.

“Thank you, Stella. Thank you for helping us along the way. It was short lived, but believe me, your words have their weight in gold. I promise we’ll be back.” Frost vowed, patting her head before leaving her. “Fresh fruit should be impossible to find underground. Unless they were being taken from the surface. The Heart will have the rest of our answers.”

Frost departed, suspecting that they’ll find the origins of the fruit where the Heart is.

“U-Um! F-Frost! If… if you hate them… then maybe – um… y-you can talk to the Painter.” Stella suddenly advised, clutching at her chest hopefully. “They’re… they’re unwanted by everyone. Y-You’ll find the imprisoned one at a jail cell! Next to the Blood Fountain! It’s here in the Blind Paw area!”

Obviously, it was impossible to know what she exactly meant. But this Painter may be their next best informant. In the meantime, Frost slightly tweaked their goal.

Knowing that gathering a surplus of food was impossible unless they played their games, which they certainly did not have time for; they’d have to reach the Heart.

They left the other side of the long underpass and entered the light. Res remained silent as she peered over her shoulder, observing the children with a blank face. When the blinding light mellowed, Frost watched as a monolithic tube rose from the castle.

It hooked itself into the ground, causing the world to shudder right as countless tubes emerged from its back. They burrowed into the distant ceiling, flailing like worms.

Frost’s heart sunk.

“The hell is that giant tube for?” Ber questioned, preparing for a fight.

But none of that arrived. For them, at least.

Frost recognized the shape of that structure. If there truly was a Heart somewhere within the castle, then that arcing structure was the equivalent of an aorta. When this realization hit, she watched as the silhouettes of thousands of Reorganizers shoot up the tube and disappear into the ceiling.

They were being pumped straight into Brandar.

“That’s how they get to us?” Res was frozen in place, stunned by the horrifying spectacle.

With Frost knowing how the aorta worked, they were also being pumped somewhere deeper beneath. In fact, she could feel them travel beneath her feet as if the entire place was built atop a network of veins.

Get Ignis to warn everyone! Trouble might be coming! And let Jury know as well!

Before long, the streets were quickly vacated. Silence befell the world in only the blink of an eye. Suddenly, the bricks beneath them split like the sticky maws of a creature. The fingerless hands of a slimy, gold-bearing entity emerged before them.

They were hideously close in appearance to a newborn bird, for their body was sickly thin with skin so transparent that their organs could be seen through the light. But these organs were misplaced. In fact, they didn’t appear like organs at all.

Gears churned within like the innards of a clock, and when their mouth opened she saw their tongue and throat lined with similar cogs.

They were tall and looked as if their legs were made of stilts.

A beautiful dark blue robe draped their being. A pair of boney protrusions extended from their back, stretching the fabric behind them into false wings.

But what stood out to her the most was the strand that hung from its head.
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“A meeting of two false birds. One with the aspiration to realize themself, and the other who deems it unnecessary.”

It began, speaking in a deep, reverent voice like they were reciting sacred scripture.

“How bizarre that our great leaders were incapable of interpreting your fate from the mechanism itself, Black Dove. Come, Color. And descended Moons of the parasitic rock.

Allow us to become acquainted through civilized means.”

            

    
        114. Peace was Never an Option

    
    
    
    
                The Sect of Gears. Like Act X, Frost assumed they had some sort of connection with the Fate Mechanism. The string with no tangible origin all the proof she needed.

Frost’s sealed eyes opened and greeted this monstrosity with scorn.

The Sect of Gears and Act X.

The Crimson Hunger and the Scarlet Logic.

The Blood Festival and the Golden Index.

The similarities could no longer be ignored as Frost instantly scrutinized this being, causing them to shudder as she assessed the flame in its heart.

But there was no such flame to her shock. It was like a husk. A puppet, save that it was not the strings that dictated it like a marionette, but was rather operated by the subtle movements of its gears.

“Civilized? You? The Impuritas?” Frost did not match the civilized tone of this being. “You send murderous creatures to flood Brandar!” She motioned towards the aorta-looking structure and roared: “And you expect us to see eye to eye!?”

It was an enemy through and through, and without even saying another word, crackles of electricity radiated from her fellow companions. They were primed to kill it on sight.

Such a weak monster was but a grain of sand before them. It knew this, and instead, outstretched its arms like the wingspans of a bird as if surrendering.

“Your point is valid. The Sect resonates with your concerns. We do have a distaste of how these greedy animals disregard the precious life of potential followers.” The Attuned Messenger spoke cathartically, as if speaking from the soul.

A heavily religious aura encased it like armor, and it used it to deflect Frost’s question. It interpreted her words differently and spoke spitefully of the Blood Festival. Her feathers powerfully rustled, but she could no longer depend on it after the incident with the Bloody Herring.

Her gut was now her primary lie detector.

“Bullshit.” Ber spat, instantly taking center stage in this silent Showground. The light somehow focused a spotlight onto her, like this was some sort of play for the viewing pleasure of an omnipresent being. “The City of Strings is rife with you monsters. Froooost! Give me one reason why I shouldn’t shatter its faceless skull!?”

A radiant, blue light bled from her gauntlets as the Attuned Messenger dragged a finger along its chest, tracing over the gears within. Frost’s foresight did not detect an attack, but neither was she or the Moons about to let an Impuritas get the jump on them, even if it was merely motioning a finger.

An electric beam ripped the right upper portion of its body off the very moment its finger twirled. The creature did not shout or scream. It staggered backwards as the beam cleaved through one of the baroque-esque structures.

The faceless man did not bleed blood. Tiny red gears spilled in its place.


Attuned Messenger | HP: 3,000 | 4,500


The screams of the innocent melded with the laughter of the Organized monsters. The music sharply shifted, distorting as the still-standing Messenger recited:

“Uncouth Moons. When your parasitic rock devours the minds of people; and when the technologies of your rulers deprave people of their voice – they lose their purpose. We, the Sect of Gears, fill this cavity. Far better than your precious Anid doll –”

“BULLSHIT! Beholder Marionette is nothing like you monster!” Ber roared.

She swiped at the creature as the music began to crackle. Its legs were shredded, bursting it into metallic mist before they caught alight. A nearby carousel was quickly set ablaze by a flying leg.


Attuned Messenger | HP: 300


The creature never fell, however. It idly hung from a single thread as Frost slowly approached it, staring into where its eyes would be. She grabbed its limbless body, pulling it just low enough for the string to hover right in front of her face.

Frost was curious. This creature was on the verge of death, and yet it could not care less. It was purely driven by purpose, like a machine. Nav quickly mentioned something upon touching it.


< Attuned Messenger cannot be valued or bought >


 

She realized that directly touching the Impuritas was the trigger for the Language of Greed to take effect. But for some reason it didn’t work the same with regular people.

That being said: if the Sect of gears were dictated solely by the Fate Mechanism, whatever it truly was, then it made perfect sense as to why they’d be immune to this.

“Do you think you’re any different? You must have a Heart too. You know the tragedy they cause. You, the Ateliers… neither of you are going to sway me. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re trying to do.” Frost growled deeply, bringing the string close to her mouth.

“Color. Do you know the extent of the tragedy caused by the Ateliers? Bird to bird – Seeker of self-realization; we would not exist if it were not for the Ateliers. What bubbles and boils above seeps down underneath.”

It echoed a similar phrase spoken by the Bloody Herring.

“I ask you to reconsider your stance. Fallen Moons. Do you wish to rise again? Color. Do you wish to fly?” It asked its final words before Frost severed the cord with a single bite.

She had heard enough. It perished immediately, like a machine which had its plug removed. She devoured the carcass, almost inhaling it with each bite as the music suddenly came to a screeching halt.

… why the fuck were my feathers rustling? Nav. Just what is the Nexus supposed to be?

“The celestial heavens. One that is used to protect Elysia from the Corrupted. The Impuritas appear to wish to destroy it.”

There is no way in hell a world where the Impuritas reign free will be any better than what it already is!

She did not receive an ability. Only its stats. The brickwork continued to tremble and split like a thousand independent mouths. Ber rapidly struck the ground preemptively as Res fired countless beams alongside her.

“Underground! Can you feel it!?” Res relayed.

“Hit them hard! W-woah! Stop moving so much!” Ber roared.

Frost’s foresight picked up an emergence of multiple Attuned Messengers. She rushed to one of them and, with a striking kick, obliterated the faceless head as it emerged. It perished before it could even leave and slipped back into the living ground where it was crushed by hidden teeth.
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It was a play on a children’s game called the Floor is Lava. Understanding this, she instantly shared this information and pointed to the nearby structures.

“GET OFF THE FLOOR! IT’S TRYING TO SWALLOW YOU!” She cried as they inadvertently split up, watching as dozens of the Attuned Messengers emerged, stalking them like ghosts which hung from an ethereal string.

“Should’ve started fighting the moment we entered! WALKING IN LIKE WE WEREN’T INSIDE OF ENEMY TERRIROTY!” Ber exclaimed, grappling onto one of the Messengers as she dragged it across the brick roof she traversed.

“Regroup at the heart if possible! Agh! Do not fall into the floor!” Res yelled, sharing a similar sentiment to Ber.

Frost’s approach into this place was flawed. No matter how civilized the Impuritas appeared; the outcome would not change. Therefore, she had only delayed the inevitable.

She clambered atop a tall, double storied structure as the music made its resurgence.

“ANOTHER BIRD IN OUR CAAAAAGE!” One defining voice sung amid a harmonious choir of anguish. “ASTOUNDING CATCH MY FISHY FRIEND! IT MAY NOT BE THE PIECE OF THE FALLEN STAR, BUT IT IS YET ANOTHER BRILLIANT HEALER! A PRIZED INSTRUMENT!”


< CONDITION: Enemies cannot be swayed while the Symphony plays. The Maestros of Flesh are immune as long as their instruments are playing >


 

“Another Impuritas group!? Was this a trap all along!?” Frost shouted, grasping onto one of the following Messengers before severing its cord with her teeth.

“The gears foretold of three Moons falling like meteors.” Another took its place, reciting these words before Frost pulverized its head with her forearm.

“The Librarians captured a piece of one of the Moons.” And another, which she dragged by its chest and slammed into a nearby Messenger.

Both crashed into a golden wall, causing it to bleed rivers of blood as the disfigured animals and people huddled on the other side.

None were killed, but many were injured. As their blood spilled; the laughing Organized creatures plunged their hands into the injured victims, snatching their organs for their own. She saw this with foresight, and, with unparalleled speed, wiped them out with utter ease before they could hurt them.

“AREA HEAL! Just – stay away from the floor! KEEP HIDDEN! NAV! TELL THE OTHERS I’M HEADING STRAIGHT FOR THE HEART! GET IGNIS AND JURY READY TO FIGHT!” Frost instantly reached the First State, stunning the expressionless Messengers as her hair grew out like beautiful ribbons.

She splashed blood from an open wound beneath, forming an Unlying Tablet etched with healing magic. At the same time, she craved a massive portion of her forearm with a fingernail, shouting as she obliterated the nearby Messengers with a powerful cleave and leapt onto a nearby building.

The spilled blood created a trail of healing Unlying Tablets, following her as she rapidly approached the castle with relentless speed, hopping from roof to roof.

“But they are no piece of a star.” One ominously hummed, appearing in front of her to obstruct her passage.

Unfortunately for that Messenger, Frost had other plans.

[Dismissed Confession]

Dismissed Confession was an interesting ability. It did not scale with her MAG ATT and had a set damage of 2,000. What this meant was that she was able to inflict 50 stacks of Confession onto this Messenger without killing it outright.

This was the very first entity she found worthy of using this Corrupted Skill on. However –

“Not enough! If you wish for it too speak then it must manifest into a condition!”

– The Confession stacks only caused it to blabber its mouth even further.

“Neither are you the bird you parade yourself as. You… you are different.”

And so, she violently dragged it along with her as she landed on the wall of what appeared to be a dangerous rock-climbing attraction.

Knives and various blades shot out from the wall, attempting to impale her but these things were no match for her insane DEF.

They merely shattered upon impact.

Frost ploughed the Messenger along the broken blades as she healed it to full HP and struck it with Dismissed Confession. If it was any other creature they’d be wailing in surrender.

The cycle repeated until they reached the top where another dozen awaited.


< 150 stacks of Confession! It’s turned into Sole Confessor! >

< It will only answer one question! >


 

“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU AFTER!?” Frost asked, breaking through the dozen with a long, uncalculated jump. There were no obstacles or rooftops in sight. She was headed straight for the ground.

At the same time, explosive sparks terrorized the Complex elsewhere. Ber and Res were in a battle of their own. She spotted an unfamiliar entity leading Ber towards a separate section, which was walled off by frilly curtains.

That entity looked like a humanoid monkey.

As they plummeted tens of meters below, the entity in her hand contorted and answered sincerely:

“Granted wishes…”

Suddenly, she twisted herself midair. A golden stake skwered the Messenger in hand before it could even finish speaking. She had narrowly avoided it thanks to her AGI.

The following Messengers were killed in a similar manner. It was as if a rapid-fire ballista was hidden deep underground. They were painfully slow. Far slower than what the Righteousness were capable of.

But it was no ballista.

“My dearest Colored friend! Have you reconsidered your approach!?” She knew that voice on a biological level.

Her blood instantly ignited as steam left her clenched teeth.

The voice that joyfully laughed underneath the slimy cracks was none other than the Bloody Herring.

“A shame that you despise the brightest star there is! Look at us! We have never been on the same page until now!”

Frost landed atop the gaping cracks with ease, crushing them as various spears attempted to skewer her. They were surprisingly capable of scratching her skin as she wove between them, throwing herself into the pit where these spears seemed to originate from.

And smiling within the center of the golden boquete was the Bloody Herring.

“Hmhmhmhm! Now then, can you say the same for your precious Ateliers!?”

There was no greater vitriol than Frost’s resurging wrath.

“JUST DIE ALREADY!”

            

    
        115. Slippery Fish

    
    
    
    
                The ground of the Triple Paw Complex moved like a living mass.

Desperate souls fled from the safety of their collapsing homes in the wake of destruction. The ground swallowed them whole, shattering bone and snapping limbs like twigs as it compressed them like the belly of a serpent.

Yet they miraculously remained alive. The blind did not know any better. The deaf could not hear the wails of their companions. And the speechless could not warn the others. Devastation ravaged Frost’s immediate section of the Triple Paw Complex.

It was as if the world was hit by an earthquake.

She scrambled out of the confines of the swallowing ground. There was no maw that could ever dream of devouring her; and no wall that could feasibly hold her down. The Bloody Herring swiftly launched himself away from her oncoming assault as they cleaved through segments of the earth.

The underground segments were died in red. They were disturbingly malleable, and they pulsated as if they were supplied with a constant flow of blood. Frost understood that the earth grew hotter the lower one went.

But the reason here was because the ground itself was alive.

Slime, blood, and debris stubbornly clung onto them like disgusting mucus before they broke free and returned to the light. Frost’s stats had doubled thanks to her Diamond Counter and the Bloody Herring’s devaluing of her true self.

And yet her speed was still unable to match his.

“That is a peculiar skill you wield! Unceremoniously making those afflicted talk is an extraordinary power!” The Bloody Herring proclaimed amusedly.

Tens of golden stakes appeared from a spray of thrown coins. They fired at her like streaks of light, attempting to intercept her as she closely gave chase.

“A power that cannot be in the hands of an enigma like YOU!”

The Attuned Messengers that emerged to communicate with Frost were instantly slain by the Bloody Herring. Upon learning of Frost’s power, it took every opportunity to eliminate them. What she did not understand was why the Messengers were still emerging. They attempted to speak quickly, trying to get some sort of message across.

But the Bloody Herring was not an idiot to allow them a chance to live.

“What the hell are you even trying to hide!? Is that how you get allies onto your side!? You bury them with lies and tell them whatever you want!?” Frost roared, easily maneuvering through the onslaught of dazzling stakes as they zipped through corners, destroying everything in their path.

Where the Bloody Herring maneuvered like a graceful, hypnotizing fox; Frost moved like a freight train. At each corner she was forced to thrust her hand into the ground and use that to twist her entire body in the next immediate direction. Her newfound speed was difficult to control.

Multiple Unlying Tablets infused with healing magic littered the streets, raining from rooftops as Frost tried to reach the Second State. Her enemy utilized coins which she could possibly use against him with her newfound Corrupted form. But at the same time; if she could just hit Judgement for the Second State, then she could easily take him out in one fell swoop.

However –


< The First State Has Manifested as Wrath >

 

– This was highly unlikely.

“HIDE!? You dare accuse me of being a liar!? How unsavory! Color! Healer that fights; I now understand your rage! I was once like you; a truth seeker!” They smashed into a building filled with mirrors, and in that instant, there were hundreds of the Bloody Herring dashing in each direction.

Frost had to trust her gut as she followed the closest immediate figure, only to crash into numerous mirrors at a breakneck speed. She did not stop and wreaked havoc as his hideous laughter coiled around her like a snake.

“But I then realized that I could be so much happier by drowning myself in pure, blissful ignorance! Oh how many organs I have taken to create this me!” His voice echoed as Frost froze in the center of this dimly lit, cavernous room.

Every reflection of her enemy halted, only applauding as Frost tried to pin him down. The last time she was present within such a room it was easy for her to navigate. But now she was confused. The Bloody Herring likely had some sort of ability that tampered with her mind.

… Just what kind of ability is it? A skill? It’s like it’s trying to hide the truth from plain sight!

“It may be a Cognition Scrambler! It is unclear if it is a skill or a CogitO product!”

Didn’t Iscario use one of those to hide my Abilities from me!? Could it be using that to mask its movements!? Tch… My RESIST stat is over 200! You’re telling me I can’t see through that!?

“Unknown! Your best course of action is manifesting the Greed Counter!”

If it was using this in the form of coins, then the better Corrupted to manifest would indeed have to be the Greed Counter. There was a skill that allowed her to utilize the power stored within a coin. If it was the same as the Bloody Herring’s, then there was a chance she could use them against him.

But she needed to hit the Second State first!

“You’d rather drown in your own world of lies than see all this fucking suffering you’re causing!?” Frost yelled, watching the reflections for any sudden movement.

“Should I care? Truthfully!? Their suffering is proof of our rightful happiness! You wish to take that away from us!?” He exclaimed, extending his arms as he nearly sung in tune with the putrid choir of screams outside.

This being was revolting on all levels of existence. She could never wrap her mind around the mentality of such a saddening thing. It felt like the world stopped as tiny holes of light began to invade the cavity. These were caused by the spears thrown towards the Attuned Messengers outside.

“You Impuritas are all beyond redemption. I should have killed every single one of you… of you… WHEN I HAD THE CHANCE!” Frost erupted in a fit of rage.

But she did not dash straight towards the Bloody Herring.

Instead, she chose to dash in the opposite direction.

NAV! I don’t know what the fuck he’s trying to hide, but the Attuned Messengers have something to tell me!

“You can cause one to confess as well. You may be able to turn the tides.”

I want to lure him in close!

Frost used Scrutiny on every living thing the moment she shot through the thin walls of the mirror attraction. Following close by was the Bloody Herring. He knew her plan the moment she turned on her heels.

And it was also exactly why he also maintained a steady distance.

It was hell on earth outside. The Innocent and the Blood Festival Organized scrambled for cover as streaks of electricity ravaged their world, all the while the floor ate them indiscriminately. These same Organized made an active effort to preserve as many lives as possible.

However, as soon as one spilled even a drop of blood, countless hands and tongues would plunge into their wounds and rummage their innards in search for an organ to snatch.

They were not saving lives. They were saving their ‘cattle’. Their livestock.

She could not see it any other way. These people were being kept alive for their organs and to be converted into additional Blood Festivals as far as she could tell. Frost had all the HP in the world to bleed herself out. Her blood was near infinite at this point, although, her HP did fall considerably faster the lower her blood fell.

If she were to bleed out entirely then it would not be a surprise to see herself lose upwards of 10s of thousands of HP per second.

A thin layer of the Unlying Tablets created bridges for people to cross and denied entire sections of the Floor is Hungry. Every move she made had a tangible effect on their battlefield.

Frost snatched a single Attuned Messenger along the way, bear hugging it for dear life.

“An entity of vague origins. A healer of violence. A dove of white, smothered in charcoal feathers. You are indeed an enigma.” It spoke in a harmonious tone that matched the song playing in the background of their world.

The same phrases were echoed in the death woes of other fellow, impaled Messengers whose cadavers hung from the walls of structures. They dangled like dirty rags.

“NO, NO NO NOOO! NO YOU DON’T!” The Bloody Herring exclaimed as Frost tore the lower half of the Messenger off, making it much smaller target as a flurry of golden stakes followed her every move. “STOP! COLOR! YOU DO NOT NEED TO HEAR THE TRUTH!”

So long as it was being healed then there was no chance of it perishing. By chance she managed to analyze the golden stakes thrown at her as she purposefully allowed one to graze her shoulder.






	 
	
Broker’s Arms


	 



	 
	
< Armaments of battle and decider of covenants >


	 



	
ATT : 1,100


	 
	MAG ATT : 1,100









They’re Broker’s weapons!?

“A skill may have been stolen somehow.”

Does Jury know if Broker’s missing a skill!?

“Please give me a moment!”

Frost was on edge on. If the Bloody Herring was capable of stealing skills, then there was a chance one of hers could be taken. Not that she understood the intricacies, but she was not going to take a chance against this putrid fish.

“It cannot! Broker still has their skill! Those are a weaker imitation!” Nav revealed.

“An enigma that resonates deeply with the Fate Mechanism. Your existence freezes it. Of all our actions, our breaths, and miniscule thoughts in this grand theatrical – You cannot be accounted for. Therefore –” The Attuned Messenger froze suddenly as Frost took one final turn around a corner.

“STOOOOOP!” The Bloody Herring exclaimed.

It almost sounded… fake.

Frost’s blood instantly chilled. Sensing that something was terribly awry, she crushed the Attuned Messenger. However, a strange paper had found itself plastered onto her chest.

It… it was a trap all along…!?

“– We must know what you are.” It concluded in its last breath.

“Hmhmhm! Fate, my Colored Friend, may not be able to perceive you perfectly. But your piece of history will tell us about everything that you are!” The Bloody Herring cackled.

“You –!” She was instantly cut off by an agonizing, stabbing pain.

One that riddled her soul.

            

    
        116. Burning History

    
    
    
    
                Her entire blood flash boiled. An incomprehensible sensation overcame her as she crashed into the walls of an oddly placed building. Iron bars parted as she tumbled wordlessly, her mind nearly rendered blank.

The pain was debilitating. It far exceeded the fiery touch of Ignis’ Corrupted weapon form. Her Painkiller Ability did little to stave it off as she skidded countless meters, causing more walls to crumble until she finally stopped inside of a dim prison cell.

“Frost? FROST!? Can you hear me!? Please answer me, Frost!”

She could not answer even if she wanted to. The sensation was overbearing, to the point where her breathing became unstable. Her HP had not changed the slightest, and yet she never felt closer to death until now…


 

< Frost! You’re under the effects of a Condition called Lesser Paging! It… it should not do this to you! At most it’ll only cause the markings of the writings to appear! But your RESIST is high enough to stop it in the first place! >


 

“The markings aren’t appearing. That’s kinda weird~” A voice came from beside her. She could not turn to see who this voice belonged to.

She only knew that it was feminine, and that she wore something red. Something dripping as well. She hid behind a thick wall of rubble, right beside a strange, featureless individual.

“You look like you’re in pain. Haaah. Haaah. I wanna heal you soooo badly.”

This voice was giddy. Almost desperate. She panted like a dog in heat as an array of footsteps approached. The Messengers were here and Frost was more vulnerable than she ever was. The sensation began to ease, thanks to Painkiller.

The very next moment her body began to contract. She drew her body inwards as she clutched at her chest. The burning sensation refused to leave her, as did the lump in her throat.

… This… this sensation… this fire. Nav. What’s happening to me!?

“Frost! It’s… I don’t know. I don’t know! The Condition’s disappearing. Your vitals are all ok! Your stats are fine! So why can’t you…? Nav’s nearly spoke in a clearly distressed tone.

“People have different reactions to having a fragment of their past written. It seems like that piece of your history is an unpleasant one.” A choir of Attuned Messengers spoke as they entered the chamber, each of them looming over her as she tried to regain control over her body. “Resisting one’s past is but an endeavor of the soul… Our Golden Friends are masters at inhibiting all resistance. But for it to paralyze a person is unheard of. Now then.”

Bony hands slowly descended upon her, each looking to tear the page from her chest. The burning within her soul became worse, all the while the pain nearly subsided at this point. It felt familiar to her.

There was something about this sensation that her body intrinsically knew.

It boiled and bellowed. Like her hunger, the flame became unquenchable.

“Shall we see what you are, Black Dove –!”

As the hands touched the page –

– The page itself exploded into a hail of flames. Each written word glowed a violent red as the Attuned Messengers were instantly set alight. They could not scream or yell. By the time they could even process what had happened they were incinerated.

Frost, feeling relinquished all of a sudden, grasped at her heart and howled at the top of her lungs.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!”

The corpses were reduced to a charred state, and the flames did not quell. The stuck page suddenly released a torrent of flames into the stone ceiling as her back arced. She herself did not know what was happening. The page reacted to the piece of history it tried to steal from her.

She did not know if it was due to her being bookless or something else entirely.

But it did not change the fact that the page vomited flames that grew to what was essentially a column of slag-like material. It pierced through the ceiling with ease as molten rock dribbled all around her. The immense heat caused the nearby bars to redden slightly.

No. They were on fire. The metal itself was on fire. Slowly, Frost’s sensation returned as she threw herself onto her feet, trying to steady herself. The page was reduced to ashes, and it clung onto her sticky apparel as the world began to burn around her.

“… what… what the fuck is going on?” Frost was breathless. She panted as a phantom fatigue struck her. At the same time, she scoured her surroundings in search of the two figures that were present in this molten prison. “Are… Are you… ok…?” She grunted painfully.

“… Frost. The Archivist noticed something strange.”

Tell me! Please – Tell me!

“There is a book within her Library. A book she cherishes more than any other book. A book that all Beholders must read before they attain their technology. It has no known name. It is now warm to the touch.”

There, Frost found them both hidden behind a mound of burning rubble.
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One of them was a Scarlet Healer. It was a woman dressed in a blood-soaked cloak. She wore nothing but that apparel, and her crimson hair was long, messy, and uncouth. That blood originated from a wound hidden beneath her apparel.

It never ceased bleeding.

As for the other individual, who was a naked man who wore a pale canvas over their head:
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This person was undoubtably the Painter that Stella was talking about. They were on the verge of death, kept only alive by the Scarlet Healer who panted uncontrollably as she caressed the back of his head, sullying his body.

The crackles of fire could be heard everywhere. She swiftly moved to their side, only panting as Nav spoke the exact same time that the Bloody Herring screamed in complete disbelief from beyond the crumbling walls:

“You… NO! YOU ARE – IMPOSSIBLE! THOSE FLAMES ARE LIKE THE ONES OF THAT PROPHECY! Oh Monkey Brothers! I… I could not have known they were telling the truth!” He nearly broke down.

“It is a cautionary tale of a world lost.” Nav ominously recited.

Frost’s stats returned to normal.

It finally dawned upon the Bloody Herring that she was no Color or mere healer.

She was the Amalgam.

“YOU SHOULD BE INSIDE OF THE BLACK FOREST! YOU – YOU ARE THE CALAMITY THEY FOREWARNED US OF! AMALGAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAM!”

            

    
        117. Another Alter-Frost

    
    
    
    
                The Amalgam was an existence enshrouded in mystery, much like the other Archetypes. The Archetype of Amalgamation was supposed to oversee the Nexus, or potentially manage it much like the Archivist of the Eternal Library.

But the Impuritas saw her as a monster. A malevolent, nightmarish existence.

The harbinger of calamity so to speak.

Their truths were delusions in her eyes. How they arrived at such a conclusion baffled her to no end.

Could they not see their own destruction? Could they not see the world around them? The bloodied roads they paved?

Frost felt lightheaded.

The walls of the prison crumbled around them as metal burnt at the seams to a ravenous inferno. The flames were unlike anything she had ever seen. They were a bright red. Almost like blood, and they bled a mysterious, heavy element.

“What a weird reaction. Never seen a page burn like that!” The Scarlet Healer hummed, stroking the sweltering body of the barely living Impuritas man. “He’s toasting. Haaah. Haaah. So many opportunities to heal. So little time~”

“Follow… Follow me… Are… you ok?” Frost huffed, grasping the woman by the collar to pull her along.

At the same time, the Scarlet healer took the man’s face and began to drag him along like a bobsled. An incomprehensible groan came from him, which was silenced as the Scarlet Healer dug her fingers into its canvas-like-face.

“Ok? What a strange thing to ask a guarantor of the Condemned.” She said, following Frost passively. “Come now Canvas Head! I’ll heal you good as always!”

Each step that woman took made a splashing sound. Blood endlessly dripped from her robes and poured down her bare legs like a waterfall. The origin of this blood was unknown.

She was around the same height as her, and despite being in a prison for who knows how long, she did not appear malnourished.

“… Oboros Infinitas… What kind of… Atelier is that?” Frost asked between long breaths.

“Woooooah! Rare that someone knows about us!” The woman’s crimson eyes sparkled. “Lament. Lament. And lament. Or was it repent? Definitely not penitence. Because! The Condemned will never turn over a new leaf~” She said proudly, nodding ecstatically afterwards.

Weird.

“… that… doesn’t… answer anything. What about… you?”

“The best healer! Late bloomer! I heal, heal, and heal until there isn’t anything heal anymore! People are too fragile for our love of… haah… haah. Restoring the body. Regrowing limbs. Hearing the bones click and clack into place. Cooking nutritious food for the starved still… It’s… it’s amazing~!” She was overrun with ecstasy at the notion of healing.

An obsessive healer was what Frost gathered.

Nav had zero knowledge of them. There were no records of such an Atelier in the first place. Jury was contacted briefly to ask Cer, and to Frost’s surprise, there was indeed no such thing as the Oboros Infinitas.

Yet she could clearly see that they were a part of this mysterious Atelier.

Regardless of this, the last thing to cross Frost’s mind was that this woman was an enemy. As a fellow healer, and one who was imprisoned here no less, Frost skimmed through every precaution and led them out.

They made haste to flee through the busted walls of the prison as it moaned, threatening to collapse at any moment. Frost’s body was still recovering. It was a fast recovery, but the ordeal struck something deep within her.

She did not know what it was, but as soon as they emerged through the same hole she crashed through, they were met with the sight of a burning world. She inhaled the superheated air as flames reached towards the skies and devoured all that it touched indiscriminately.

The Scarlet Healer trudged behind, staring at Frost’s face as the woes of the Bloody Herring filled the world from beyond. They were undecipherable and conjoined with the mangled symphony of tortured voices that came from somewhere beyond the Monkey Paw Complex.

Their immediate section fell into ruin as the Floor is Hungry suffered substantially. Before long, the floor no longer moved and returned to its normal state, the bricks folding into itself as those that were still stuck within were crushed with a horrifying crunch.

“… Please find somewhere safe… and keep an eye on that thing.” Frost warned, her eyes devouring the burning world as its reflection brimmed in her golden eyes.

“Will do! He’s become my burden. Haah. Haah. I’ll heal you riiiight away~ Just don’t pop like last time! Here, I’ll give you some more red paint.” The Scarlet Healer panted, dragging the Impuritas behind her as they retreated elsewhere, disappearing into a mound of flames.

She was miraculously immune to them, likely thanks to her abnormally high DEF stat. And strangely enough, although the Painter was set alight, his body did not burn. The Scarlet Healer must possess some sort of insane version of Cleanse to rid them of their Burn stacks.

From that alone she had confidence that they’d be fine. Either way, she did not have the time to babysit. Instead, she made a brief mental note to question that woman later.

There were bigger issues at hand.

A tale of a world lost. Beholders must read that book. It warns them of a world that was destroyed?

Frost questioned, yearning to know of its contents.

“I myself do not know the contents as only Beholders are allowed to read this book. The Archivist herself cannot read it.” Nav stated, causing Frost’s breathing to become nearly rabid.

Then has Jury read it?

“Partially. But not enough to understand it. The Archivist says that Jury is close… and Frost.”

Yes?

“The heat of her precious book is reminiscent of something important that was lost.”

The world… right? The Archivist must have come from that world.

Frost arrived at this sound conclusion. If the book was about a world lost, and it was important to the Archivist, then that world must’ve been her home. The imagery of the flames bellowing around her must have been a familiar sight to the Archivist.

But then why did the book react to Frost? Why was her piece of her past connect to that book?

“She does not know.”

Then could it be me?

Frost was not so dense to fail to see this connection. If it was not the world, and if the book reacted to her, then this lost thing may be pertaining to herself. But the Archivist did not know and therefore, no conclusion could be reached.

“We need more food for her memories before we can draw any conclusions. But you may be right… Shall I give you the rundown of the situation of the others?”

Please.

“Ignis is faced with an approaching hoard of Blood Festival entities. They are managing, thanks to L.S’ preemptive efforts. Jury, Cer and Broker are met with an entity named the Speechless Paw.”

Ber and Res were likely fighting a similar being as well. Frost turned her attention to the castle. A long, burning strip of road separated her. 24 hours had yet to elapse, so she could not use the Iron Candle’s abilities.

Furthermore, the Heart of this complex was not her only enemy.

“AMALGAM! YOU – You were supposed to be trapped within the Black Forest! A blunder on our brightest friend’s part! ARE you content!? Look at the destruction! You will bring the fall of civilization itself! I KNOW IT –!”

“If civilization collapses because of my presence alone, then it was already on the cusp of collapsing. I am not some fucking scapegoat for you IMPURITAS to push your blame onto!” Frost cut him off with a deafening roar as she tried to find the source of his voice.

It was near impossible to detect his presence now that her AGI was less than half of the Blood Herring’s.

Golden stakes appeared from seemingly nowhere, this time managing to puncture her body shallowly as she took considerable damage. She flung herself away as her emotions stirred.

Counter Offensive was a handicap. Because the Bloody Herring’s AGI was higher than hers, she was forced to take twice as much damage.

It was no more than 800. But combined with the Broker’s Arms, she took upwards of 850 MAG ATT damage, and 450 regular damage after minusing it from her DEF stats. This, combined with the insane frequency of attack saw her HP chip away.

This was the first weapon capable of inflicting both ATT and MAG ATT damage simultaneously.

Not that it mattered in the slightest.

Her HP was so immense that he may as well be throwing sewing pins at her. But they still hurt. Frost could never get used to the sensation of having her body riddled with blades, even with the aid of Painkiller.

She did not stop running down the chaotic street, hopping from side to side to avoid as many of the stakes as possible. They protruded from her back very shallowly before they were shed.

She was like a golden porcupine at times.

“It burns! Malevolent, blind Amalgam! Was that parasitic rock of yours not enough! Must you also burn our world!?”

“Whose lies are you believing in!? Don’t you think that you’re being led astray!?”

“Preposterous! Your unwashed mouth is more putrid than that rock you command! But no matter. You will perish here at my own two hands! And I, oh the great Bloody Herring, will receive the ‘Seed’ from that sacred garden as a reward NO DOUBT!”

The stakes riddled her from every angle. Her foresight allowed her to see the stakes that embedded themselves into the ground like a line of spear-wielding soldiers.

She evaded them with relative ease as she grit her teeth, weaving right through. For once, her much slimmer, feminine body came in handy.

Frost could not wait to get her hands on this damned fish. Death would be far more merciful of a fate, and as a healer, she’d make sure of it. Not only for her sake, but for everyone else that suffered because of him.

The barrage of stakes did nothing but give her the final push into entering the Second State. At about a quarter of the way through; and as electrical gashes cleaved the street in front of her, she finally hit the Second State.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Second State >

< Please Choose a Corrupted to Manifest >


 

< Judgement | One Thousand Eyed Bird >

< Civilization | Greed Counter >


 

Knowing that most of the Bloody Herring’s power came from the coins he possessed, Frost chose the Corrupted that made the greatest sense for the situation.


< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the Greed Counter >


 

Suddenly, a translucent diamond appeared high above her head. It twinkled in the light like a star as the oncoming attacks subsided. The diamond was approximately five meters in size; hardly comparable to the Corrupted version.

But it did not detract from its splendor.

“What… It – it can’t be. You – That diamond – That belonged to the Corrupted! How could it possibly be here!?” The Bloody Herring exclaimed as Frost’s body continued to change. “No… you… have become the Corrupted…?”

An ethereal glow emanated from the undersides of Frost’s hair. On the outside it was still jet-black, but inside it was a beautiful blue. But this was not all. Like the wings of a sacred beast, one hundred golden tentacles sprouted from her back.

It was as if she had assimilated the golden spears. The Broker’s Arms could no longer reach her back, which now appeared like the many tentacles of an anemone. Each of the Touch of Golds were about as thick as her arm, and it was a mystery how one hundred were connected to her back.

And this was still not the last of it.

A blue portal suddenly phased into reality at the halfway mark. A woman with short, messy hair like hers emerged like a bullet from the portal. It imploded into itself, disappearing for good as the woman skidded along the street.

She then stood firmly, eagerly awaiting Frost tens of meters ahead.

She was dressed in a black, military coat somewhat reminiscent of her Coat of Prejudice. Just without the feathers. The woman’s coat was trimmed and lined with beautiful golden engravings. She wore a peaked cap, and stared back at her with proud, golden eyes identical to her own.

This woman was taller. Around the same height as Jury’s, and her proportions were also relatively similar.

But this woman was not a Jury look-alike.
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Like the mini Frost, this was a reflection of herself. Just bigger.

She saluted Frost with a stoic face, standing there like a heroic soldier.


< The Second State Has Manifested as the Greed Counter >


 

< The Hired Arm requests a weapon >

< All weapons encountered may be purchased to arm her. The first weapon is free. The weapon purchased will bear half of the stats of the original weapon. If the original weapon is given outright, then the damage will be doubled >


 

< Corrupted weapons may not be used >


 

It was an incredible skill.

Knowing of one weapon that intrigued her more than anything else; she yelled it out at the top of her lungs.

“THE JUSTICA ARM!”

The sound of rustling coins surrounded her. Golden particles in the shape of coins appeared in front of the Big Frost, and at once; a marvelous, Victorian Era gun appeared in her hands.


Imitation Justica Arm

ATT : 750 MAG ATT : 750


And with it, a bizarre emoji reminiscent of the Little Frost appeared over the Big Frost’s head.

It was of a proud, hearty smile.

            

    
        118. At the Heart of the Complex

    
    
    
    
                The long end of the barrel was pointed in Frost’s direction.

It knew precisely what needed to be done as a reflection of her Will. A magical ring formed at the tip as she took aim and fired the imitation weapon.

But unlike the proper Justica Arm, the bullet did not teleport. What was fired a golden coin which zipped like an arrow. There was no muzzle flash, smoke, or gunfire. It was simply fired in total silence.

Her target was the Bloody Herring. It missed unsurprisingly, but the building it did hit had its walls demolished as if a truck had crashed through.

A small coin did that kind of damage!? Frost was taken aback by its power as the Bloody Herring’s assault was suddenly cut short.

His AGI could not even allow him to dodge something of that speed. However, so long as he was on the move then hitting him was virtually impossible to begin with.

“Not a small coin! It’s a fist-sized coin. Are you familiar with firearm rounds of your world?”

Vaguely! That’s like a .50 Caliber or something, right? Frost had some degree of knowledge of modern firearms, but nowhere near to understand just what sort of round would be capable of such damage.

“Frost. A .50 Caliber is more or less the size of a finger. Her coin is much bigger than 20mm round. The payload is monstrous as a result.” Nav revealed, causing Frost to wonder just how such a thing was even able to be propelled in the first place.

And to think it was an imitation. Mysteriously however was that the destructive seen by the Justica Arms members was nowhere near as close as this. The reason was rather simple.

Justica Arms focused on penetrative power, rather than the raw destructive potential.

The Big Frost rehearsed loading a fist-sized bullet into a non-existent chamber, as if the Justica Arm was a break-action rifle. Then, without any warning, she pointed it in the direction of a hoard of Blood Festival Impuritas and obliterated them.

Shrapnel rattled the nearby streets as Frost finally reached her alter ego. The woman promptly saluted her as the emoji of a coin and greedy, rubbing fingers appeared over her head.

She required more coins. A small fee for her patronage.


< The Hired Arm requires coins >

< Upkeep cost: 15 silver coins per minute. The Hired Arm will enter a dormant state if the fee is not paid >

 

< Justic Arm Bullet: First is free. Each subsequent use requires 1 gold coin >

< All your skills may be used and will cost 10% of the total mana cost, but they must be paid in the form of gold coins >

< Corrupted Skills may not be used >


It was cheaper to hire her than it was to use her skills. The Hired Arm was like an ink printer in away. How? Because the cartridges were always the most expensive part of the whole thing

The Big Frost simply stood there, awaiting further orders.

She was not docile. In fact, her eyes wandered around in search for any threats. But she could not act upon Frost’s Will unless she was paid for her services.

She might be useful. Nav. She took the coins straight out of my Dimensional Storage. Can I assume she can work far away from me?

“She can.”

Frost had a plan in mind for this woman. Though she couldn’t help her outright, her weight in gold would be her ability to help everyone else. If worse comes to worse, then she can return to help Ignis and the others.

Therefore, Frost utilized her one hundred Touch of Golds to scoop up the remains of the fallen Impuritas. She gathered them close, reeling them in towards her chest as their body crumbled.

It was as if her tentacles were coated with a corrosive substance.

Every being she saw possessed a value written somewhere within their chest, much like the flame that displayed after Scrutiny. Most were a single gold coin, whereas normal people were as low as a single copper coin.

“You can read my mind, right? Help these people. Please.”

Frost did not order it. She asked it.

Even if it was essentially herself, she still treated it like it like a human. The captured Impuritas were converted into coins in a gruesome manner. But not a single drop of blood spilt.

With the funds now available, the Big Frost tipped her peaked cap and dashed away to a nearby, injured human. She healed them using [Greater Healing] and hauled them over her shoulder without any trouble.

She’s rather diligent.

As for Frost – the trouble was only just beginning.

“Feeder of Corrupted! Manifester of their powers! Amalgam! That power… that power… should not be in the hands of a destroyer like you!” The Bloody Herring’s voice hoarsely shouted in every conceivable direction as her tentacles surrounded her like a giant, spiky ball.

He did not chase her Hired Arm. His sole target was Frost. Whether it was due to his unbounded arrogance or blindness was unknown, but it didn’t change that he wanted her dead for the sake of their false cause.

“Have you ever stopped to think just what the Amalgam means!?” Frost yelled, beginning her mad dash towards the castle once again.

The faintest sound of a thumping heart came from its direction as the onslaught of Broker’s Arms returned.

But they did little against her. Her Touch of Arms were linked with her total HP pool. While it did cause her to take more damage since she was essentially a larger target, the Bloody Herring did not know this and made efforts to avoid it where possible.

She could not create a shield to protect her back out of the Touch of Golds. Because when she did, the drag it produced cut her speed by a quarter, and not to mention that the Bloody Herring was still easily able to attack her in all directions, rendering the shield useless.

Instead, she used the tentacles like the legs of a spider. They latched onto structures further ahead, dragging her forward at an immense pace. She was like a Centumnid; a 100-legged Anid behemoth fabled to stalk the lands of the Anid Region like sentinels.

“You’re supposed to be weaker! That bird of truths was supposed to skewer you, you fiend! Do you believe destroying the Heart will save your friends!? Will you plunge them into eternal despair when they could have all this – THIS HAPPINESS TO THEMSELVES!?” He proclaimed, attempting to paint her as the true enemy in this nonsensical ordeal.

Just how blind was he? His deafness? How much shit could he spew without tasting his revolting lies?

“DO YOU EVEN HEAR WHAT THE FUCK YOU’RE SAYING!? YOU’RE BLIND, DEAF AND BLABBERING SHIT YOU DON’T EVEN KNOW WHAT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT!” Frost erupted in rage, thrusting numerous golden tentacles behind in a sweeping motion.

These things were around ten meters long, and they easily decapitated the roofs of structures and attractions alive. She needed to use them precisely, less she’d end up killing hundreds of innocent lives in an insant.

“But I do! Hear me, Amalgam! Is it fun to elevate yourself to the – Oh to the truest essence of our existences before our very eyes!? Where is your heart, AMALGAAAAAAAAM!?” His vocals nearly ripped.

She could sense the Etched Coins hiding beneath his jester-like apparel and rustling within sachets by his waist. They were indeed infused with Broker’s Arms. She could sense them thanks to her Stacking Wealth Active Skill, even without using it.

Furthermore, she confirmed that there was an Etched Coin that possessed the very first magic that was ever used against her.


< Etched Coin >

CogitO

 

ACTIVE: Cognition Scrambler

EFFECT: Visually censor the sought-after truth from the target. If user’s RESIST is lower than 150, then the user will be afflicted with an additional malignant version.

Condemnable in the wrong hands. Use in case of protocol Blissful Ignorance


The high cost of 5,000 MP dissuaded her from using it right now, however. With the number of Broker’s Arms in his possession it would be stupid of her to use those coins against him. Even using it against the Cognition Scrambler coins would be worthless if she couldn’t attack him in the first place.

She needed a better target. And she needed to hide this Skill until the time arose.

Then, Nav noticed something odd.

“There are approximately a thousand coins on his body. But the number isn’t decreasing no matter how many he uses. There is likely an additional coin hiding somewhere else that is refilling the lost coins.”

It could be a form of Dimensional Storage. If he can steal skills, then he can definitely steal Dimensional Storage from a Blessed. That’s an Atelier Skill too, just like that Cognition Scrambler I’m guessing.

It all boiled down to three things. The first was to destroy the Heart. The Second was to convert as many Impuritas into coins to keep her Hired Arm operational. And finally, the last was to sever the Bloody Herring from his limitless source of coins.

A makeshift suppression requirement in a way.

And just like that, Nav flashed her a prompt.


< Bloody Herring | Suppression Requirement: Identify and Destroy His Most Valuable Coin >

 

It’s that simple, huh. Nav.

“Yes?”

Let’s catch ourselves a fish, and a Heart.

Frost eventually reached the thick walls of the golden castle. She was met with zero resistance. The area surrounding the castle walls was a vacant courtyard where miniature, fake golden trees sprouted.

It was here where the Bloody Herring ceased its attacks, like they had stumbled into sacred grounds.

“Your filth will not touch our sacred models of that whimsical garden!”

Frost, out of sheer spite, demolished these trees with various swipes of her tentacles. She took pleasure in finally agonizing the Bloody Herring in a different kind of way. The minor victory was followed with a hideous cry of anguish.

“WHERE IS YOUR APPRECIATION!? My heart throbs uncontrollably! Oh dearest fallen star of the cursed rock – I am truly sorry for that thing’s ineptitude! I… I will destroy them! And I will prosper as the truest, oh truest me!”

She casually broke through the walls with her bare hands, scooping them with each swing as her Touch of Golds burrowed into the hole created. Then, they expanded outwards, causing the wall to explode and a major section of the castle to crumble.

The beating of a heart was ever present within, and the bitter scent of blood assaulted her as dove into a section of interconnecting hallways, where royal carpets sprawled along.

It was like a maze, and Frost refused to take part in navigating through these endless halls.

Instead, she took a shortcut through the walls once again, listening for the heart as the Bloody Herring threw a tantrum like a child over the trees she had destroyed.

“The Seed! The Seeeeeeeds! Oh their unripe Apples! Our commemorative place, destroyed by that poacher of happiness!”

To her shock, more of these golden trees grew within these halls. They were miniaturized oak trees from what she could tell, and they were made from solid gold rather than the bones and flesh of people. They had no anomalous properties, but they seemed to bear some significance to the Blood Festival.

“Ruiner of happiness…”

Voices began to speak through the walls the closer she approached the beating Heart. The world beyond fell silent as the song that played was quickly replaced with an unharmonious choir of voices.

“We must defend our Heart…”

Before long, and after she smashed through dozens of walls, she finally reached the heart of the castle. It was a ballroom with its ceiling arching well over hundreds of meters above, where various supporting beams ran across the arch in a ladder-like formation

It closely resembled a giant rib cage.

Beneath her was a vast, reflective floor. Pillars of writhing, golden flesh rose to the ceiling, dotting the ballroom nonsensically.

But what caught her attention was none other than the Heart itself, which hung from these pillars with disgusting, connective sinew.

“So that’s the Heart!” Frost exclaimed, freezing in place as she stared up at the near 50-meter Heart in disbelief. “It’s… unbelievably huge. They get bigger with each iteration, huh!”

The colossal structure was connected to various tubes that ran over, under and into the surrounding walls. They ran along the ground like oil pipes. The single largest one, which rose directly above the Heart, was the pumping aorta.

This Heart was the source of the monsters that invaded during the nights of Brandar. She could see the silhouettes of countless Reorganizers travel along these tubes.

“… With any means necessary.” The voice concluded, which was followed with a series of laughter.

She realized that the voice came from the surrounding pillars.

Expecting sudden resistance; she threw herself deeper into the room, her many tentacles following like the tail of a divine, multi-tailed fox.

The engraved faces moved with each spoken word, grinning uncannily like theatre masks. Suddenly, the pillars cracked as they separated from the ceiling and floor. They began to slowly skid around the Heart, orbiting it like moons.
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Frost not only had to deal with the Heart itself and its mangled aids; but she also needed to fend off the Bloody Herring. A multi-fronted battle dawned upon her, and as she checked the status of the Heart itself –

I hope you guys can hold on. Nav. Let’s do this. For everyone’s sake.

– She hoped the others faired better than herself.






	 
	
Complex Heart
Blood Festival


	 



	 
	< Complex >
< We are happiest believing what we are than knowing what we have become. Let’s be happy regardless >


	 



	
ORIGIN : Impuritas


	 
	HP : 10,000,000



	ATT DEF : 2,000
	 
	
MAG DEF : 2,000











            

    
        119. Speechless Paw

    
    
    
    
                Elsewhere, whilst Frost found herself in the central part of the Triple Paw Complex:

Ber found herself up against a small swarm of her doppelgangers. Around 6 of these wailing clones attacked her in a separate section of the Triple Paw Complex. The Impuritas monsters, as Frost called them, did not speak here. Neither did the panicked people.

The music abruptly stopped the moment she chased them through a thin, curtain wall that separated this section from the previous. There was a total of three sections as far as she could tell, but that minute detail was nothing but an afterthought.

Ripples of electrical claws decimated everything it touched. Ber unleashed slash after slash against her naked clones, and each slash met their mark flawlessly. They were of no match to her physically. Nothing here was. A Moon like herself was practically invincible.

But even so, she could not help but to feel like her mind was being toyed with.

As she dashed through the chaotic streets of this bizarre wonderland; she had to wonder just how they were able to replicate a piece of her past.

She knew the Librarians had something to do with it. The Impuritas were undoubtably working together in some way, and that paper egg was certainly the cause.

But she could not delve into any of these thoughts, because with each corner she turned, she would be met with an onrush of her clones, as well as a mouthless monkey-man who tossed various balls of paper.

They expanded into giant paper eggs, much like the one prior. They were much smaller and less complex. What hatched were the crying clones, who desperately reached out for her with handless arms.

Ber did not speak. She did not yell. Nor did she outwardly spite that monkey; who wore a golden robe that concealed his entire body save for his face, where a pair of disembodied hands clutched over where his mouth would be if he had one.

Ber was usually loud. She did not usually speak as much as her sisters, but she always knew when to make herself known. Not here, however. Under extreme circumstances not a single word would dare to leave her mouth.

Her sole drive was to simply annihilate her enemy. To eradicate them from the face of the world. Her electrified claws were thrown with little regard for her surroundings as attractions fell, and buildings collapsed into themselves in the wake of her unstoppable power.
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This entity was on par with her in terms of speed, and he moved exactly how a monkey would. He grappled onto walls, protruding rods and people alike to weave through Ber’s relentless assault.

The crying Bers were fodder more than anything. It was unclear just what this creature’s purpose was. He must have known that he stood little to no chance against her, and yet he still chose to confront her despite this.

He did not even attempt to attack her. The clones were far greater of a threat. His erratic movements were easy to track no matter how fast he blitzed through the streets.

He was not even powerful enough to break through the structures, having to navigate through tight passages and corners whereas Ber was perfectly capable of obliterating her obstacles with the wave of a hand.

The crying Bers lunged at her like a pack of starving wolves, screaming out at the top of their lungs.

“I never wanted this!”

“Why did I have to cut my hair!”

“Is it fun always being in trouble!? Why do I always have to be the one to save you!?”

“I’m always being punished because of you two!”

They were revolting. She knew exactly where in her past those words were stolen from.

She was always a strong wolf. The strongest many had ever seen in fact.

But that was after they were administered Serum S by none other than D-13.

Her Galvanized Blood Ability was present in these clones. They flung electrified claws at her like frightened animals as she was forced to recall the moments that led to her first encounter with D-13.

Her hair was snipped short to match Res’ appearance. Then, her hands were severed with a rusty cleaver when her sister’s ‘buyers’ realized that Ber was not the Demi-Human they were after.

She had never felt so vulnerable… and the mere recollection of those events rattled her heart.

But unbeknownst to the Speechless Paw was that it only enraged her.

The silence was telling of rising her fury as she caught one of the oncoming Bers by their face and swung them around at another two like a club.

A haze of paper confetti exploded upon their deaths. They did not bleed. Neither were they alive. They were merely papers folded to reflect a fragment of her past.

They were here to torment her. They wanted to upheave her spirit. She knew the tricks these creatures employed.

But she had never seen anything like this.

If only I hadn’t touched that paper egg. Why is it always me that gets into trouble like this? I was just curious!

Ber understood her blunder, but at the same time, she agonized over the fact that such a minor interaction had allowed something like this to happen in the first place. It felt like if she did anything selfish then she’d be punished accordingly by fate itself.

I didn’t do anything wrong. But I can’t do anything right either without anyone except for killing those problems away!

As she continued to eradicate her past selves, the Speechless Paw suddenly began shaking.

They were laughing.

Keep laughing. I’ll kill you just like every single one of them!

Ber’s claws ploughed the ground behind her. They grew exponentially with each fleeting second until the electrical constructs were as long as seven meters. A blue glow followed her as vibrant, erratic arcs of electricity zapped the nearest object,

In most cases however, it was whatever living being was closest. This Skill was Arcing Digits. They did not shock people to death. The electricity was so powerful that it literally erased pieces of their bodies. The burns inflicted onto the Blood Festival Impuritas exceeded any conventional burn, rendering parts of the body out of commission.

The light was so immense that those that happened to gaze in its direction were instantly blinded for minutes. At worst, they were blinded permanently. Magic could be categorized by its destructive scale and likelihood of unintentional damage.

What Ber used was classified as High-Risk

This was one of the reasons why Moons were never allowed to dabble in civilian life. Never mind the greater parts of Elysia, less there was a specific reason. And if they did, then they needed to limit themselves to low-risk or NUL-risk Skills.

Preferably nothing at all, less they’d devastate more of the world than their Corrupted enemies.

Her claws lifted from the ground like a pair of disembodied hands. The energized debris floated alongside them as she sent two upwards slashes against the running monkey. The false hers could not even process their deaths as they were instantly reduced to a burning page.

A carousel melted into a puddle of charred bone, metal and flesh as her claw passed through like it did not even exist. It cleaved the Monkey’s shoulder, instantly deleting a total of 6,000 HP. His body contorted much to her delight. Even if he couldn’t express it vocally, his body was awfully honest about the pain.

He took an additional 4,000 HP of damage from the Necrosis stacks that plagued his body. Through the torn, blazing fabric and his shriveled fur, she could see the flesh surrounding his wound turn black, as if he was frostbitten.

The Monkey only prolonged his death. But Ber had to wonder if it even had a method of retaliation. She found it glaringly odd that it would pick a fight against her if it had no chance of winning.

More so if it knew that it was going to die.

Impuritas are filthy. One place like Grandis wasn’t enough for the world, so they made another one down here. We’ll destroy your paradise!

Voiceless suffering surrounded Ber. People found themselves lost and trapped in their desolated ‘homes’. The Impuritas reached their hands out not to save them, but to preserve their life for a later, sinister reason.

Ber was all too familiar with such a sight.

She had watched people close come and go by the hands of pillaging humans. If a Demi-Human wasn’t outright killed or captured, then they were marked and left for another time.

They were like fruit. An unripe apple waiting to bear its sweetest nectar…

… And Res was one such apple.

One that people desperately tried to steal. She was an object of desire for many. Whether it was her beauty, her politeness or smile, Res always found herself in the eyes of hungry humans.

The results were always tragic. Not to Res herself. But to the people around her.

The Res now was not the same Res from before. At least not externally. Her emotions were concealed behind an impenetrable veil that only their late mother could break. Her hair was cut short long ago to mask her beauty; and Ber took it upon herself to sacrifice her own wants for her sister’s needs in their darkest hours.

“Why Res!?”

“I hate you Res!”

“It’s all your fault!”

“Why can’t you be just like Cer!?”

Ber’s movement slowed.

The memories were resurging too quickly. The vibrant pieces of her past came passing by like a kaleidoscope. It was difficult to differentiate reality from memory and before long, her legs refused to move.

Her hands collapsed by her side as she stared at the weeping Bers, who surrounded her, screaming their hatred for Res… all the while she felt the twisted lullaby of the destroyed carousel play in the background.

The Blood Festival truly knew how to pick apart one’s psyche. Ber never would have thought that she would be brought down by one memory alone.

“I never had any happiness! I… *sniffle*… I always wanted to pick berries with the other girls of the village!”

“I wanted to wear the dresses we made!”

“They made me suffer because of you Res! They took Cer’s tongue! They took her teeth! Why are you just standing there watching everything burn!? Brother Raouuuul! Raaaaooooul! I’m scared! It hurts!”

Ber’s hands trembled. The memories they jogged caused her heart to wrench as she found it difficult to breathe. The Monkey saw this as a good sign and stopped in his tracks abruptly, shaking as if laughing as Ber’s mental anguish.

But little did he know was that this was not fear or dread. What Ber experienced was loneliness. Despite everything she had gone through, she had never despised her sister.

It was an honor… her privilege to suffer if it meant to stay with them.

The Monkey drew near, studying Ber as the hands cupping its mouth pried open, revealing a wriggling mass of tongues. He plucked one approached Ber, presumably to place it into her mouth.

But it failed to realize that Ber was not under its psychological spell.

Because they only knew the past her.

Not the present her.

No matter how hard the past was; it did not change that they were here. There was no bad blood between her and Res. Every ordeal they overcame, and every blood they shed only strengthened their bonds.

The only thing that could truly hurt them was separation, and the anguish of their fellow sisters.

Therefore, she severed the nearing hand, as well as the other to match the crying Bers. The flashes of electrical arcs instantly erupted from her once again, zapping them into ash. The Monkey recoiled, but he did not seem entirely fazed.

Rather, he seemed like he accepted death’s approach with open arms as Ber focused every arc to penetrate his chest like bolts of lightning.

It was appalling just how little they thought of a Moon, who were equally as strong in might as they were mentally tempered.

Not to mention that she was one of the first 4 survivors of Serum S.

Cer. Herself. Res, and their brother Raoul were all empowered by this cruel golden liquid.

Their blood was as blessed as it was cursed.

His mangled mouth seemed to curve into a faint grin as his body dissolved into nothingness. The battle ended anticlimactically, and she could not help but feel like it was far from over.

The deafening silence ate at her as walls crumbled, and plumes of dust rose. The others were still fighting. Hers was over and yet she felt like it had only just begun.

What the –! Where’s his body?

She stood atop where his corpse was supposed to be.

She certainly saw his HP drop to 0, and his body burn right before his disappearance. But even so, something should have remained.

Did he teleport?

Something was terribly wrong. It brought into question just what his purpose was. With no other way of solving this mystery other than to destroy the Heart itself, she turned to Res’ direction. It was made obvious by the flying beams, which caused the walls of the cavern to bleed.

No. If it couldn’t kill me, and if had some sort of way of escaping – then was it trying to stall me? From who? From what? Res? Could it be Res!?

This was the only logical conclusion Ber could arrive at, and without a second to lose, she dashed in her sister’s direction, all the while hoping for the best for her beloved sisters.

And for everyone else.

            

    
        120. Blind Paw

    
    
    
    
                Rocks pelted the world below like a dull hailstorm. A dust storm washed over the golden Showgrounds. The malevolent symphony swayed the dusty plumes to its tune, moving it like a pulsing wave.

Res was the cause of all this showering debris. Her beams bombarded the surrounding walls and ceiling of the ever-bright cavern, plunging it into an artificial night. There were no stars in this subterranean night sky. Only Moons.

Her enemy this time around was an eyeless monkey-man, clad in a golden robe with a pair of severed hands covering their disgustingly furry face. If she didn’t know any better, she would have believed they were a Beastkin dressed in cult-like apparel.

It did not help that she could not find the Impuritas Origin either in its stat page.
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Frost possessed a superior version of the Blessing of the Nexus which allowed her to see things unseeable to even powerful Blessed like herself.

She had to wonder just what else Frost knew. Or rather, just what were the Archetypes in the first place. The intrusive thoughts were only natural after the spire of flames scorched the entirety of their sector.

Granted, she knew Frost could manifest a fire-type Corrupted. But she had never seen that kind of flame. The kind that stuck to surfaces like a liquid, with a flame that stubbornly refused to die out even in the absence of kindle or fuel.

“Sister of the handless Moon. Do you enjoy watching people suffer around you? You’ve yet to hit your mark. Are you by chance blind?”

Res was far too levelheaded to be riled up by its words. This was externally however, as the mere mention of her handless sister caused her blood to boil. She glared at the heinous Monkey man as she stood her ground at the center of a burning battlefield.

Her speed was not needed here. Res was not the kind who fought on all fours like her sisters. She was methodical and fought from afar primarily. Yet she could not manage to land a single shot against her blind foe.

Res was awfully aware that something was awry. It was as if she was shooting at an afterimage. Her eyes sharply narrowed as she struggled to track the seemingly flying Monkey-man.

He was like a ghastly aberration with the sole purpose of tormenting her. But this was not the only reason why she fired beam after beam. Following it were droves of the handless Bers.

“Why couldn’t you help yourself Res!?”

“You how much it hurt me!”

“I hated it when you could only stand there and watch!”

She only incapacitated them. Res could not bear to outright kill them, even if they were no more than paper. She found herself trapped inside of a vivid nightmare as she singed the legs of the crying Ber.

They desperately sought to break her psyche, as per usual with the Animals.

They don’t bleed correctly. Those things must be made by the Pages. But since when were these monsters working together!?

Res could not wrap her mind around how these vastly different creatures would ever join hands. She was no expert on the monstrosities that were the Hearts, or the entities they created, but she knew that under normal circumstances they were competitors.

But this was not all that baffled Res.

“How does it feel to pretend like you can see!? Deep down you’re blinder than the children of our Complex. You are a twisted Moon~” The beast taunted, his voice heavily distorted as Res tried to predict his position, firing her beams ahead of his trajectory.

I know that effect. That’s a Cognition Scrambler. It distorts one’s perception of a certain target. The target must be itself from what I can tell. How reckless. It’s supposed to be useless against anything with a RESIST stat over 80, but RESIST doesn’t seem to be working here.

A piece of CogitO’s technology was somehow in their greedy hands. Normal people, let alone monsters, should not even be able to conceive of utilizing their products. They were almost an Atelier Skill in itself.

And not to mention that the side effect of using such a tool was largely detrimental to the end user. Not many people aside from Moons and above had over 80 RESIST to begin with. It altered one’s sense of reality. It induced delirium, insanity, and it twisted their sense of the truth at best to fit whatever fairy tale they lived in.

But Res figured that this Impuritas had lost their mind long ago.

The numbers only continued to stack. Paper balls sprouted into giant egg sacks which hatched with her young, crying sister. They’d be reduced to a crawling state, most of them without any limbs as they endlessly blamed Res for their suffering.

She knew it was all a lie. But deep-down Res truly did lament the incidents that led to them losing various parts of their bodies to the humans that raided their village on that horrible afternoon.

But even so – that was all  that this creature knew. It straw-manned her. There was only so little it knew of their past, but this little window was one of the largest events of their life.

Because they were introduced to D-13 shortly afterwards.

And then…

… I never liked my weakness either. Even after Serum S I didn’t know what to do anymore. So long as I’m with my sisters then everything will be fine. Everything will be fine… So don’t…

“Don’t you dare try to twist our current happiness!” Res hissed, unleashing an even fiercer barrage of beams. The only reason she hadn’t outright obliterated him was due to the sheer number of casualties that’d follow.

Frost’s philosophy of saving lives was, quite ironically, not something that any Moon possessed. In her line work it was normal for people to die. It was not that she couldn’t save them outright. She could, but only in the form of defeating the Corrupted that threatened their lives.

If they were in the way… then so be it. Such was the cruel reality when faced with a threat on the scale of the Corrupted. As for here; Res restrained herself to the best of her abilities. To begin with, the difficulty was strangely lacking for something of the Eternal Night risk-class.

Her intuition told her that there was more to it than what met the eye.

“You can speak! And hear! But your sight is severely lacking. Moon of wolf-like origins – You and I have much in common.” The Monkey Man cackled tauntingly.

Hoards of handless Bers crawled over the crater-filled street. They navigated over gorges created by her attacks as rock fell and crushed them. As a Moon for nearly 30 years there was little that could gnaw at her heart.

It pained her to see her sister look-alikes perish before her eyes as she tried to figure out the cause of their nullified RESIST stat. She could still resist much of the heat. But her mind could barely resist the effects of the Cognition Scrambler.

The tool was powerful. Much like the Infusions; these were strictly limited in quantity. How they were even able to receive one was beyond her, and it wove the idea that another traitor of the Nexus was among their ranks.

Their battle was hardly long lived. They had only fought for less than 5 minutes, and yet she felt that hours had already elapsed. It wasn’t long until there were so many Bers that she had to finally move from her position.

There were dozens teeming everywhere now. Even without their limbs they injured and incapacitated the fleeing people. They bit, clawed, and electrocuted anyone they could find.

“Relinquish yourself, Wolf. Take pleasure in their despair. That is what hope is, right? You can see it too, can’t you!?”

“I cannot believe that no one in the Nexus considered you things of an equal threat to the Corrupted.” Res growled, despising the Nexus’ lacking efforts. The Impuritas were not a recent phenomenon. It was only their true name which had recently come to light.

The Hearts have existed for almost as long as the Ateliers had. At this point she profusely agreed with Frost that the Ateliers were undoubtably the cause for their appearance, although the how was the larger question.

An Advent was likely the answer. If an Advent could create the technologies, then perhaps an Advent could create something that mirrored the Ateliers in some way. Res only allowed this thought to populate her mind as she could not bear to kill her sister’s doppelgangers.

People would call her weak. A coward if they saw her hesitate like this. But for Res, there was no greater pain than seeing her sisters hurt. Even seperating for an hour was too much for her heart to bear.

Because whenever they ever did separate…

Cer’s tongue and teeth. Ber’s hands. And my eyes. Mom’s murder. Dad’s disappearance. Raoul’s distance… I hate this. I’d give anything to stop seeing this.

But then I’d be just like that thing! Ber – I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!

Res was mentally cornered. If it were up to her, then she’d have someone else do the deed. Her eyes began to glow a bright blue as she charged up her electrical beam, which was named Arc Shot.

She targeted a good bundle of the false Bers, preparing to take them out indiscriminately until she heard a voice call out to her.

“S-Stop! Please… P-Please. Please stop ruining everything!”

It was Stella. She paused and turned towards a trembling girl. She emerged from a gorge created from one of her attacks. Res knew that even though she did hold back, people were still killed as a result.

Stella undoubtably… saw them as the enemy because of this. The young girl desperately clung onto a severed hand, believing that the owner was still following her.

“I thought you were all good people! I thought you wanted to help us! I… I was wrong! I’m sorry… I’m sorry everyone. So please… please if you just wanted out food then stop hurting everyone!” Stella cried, weeping as she only vaguely spoke in Res’ direction.

“Is it not delightful to you? Does it not inspire you? This oh so euphoric sensation of our hopes from their despair! I know you understand!”

“Stella… I know you can hear them! This – all of it is for the best! You’re suffering right now! We’re trying to help everyone!”

“But… B-but – Everyone’s… everyone’s… you’re hurting them! Some of my friends won’t talk to me! They’re become mush!” Stella cried.

Res felt sick to her stomach. She always despised the deaths she caused, but it was not like she wasn’t used to it. But with Stella’s cries, alongside Bers, and the blame that pinned her in place – She’d be lying if she said that it did not whittle her stoic shell.

She largely ignored it, however. The Monkey, however invincible it seemed, was taking damage. In fact, it’s HP had dropped to as low as 2,000 over time due to him accumulating burn stacks. His RESIST was high, but that did not make him immune to whatever Frost’s bizarre fire was.

He was willingly burning himself. Res had to wonder just what their intention was as Stella staggered towards her.

“STAY AWAY FROM US STELLA!” She exclaimed, but the girl, for some reason, refused to listen.

“I-I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” The girl cried, tripping over her own feet which were cut and bruised. She dropped the hand and a certain Page slipped from her grasp.

Stella, however clumsy she was, tried to plant that onto her. Res was certain of it. The girl cried in a shallow pool of blood and tears. At some point one of these monsters must have forced her into this.

The Blind Paw clicked his tongue in annoyance.

“Useless… It’s no wonder Leitmotif had no use for you. You were better off having your liver used as an alcoholic satchel, and your intestines as a wonderful, oh so golden scarf. We were close to gathering a second piece of a Moon – You – YOU REACHER OF FALSE STARS –!”

His words were instantly cut short. Res watched as his body suddenly exploded, right before a loud bang caused her ears to droop. The phenomenon was something she had witnessed numerous times by the sky machines created by Caldera Industries.

Where they’d shoot a massive, metal rod from countless kilometers above. Then, one would hear the crack of thunder. She expected it to be Ber, or even Cer for that matter. After the anticlimactic shower of gore subsided, and as the wailing Bers were killed by an electric claw – A certain well-endowed Frost appeared.

And by endowed, she meant her womanly sizes. In fact, this Frost was taller.

Huh? Did she get a new Corrupted form?

She emerged with a Justica Arms, and she donned a beautiful garb that was reminiscent of Beholder Galia’s; an apparel of war which was widely worn in her far away homeland. It was just missing a copious number of feathers.

Now that she was a meter a way, with Ber rapidly approaching – She also realized that it was just like Frost’s coat… just without the feathers. The woman before her saluted as a question mark suddenly appeared over her head.

Oh. It’s one of those ‘alter’ Frosts. Or ‘other’?

Res always wondered how these mental projections worked.

“Mhm. Thank you for your help… but it’s weird. It’s like he was expecting to die.” Res pointed out as Ber lunged right at her, clinging lovingly onto her neck. “… thanks.”

“You didn’t apologize. That’s all that matters. Res. Look at me. Are you ok?” Ber clutched onto her shoulders and stared deeply into her eyes.

Res, as usual, said yes. But Ber didn’t let her go. She knew well that Res was mentally worn out. The fight may have been short, but it felt it wouldn’t be the last time this would happen.

It felt like they were testing her mental capacity. To see what would break her. And luckily; they were not able to steal a part of her past…

However that works. I’ve never seen anything like that before. Did they do the same to Cer?

Worry clouded her mind. Ber thought of the exact same thing. The bigger Frost wandered by and patted them both on the head motherly, before the symbol of a coin with a large X crossed through it appeared.

“Free head pats?” Ber somehow deciphered her language.

The alter Frost nodded. Her demeanor was as stiff as a brick, but her mental projections were quite the opposite.

Then, the big Frost marched over to Stella and offered her a hand.

“… you… you are…? Who are you? U-um… mm. I-I guess… I guess I deserve it. C-can you make… *hic*… make it painless? At least… in my final moments I won’t have to feel pain – so –!”

“Stella!”

“You’re ok!”

“We were worried about you when the Blind Paw took you away!”

A bunch of blind children suddenly rushed from a crevice in the same direction that the alter Frost had appeared from. Res could not see her stats, so she had to assume that she was a Corrupted.

A good Corrupted!

The alter Frost had been busy rescuing people in Frost’s stead. These were the same children who lived in the underpass. Res was… astonished that Frost, who was stronger than herself and far more destructive, still managed to find a way to help people.

Even if this fire was her fault to begin with.

“A-Aster!? Everyone… Oh no. U-Um – They’re – Please don’t hurt them!” Stella exclaimed.

The children were wary of Ber and Res. They knew they were the source of the countless deaths that occurred throughout their Complex. A few retreated to the big Frost’s side, clutching at her clothes.

Now that she realized it, they weren’t blind anymore. A train of children followed the big Frost until they reached Stella.

“U-Um…” She could sense someone’s looming presence.

She instinctively flinched as the Frost reached a hand to touch her, and upon doing so; her wounds disappeared. That was without a doubt Greater Healing. Stella was flabbergasted in an instant.

“A-Another Angel!?” Stella shrieked with renewed vigor.

“Yeah! It’s an Angel in black! But she doesn’t have wings! I’m surprised!” Aster, the eldest one, described her for Stella.

Although, however enthusiastic they were, Res could visibly see them shake as they spoke.

This was still not over yet. From what Ber told her, there should only be one more Monkey left since this was the Triple Paw Complex, after all.

They could only hope for Cer’s perseverance.

            

    
        121. Deaf Paw

    
    
    
    
                Cer, Jury, and Broker spelunked a gold-tinted tunnel. The walls were carved into the shape of bricks as crimson lines ran through them like veins. Though there was uncertainty in where they were, Cer sensed that this place was somehow alive.

The tunnels were wide enough for a small group to comfortably navigate through. But the three found it difficult to believe that a small group would even manage to move a single meter through this bizarre place.

A red liquid dripped from the ceiling. It pooled into artificial vats which bubbled as body parts were stewed into a noxious concoction. The Reorganizers roamed these areas, clinging onto the walls like peeled skin as Cer wondered just what these tunnels were supposed to be.

Rooms with jagged teeth dripping with a blood-like liquid were also common, as were what seemed to be train carts used for roller coasters, as well as sewn up horses impaled with a pole, like those found in the Blood Festival carousels.

These tunnels were likely were the Attractions formed. In some rooms they’d watch as golden flakes peeled from the walls and wriggled onto the surface of the fleshy constructs.

They made them appear as if they were made from gold when in reality it was a much more sinister process. Cer, Jury and Broker destroyed each putrid facility they came across as they watched half-digested people fall from the ceiling into a bath of bubbling liquid.

What these vats did was dissolve the entire body, leaving behind only the bones and the organs of their victims.

Golden stakes impaled the Reorganizers along the walls, hanging them like the tanned hide of an animal, whilst Jury shredded them with her claw. Meanwhile, Cer created artificial tunnels of her own with her electric bites.

Even after when they’d clear a section she’d continue biting away, cussing irately in the absence of her sisters’ presence.

“It’s aaaaaall fucked up! What’s it with them and their obsession with gold!? You’re telling me they’re not like you up there in your tower of debt – I mean, City of Diamonds?”Cer said whatever came to mind.

Like Frost, it was incredibly difficult for her to ignore the similarities between the Ateliers and the Impuritas.

It was worse for her since she and her sisters had always suspected this to be the case. But they were always called Jesters as a result.

“Please do not put us on the same level of these monstrosities. We only try to keep everyone happy. We don’t aspire to hurt. Not like these monsters… Moon. Do you accuse us of being enemies of the Nexus?” Broker spoke. His voice sounded hollow thanks to his bulky armor.

“You’re not enemies. Cer. Calm down. We’re getting close to your sisters. They wouldn’t want to see you like this.” Jury intervened with a mellow voice as they suddenly found themselves at the foot of a long bridge.

“Yeah yeah. They’ll see me regardless… but thanks, I guess.” Cer sighed.

She was truly thankful that she at least had Jury by her side. Without her she probably would’ve maimed Broker. There were no rules constraining her as a Moon anymore, aside from Frost’s ‘save everyone’ approach.

That being said, the bridge hung over a gaping pit, where nothing but an all-devouring abyss awaited beneath. An invisible wind howled from an unknown source as did a bizarre heat that seared the bottom half of the bridge.

Cer could have sworn that she had seen something like this before in the City of Diamonds with Frost. The sewerage system! Although, upon looking up she saw that it did not connect to anything at all.

It was just a straight pit down.

So what was this pit used for then? To discard waste?

Cer cared little as she felt Jury’s warmth, calming down a little as they moved along the giant bridge. Their wits were finely tuned. Dozens of floating stakes followed Broker as they illuminated the murky atmosphere like fleeting stars.

The emphatic light that lit the entire cavern was nowhere to be found. As they walked Cer’s ears twitched like fluffy radars as she sensed something from deep underneath. She could not put her finger on what the sound was, but a part of her psyche begged her to never unlock it.

She sensed a miasma rich in despair. So much so that it nearly sobered her. They were like a supersized version of the pores that the Hearts used to invade Brandar.

No one spoke a word. Even their breaths echoed endlessly in this vast chasm.

Jury would tend to her missing tail every so often. It was rare to see Jury make such a pained face. But it was nothing compared to the face she made whenever she thought of Frost. Cer wondered if she herself maybe made a similar face when she looked at Frost.

Not because of love of course. She just enjoyed being under the devouring gaze of that woman. Why? Cer knew exactly why. But she never allowed herself to delve too deeply into it.

It has already been nearly 30 years since that incident. Yet her attachment to that incident was like a strand that could not be snipped.

But why did these thoughts interrupt her? Nothing was supposed to be running through her mind, and yet she felt like there was an external influence upon her. Her RESIST stat remained the same. So what was it?

Were they under the influence of a Corrupted’s power?

She suddenly froze and threw a hand up to get the others to freeze. Her ears detected an abnormal sound pattern. Her ears perked up like little towers as she instantly bit in the direction of the noise, casting her light into the darkness surrounding the bridge.

A swarm of Reorganizers wiggled their way across the rim. They were surrounded by these monsters, but they did not seem to be their target. Rather, they went into an obscure direction with a sense of urgency, disappearing into pores at the upper edge of the pit.

And then, someone spoke from beneath the bridge.

“It’s unbelievably harrowing. They call us the impurities when they do not know what else lays beneath! Hahaha! You can speak too, I believe Moon!” A cloaked monkey man crawled onto the bridge, laughing hysterically at Cer as if trying to wind her up.

“Another one of these lunatics! A friend of yours or something Broker!? Like that creepy fish!?” She yelled, checking the creature’s stats whilst she suddenly sent an electric bite at it.
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“I am appalled you equate us to that thing.” He sighed, unable to speak back to a Moon.

The Monkey man did not evade the attack. He took it head on, allowing himself to take upwards of 2,000 damage. Parts of his attire were shredded as a result of his lack of self-preservation.

Cer’s brain interpreted it as foolish overconfidence, but her instincts told her that something was awry.

It was natural for beings to avoid an attack from an unknown opponent. Only the Blessed who were certain of the damage they’d take could stand in the face of what seemed like certain death. So why did they not decide to avoid her attack?

Did it know something about her?

It raised too many alarms.

“I’ve never seen such a Demi-Human in all my life! Beastkin? State your name!” Broker exclaimed, taking aim with his stakes.

“Not a Beastkin or Demi-Human! That’s an Impuritas!” Jury corrected, also having the ability to perceive the same things that Frost could.

They had the same eyes, after all.

But unlike Frost, she did not commence into battle immediately. She was not as hot-headed as Frost, or anyone else for that matter. But even so, Jury kept her guard up as she remained close to Broker, vowing to protect their weakest party member.

“Oh Moon. Oh talkative Moon. Trouble follows in your steps. There is much that a parody of the pearlescent celestial body like yourself pretends to shut your ears to.” He spoke, completely ignoring their words.

As his name suggested, he was truly deaf. There were no ears in sight. And, ironically, Cer refused to listen to a single word that left his cracked lips. Because something emerged as he dropped a bundle of paper balls.

Spawning from those growing sacks were tens of handless Bers. Her heart did not sink. Rather, they were instantly plunged into a pit of flames. A turbulent surge of emotions rose to her throat as her fangs glistened with electrical zaps.

“What kind of magic is that? Some kind of stupid illusion? You’ve got a one-way ticket straight to hell, huh!?” Cer exclaimed, sending a flurry of bites at the monkey man.

He dodged this time. Or rather, she missed completely. Something was messing with their RESIST stat and as a result, she was now under the effect of what she instantly recognized was a Cognition Scrambler.

While she wasn’t well acquainted with many of the Ateliers save for Justica Arms; she did have a few deployments on behalf of CogitO to eliminate rouge Atelier members. It was one of the rarer missions for a Moon to embark on.

But it was mysteriously among the highest classed mission that was be issued by the Nexus. Higher ranked Blessed were usually contracted for the job, or Eclipses; Moons specifically trained for assassinations.

These Moons belonged to ImpulseWorks and were outfitted in powerful weapons often reflecting their personalities and desires. Much like Cer and her sisters’ Atelier weapons.

What was the relevance of this? Cer had experienced the effects of a Cognition Scrambler beforehand as a result when her RESIST stat was much lower. It distorted the truth that one sought after, whether it masked the true position of its user to the intended target or scrambled a person’s stats to hide certain elements.

It was considered a contraband Atelier item, usable only by very specific CogitO personnel.

This confirmed that their RESIST stat was indeed being suppressed.

“Isn’t is splendid, Moon!? You have so many of your happy sisters surrounding you! Allow them to embrace you!” The Deaf Paw laughed maniacally at her as he scuttled around the bridge with the hoard of little Bers rushing towards them.

“Stay still and let me kill you! Take that, and that! AND THAT! Where did you get CogitO’s tech from!?” Cer avoided attacking her sister’s look alike as she tried to track that Monkey’s movements, all the while Jury remained behind.

She held onto Broker’s arm as she flung him from side to side with her, leaving the main battle rightfully to Cer. The handless Bers were theirs to worry about. They were met with a hail of golden stakes, as well as a deadly, black claw.

“How cruel. Is this what it means to be an Impuritas? But you don’t seem to be bad Broker. Your worst sin is an accidental theft.” Jury’s words were the last thing Cer heard as she dashed straight into battle.

The gargantuan bridge shook as the electrical bites cleaved off chunks of brick and stone. She relentlessly chased the man’s after image around the bridge, using her hands more than her feet as a game of cat an mice ensued.

“The despairs beneath make up our hopes above! Does it not make you smile hearing their woes surround you? They must have felt the same whenever they heard your anguish!”

“Why don’t you stop spouting shit and fight without your CogitO crutch! What happened to taking my first hit! Was that too much for you!?”

They conversed like they spoke entirely different languages. Neither of them could hear one another. Scars began to emerge along the bridge. It wouldn’t be long before it collapsed at this rate.

The Monkey man then clambered along the side of the bridge as Cer gave close chase.

She grinded on the side with her claws and punched her hands into the stone as they scuttled along the scorching underside of the bridge. Total blackness engulfed them for that brief second before they emerged on the other end, along with a massive barrage of electric bites.

Structural damage be damned. Cer did not care what happened to bridge. She only cared about eliminating her enemy for daring to try to wriggle beneath her skin.

Unlike her sisters, Cer was significantly harder to break.

She was always headstrong. Separation was her only weakness. Bringing Ber back, even if it was no more than a paper-made version, only strengthened her unbeknownst to the Impuritas.

“Do you not know that we must be deaf to the truth for happiness to blossom!? You Moons willfully cast your light away from the eternal nights of countless suffering souls! You and I – We are not so different!” He proclaimed. “The Sect of Gears foresee you Moons acquiring an epiphany! We merely wish to accelerate it. Therefore – You will become your true self! A wolf! Not a Moon!”

“I wonder if you’re on a time constraint! Trying to distract me from something, huh!? Don’t think I don’t have you figured out already!” Cer shouted, her speed steadily increasing with every passing second thanks to Galvanic Current.

Before long, she was encased in terrific aura of electricity as she coiled around the bridge, dragging her claw along to etch her mark. Pieces of the ceiling crumbled onto the bridge. Obstacles were created as further chunks were smashed off. It narrowed significantly now.

The bridge saw a century worth of wear in only a single minute. The stability was questionable at best. A total collapse was inevitable.

Cer’s electrical output drastically increased again once she was a vast distance away from the others.

The Bers were nowhere near her anymore. Their attention had turned to Jury and Broker. Now that she had a look at their back, she could see that some of them had small pages stuck to their back.

With the knowledge of their non-existent RESIST stat, and knowing of the Paged disease; she warned them with a blaring cry:

“DO NOT LET THEM GET CLOSE TO YOU! JURY GO AWAY! LET ME HANDLE THIS ON MY OWN! TAKE THAT HUNK OF METAL AWAY WITH YOU! GET BAAAAAACK!”

An electric pulse instantly caused her immediate section of the bridge to split. The 50-meter chunk sunk as only friction tethered the entire thing together now. Jury was easily faster than the crying children, but she was still limited to Broker’s sheer weight, and not to mention that her severed tail impeded her balance.

But even so; they’d still make it back to the foot of the bridge without any trouble.

“So that’s your option!? You will take me down with you into the deepest depths of our world!? Hilarious! You will end all alone! You truly wish to fall further MOON!?” He was instantly imprisoned by the electrical current.

There was surprise in his voice. His hideous laughter disappeared as if disbelief had clutched him by the throat. It was a miracle that he could even talk despite the Paralysis condition that caused him to lock up and convulse.

He was glued to the cracking ground as his HP rapidly fell. His body began to cook as steam threw his robe away, revealing the hairy back of a twisted ape. He was neither a Demi-Human nor a Beastkin as expected.

He was more like an abomination. Those hairs were mismatched and bundled to appear like fur.

The sight was disgusting to say the least.

“Moon this, Moon that! The fact that you can only call me a Moon tells me a lot about you!” Cer finally acknowledged his words, immensely disappointing the Deaf Paw. “Heh. What’s with that look? So you can hear me as well.”

“They lied. The Sect of Gears – did they need more faithful followers!? MORE GEARS TO GENERATE IT!? How could they have lied!? The Messengers; attuned by that mechanized Advent relayed it to our Herring friend so how –!?” Suddenly, as the bridge finally began to give way into the void, the man suddenly clasped at his ears. “HE – HE LIED TO US!? OUR VERY OWN FLESH LIEEEEED! LEITMOTIF! HEAR MEEEEEE! HE WILL TAKE IT FOR HIMSELF –!”
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His body was finally reduced to a charred state as the bridge finally gave in. A cataclysmic roar echoed all around them as pieces of the ceiling too began to collapse. His voice didn’t make it far. The choir of screaming from above drowned it as a light shone down onto them.

But it never managed to penetrate through the darkness beneath.

“Finally. Some useful information. Why do all you morons open your mouth when you’re about to die?” Cer crushed his skull beneath her maid footwear. She checked twice to ensure he was dead. “Someone lied to you huh. Herring as in that fish. Frost ought to know what to do with this.”

She trampled over his body right as their section gave way. There was no CogitO Atelier item in his possession. Cer bent her knees in that split second of freefall and aimed herself for her fleeing friends.

“Good riddance. Too bad you died so quickly. I wanted to show you what’s it like to watch a sibling run around without their hands. Would you then be able to laugh and pretend like you couldn’t hear a thing?” She sneered before a jaw snapped shut from right underneath her, sending her flying like a comet.

She used the falling debris from the ceiling to zip her way back to the others. They made it to the other end relatively safely, sustaining only a few minor injuries no thanks to the falling rock.

The bridge was swallowed whole by the darkness. The crash never arrived, and the longer she stared the more that she found herself sweating unnaturally. There was an instinctive fear she felt from that pit.

She did not want to imagine where it led to.

And then, as she made one final jump –

She managed to pick up a familiar voice from above.

“IF I’M SO WRONG FOR DESTROYING YOUR TWISTED HAPPINESS, THEN I’LL BE WRONG TILL THE DAY I DIE!”

Cer’s lips curved into a smile as Jury instantly shot her gaze upwards with a vibrant smile.

“Heh! I missed hearing that scowling voice! HEAR THAT JURY! YOUR LOVER’S RIGHT ABOVE US – W-WITH A 10 MILLION HP HEART!?”

The hardest part had still yet to come.

            

    
        122. A Complex Fight Against a Fish and a Heart

    
    
    
    
                The Complex Heart was like a bountiful fruit ripe for the harvest. Frost could not see it as an enemy. Neither were the Pillars of Happiness. They were food. Nutrients destined to empower her even further as she salivated at the thought of her HP reaching a staggering million.

As for the Bloody Herring? He was the main course. Frost never did like fish, but this was the one time where she made an exception. All this running has made her ravenously hungry. It’d also be a shame if he went out any other way.

Their battle was fierce. The Bloody Herring attacked her from afar, grazing her body with an unlimited barrage of golden stakes. The Pillars of Happiness spun like a centrifuge around the Heart, swinging from the connective sinew.

Every stray stake that pelted its spinning armor was deflected into the walls, ceiling, and ground. Most of the time, however, they’d explode into a thousand particles of gold.

It showered the arena as Frost threw dozens of her Touch of Golds straight for the Pillars in an attempt to clamp them still. Her feet were grounded firmly, and countless more of her sprouting tentacles dug into the ground to anchor her in place.

But what she did not know was that they stood atop a platform, not on bedrock. The ground itself was two meters thick from what she could tell as she was suddenly dragged around the spectacular hall.

“If you used but a fragment of your brain, then you’d understand that your existence is a stain on our world!” The Bloody Herring proclaimed; his voice heavily distorted as Frost’s sense of direction was instantly skewed by the centrifugal force.

She broke free from the pillars, crushing them with her Touch of Golds with relative ease. They were considered a part of her body, so the benefits of her Tooth and Nail Passive Skill applied, meaning she was able to deal maximum damage.

Their defense was pitiful. She was thrown across the hall, her body folding into itself. Her tentacles formed the skeleton of ball which broke her fall as the floor continued to crumble with each disastrous attack.

“Our happiness must not be touched… Let us keep everyone happy.” The Pillars nearly sung in a hideous choir.

The pillars that she had destroyed were still alive. They were segmented now that she had a closer look.

The broken pillars merely become two shorter ones.

Frost dashed around the Heart in search of a weakness. Destroying a section of a Pillar would only cause it to segment. She imagined battling a mythological Hydra, although she had no doubts that she’d persevere. 

The only issue was how was she supposed to take down the Bloody Herring?

There must be a limit to the number of stolen Broker’s Arms he possessed.

He was like a mosquito.

No, even mosquitoes had the dignity to die after they drew blood. A fly best described him. No number of swats would ever dream of taking him down.

She needed another strategy.

In the meantime, she attacked the Pillars of Happiness with Dismissed Confession. The segments screamed as they melted off a mango icicle left out in the sun. Their decaying mass flicked outwards, staining the golden hall. The mass was ejected so violently that they penetrated the ground.

The sinew is what’s moving them. I can try to slip in and cut them apart. That should stop them from moving. We also need to dry out his reserves as well. He must have a Dimensional Storage coin to pull out his other tricks when he runs out.

“If you can get closer then I may be able to detect more Etched Coins. He’s maintained a constant distance from you. He is afraid…”

Nav oddly trailed off as Frost danced on two battle fronts. As brutal as their battle was, one could not deny the beauty of dazzling golden streaks of light, and the tentacle-like wings that followed Frost’s every destructive move.

If there was an onlooker, then they’d be enraptured and compelled to scribe the events like holy scripture. A golden angel battled against a pair of demonic foes. The floor continued to shatter, unraveling a warm abyss that rose hairs along her back.

“Our world is not as shallow as you believe, Amalgam scum! Look at the barren holes of our world! This is your doing! The flames are proof of your destructive touch!” The Bloody Herring agonized over the gaping abyss, his voice wracked with intense emotion.

“What is fear, Frost? I believe I have experienced it before, but I cannot fathom his.” Nav sincerely asked.

You’ve definitely experienced it before. Ever since we first met you asked me to not die. I like to think you were afraid. Fear… it’s is a powerful drive. Probably one of the rawest emotions you’ll ever feel.” Frost found herself explaining nonchalantly, swinging into the flow of things as her body moved on its own.

Her movements were not as refined as the Triplets or even Jury for that matter. But what mattered was that her body knew what to do, granting her some degree of mental flexibility.

“… Destroyer. Flames. Frost. Your name hardly suggests these. It’s quite the opposite, in fact. But it is strange. Do you think there is some credibility in his claims?”

A pathological liar like that fish –!

Frost took great offense at the mere thought of entertaining such a fallacious claim.

The Touch of Golds flared into a golden daffodil, penetrating the floors further. Her sudden rage caused the Bloody Herring to distance himself in fear.

– Will never say anything right! I’m from Earth Nav! You know that!

“I am aware! But you have no recollection of your memories! That book holds the key to your past! I’m sure of it! The Archivist is sure of it!”

THEN WHY WON’T SHE READ IT!?

What was stopping the Archivist from revealing all these secrets? Why did she speak so little in the first place? Frost tried to read the intentions of the Archivist as she bled herself to spawn the Unlying Tablets. They were equipped with Dismissed Confession to rack up as much damage as possible.

However, their weight alone caused them to sink through the floor. Patches of the void appeared, although strangely enough, she did manage to find what appeared to be a bridge underneath.

Because any page of a book she has viewed will be retrievable by the Librarians! She says that it is the reason why they were unable to take a piece of your past! She will not compromise her most precious book!

Frost’s eyes widened as the world suddenly moved in slow motion. By now there were dozens of spinning, laughing Pillar segments. The entire Complex Heart was heavily reminiscent of an absurd swing ride.

And despite how chaotic it was; she found it much easier to weave through its gyrating defense.

The Archivist begs you to understand. It is a tale of a world lost, but to her, it is a tale she holds dearly. She has held it for the last 350 years since she first awakened. She doesn’t want to lose it to the Librarians or anyone else!

Like Magus, the Archivist had a vague sense of familiarity towards Frost. If her book was so precious to her then she had to wonder just who the Archivist was. Moreover, if she was alive for 350 years, then how did she know her? Frost was only 22 years old.

It pained her trying to wrap her mind around the absurdity of it all.

She was now within its vulnerable layer of sinew. The Heart hovered over 20 meters in the air, somehow managing to support all its floating Pillars.

“Do you wish to destroy our happiness!? Our world!? AMALGAM! DO YOU HEAR ME!? YOU ARE WRONGING THE WORLD!”

Frost sent a devastating downward slash with all one hundred of her Touch of Golds as she screamed at the top of her lungs:

“IF I’M SO WRONG FOR DESTROYING YOUR TWISTED HAPPINES, THEN I’LL BE WRONG TILL THE DAY I DIE!”

She managed to cleave through a few of the oncoming sinew, causing the Pillars to erratically fly now that their reins were cut loose. They moved like excited meteorites, smashing into everything they could as nearly 70% of the floor was removed in an instant.

The fact that the sinew’s only function was to restrain them surprised her. But their movements reminded her somewhat of her Judge’s Aids. Then it all clicked together.

Nav… I’m going to keep the Heart alive for a bit. I need it to take down this damned fish. You can sense its Etched Coins, right? How many are left?

It’s not as stocked as it used to be. I estimate another 600 stakes remain. I will inform you of any changes! Can you tell me what absurd plan you have in mind this time around?

Frost broke into a small smile as she spotted a familiar silhouette standing at a small outcrop within the pit. Right beside a giddy Jury was a grinning Cer and the gold-armored Broker.

Remember how I took out the Listening Bird? I can use the rampaging Pillars like they’re my Judge’s Aids. If that damned fish wants to fly around like an insect, then I just need to make a web for him!

“Will that work?”

I won’t know until I try! We beat the Listening Bird this way! And besides, we’re going to run out of floor soon enough. My strings and the pillars will be all we’ll have left. But it’s strange. If he knew about the pit, he would’ve tried to make me fall in.

The Broker’s Arms could have been used to chisel the entire flooring away. Frost would have fallen with zero avenue of escape. In hindsight, her approach was suicidal, and it was only by chance that she wasn’t executed in one fell swoop.

The Bloody Herring was scheming something no doubt. In fact, he actively avoided hitting vital parts of the floor, as if trying to spare her. If she could read minds, then she still would not be able to understand that thing’s train of thought.

And so – She had to ask him out loud as she took hold of an oncoming Pillar of Happiness.

“I thought you wanted to kill me! Why are you hesitating!?”

“AND RETURN YOU TO THE DEPTHS WHENCE THE NEXUS CAME FROM!? DO YOU TAKE ME FOR A FOOL!?” He was insulted that Frost apparently thought so little of him. “I will take your head and present it to our brightest friend for that Seed of power! Hmhmhmhm! If Leitmotif is smart, then he will utilize it to subjugate you. Your heart will burst forth from your chest, just like everyone in that city of lust!”

Frost had to wonder if it was his intention to allow the Heart to die off. He made zero efforts to protect it in the first place, not to mention that she couldn’t trust a single word that left his lips. It could be an act for all she knew.

Doubt was seeded into her.

She attached various strands onto different segments along the Pillar. Then, she dismantled it one by one as she watched Cer, Jury, and Broker clamber along the walls to reach her.

She devoured one of the segments and converted another into a bundle of 10 golden coins.

For her Hired Arm’s use, of course.

Frost winced, allowing the segmented Pillars to unravel her metallic thread as they bounced from wall to wall like oversized pinballs. The Complex Heart began to beat irregularly as Reorganizers spilled through its broken, fleshy pipes into the void underneath.

400 stakes left!

As Frost moved on to dismantle yet another Pillar, she was suddenly taken aback by a wonderful voice.

“FROOOOOST!” Jury shouted ecstatically, waving a hand with wonderful enthusiasm.

Frost broke into a longing smile.

… Man, I really did miss her.

“It’s been only half a day.”

Half a day too long.

“Wanna give us a rundown, FROST!?” Cer yelled out, reaching the cusp of the hall before she was suddenly attacked by a stray Broker’s Arms.

But it never reached her. The object was instantly deflected by a lightning strike. It was as if Cer was impervious to projectiles.

“Moons… of course it’d amount to nothing.” The Bloody Herring muttered, understanding the might that a Moon imposed.

He had only fought Frost alone since the beginning. Never did he ever get the taste of a Moon’s might. His speed surmounted to nothing in the face of a capable fighter.

There was very little he could do to a Moon in terms of damage.

Again, he was no more than a pest.

Not to mention that unlike Frost, Cer was capable of large-scale magic. This instantly prompted him to maintain a 50-meter distance. It was just far enough for Nav to detect his Etched Coins. Naturally, his target shifted to Jury who he presumed was the weakest.

But Jury was faster than Cer.

The Bloody Herring’s AGI did not translate to the speed of his attack since they did not belong to him to begin with. And so, Jury easily evaded an oncoming barrage of Broker’s Arms, weaving through them with spectacular agility as she aided Broker along the wall.

It irritated him knowing that he could not approach any closer.

“It’s that fish again! That’s the guy who stole your skill, heh!? And the same fish that split us up! Hah! What’s the matter with you now!? All that AGI’s gotten straight to your head. And that’s a Cognition Scrambler as well, isn’t it!? Looks like you only have one. Hah. Look at you, swapping your target between all of us.” Cer sniffed the Cognition Scrambler straight out of him.

Frost understood what she meant by swapping between them. The Bloody Herring’s body would no longer appear slightly hazy for a split second, like clarity had returned to her sight. This confirmed that he only possessed one Etched Coin imbued with Cognition Scrambler.

Of course, she remained to be his primary target. Seeing Jury and Cer suddenly join the fray caused hope to swell in her heart. A healthy dose of rage also invigorated her when she saw Jury’s poor tail.

She vowed to make him pay.

“… Uncouth Moon… Very well, Cognition Scrambler or not – It matters little to you –!”

“Yeah, yeah. If you’re not going to fight then why don’t you just keep that mouth shut?” Cer sneered, grating him to no end. “So you’re the liar that monkey was talking about. Bloody Herring. Red Herring. Haha. What sort of idiot wears their personality as a name!?”

If there was one thing Cer was good at; it was running her mouth. If the Blood Festival were like worms that wriggled beneath one’s skin, then Cer was like a fishing hook. She latched onto one of the tumbling Pillars of Happiness that headed straight for Frost.

“Gross. They’re kinda like the Crimson Hunger in a way with all this flesh. Isn’t that right, Frost!?”

“I thought so as well. It looks like a lot of the Impuritas utilize bodies in their processes.” Frost answered promptly, watching as Jury left Broker to escape. Then, she hopped onto a Pillar just like Cer, waving wildly at Frost. “Mm. Welcome back Jury! You too Cer. I’m glad you’re ok.”

“You’re gonna give me the wrong idea if you keep smiling at me like that.” Frost sort of missed Cer’s moronic sense of humor.

“FROOOOST! We’re back!” Jury exclaimed, joining her on the same Pillar as she expertly hopped from Pillar to Pillar.

She even used the taught steel string to help with her acrobatics. Her strands had become stronger judging by how little they distended. Jury instantly wrapped her hand around Frost’s cheek as she placed her forehead onto hers.

“… Yeah. You’re back. I’m so happy nothing happened to you. Jury; here, I’m going to heal your tail – Wait, Broker’s going to get attacked again!” Frost realized that Broker was left vulnerable to the whims of the Bloody Herring.

However, that couldn’t be further from the truth. As she held onto Jury and Cer to heal their injuries; she watched as a certain other two wolves announced their entry right where Jury left Broker off.

“CEEEEER! IS THAT YOU!?” Ber called out, overjoyed by the sight of her sister. “It’s Cer! It’s Cer! Ahaha! Are you ok!?”

“CER! You’re… you’re back. You’re back! You’re… mhm. Yeah. Thank goodness.” Res held onto Ber’s shoulders in celebration, the sheer emotion snatching her breath away.

She wiped her face along her arms, drying the unfallen tears before she immediately regained her composure. Her eyes instantly glowed a vibrant blue, prompting the Bloody Herring to begin moving along the floorless hall at maximum speed.

He took an unexpected 1,000 damage from merely being gazed at by Res. Now that there were no innocent lives in sight, Res could finally unleash her Atelier item’s full potential. They glowed a vibrant blue and annihilated the far away walls and sinew within her focal point.

“Don’t destroy the Pillars!” Frost ordered.

She nodded, instantly reading Frost’s plan. In order to destroy the Bloody Herring, they first needed to thwart his speed. This was the purpose of the web she planned to create.

Secondly, Res was now the primary target of his Cognition Scrambler. This meant that if Frost’s speed could be doubled again then she was guaranteed to win. The Bloody Herring must have known this, but even so, he refused to leave.

There was something to be gained from this encounter. But what? Or was it his ignorance that blinded him, just like every other one of the Blood Festivals?

Unfortunately for Frost, her speed could not be doubled to match his since the Diamond Counter was inactive.

However, Jury was the closest to her in AGI. The issue was that he may be carrying one of the papers that could steal the past of people. Frost was afraid that Jury would get hurt. As if sensing her worries, Jury planted a kiss on her forehead and smiled.

“It’s ok Frost. You don’t have to worry about us.” Her soothing voice was nearly enough to block the horrid music and the mutters of the Pillars of Happiness. “Let’s fight it. Together this time!”

Frost clasped onto the diamond brooch and placed it into Jury’s warm palms.

“Alright. The spotlight is yours, Jury. I think I might have a plan to get him to devalue you.”

She thought back to the flavor text of Jury’s tail. There was no possible way that the Bloody Herring was going to acknowledge Jury as something Divine.

And if there was anything in this world that fitted that description, then it was an Angel.

It was time to strike back at the Bloody Herring!

            

    
        123. A Woe Beyond Comprehension

    
    
    
    
                The Bloody Herring’s only saving quirk was his speed. He could have all the Etched Coins in the world, and it wouldn’t matter the slightest if he wasn’t as fast as he was.

Frost salivated at the thought of devouring that AGI for herself as she focused on the task at hand. Her job was to focus on spinning her web. The Pillars of Happiness were hers alone to handle as Cer and Ber laid down everything they had against the Complex Heart.

“Lucky you Frost! Three Moons decided to show up on your darkest hour!” Cer laughed as she zipped from segment to segment.

She wove past the spinning barrier with spectacular acrobatics, creating her own web of electricity before she launched herself straight for the Heart.

“You better start eating this one now or the pit will eat it for you!” She concluded after planting a hefty bite against it.

“Yeah! What Cer said!” Ber heartily cheered, making it clear that her reunion with Cer had uplifted her spirits to immeasurable heights. “It’s going to be a feast!”

She dashed around and sent electric swipes at the Hearts and any Pillars that Frost had finished sewing her strands into. By now there were dozens of fleeting segments. The ribs above cracked as Jury gave Frost one last look before she entered the limelight.

“Leave the fish to me!” Jury clasped onto Frost’s hands one last time. They shared a firm nod as a passionate flame ignited in Jury’s vibrant eyes.

Frost could tell that she yearned to help no matter what. Whatever the Bloody Herring schemed mattered little to her. The selfless Jury she first met was still here, willing to put her life on the line for the sake of helping her friends overcome their struggles.

“I’m rooting for you then!” Frost exclaimed as Jury spring into action.

Her lover stood defiantly in the face of their chaotic battleground as she perched herself above a lone, untouched Pillar of Happiness. Her footwear sunk into the malleable golden flesh, securing her in place as her hair danced like silver ribbons.

At a certain angle, her hair appeared like the wings of an Angel.

“What’s your problem with Frost!?” Jury made herself known with a deafening yell.

The Bloody Herring could not resist answering such an outrageously obvious question.

“Must you continue to prove your blindness!? I believe Demons were supposed to be a race of rational clarity! You are just like that useless Carpalis!”

His voice appeared everywhere at the same time.

“Happiness for all is a poisonous ideology! There must be no such thing. It is no wonder she was chased out by her fellow Demons. And it is no wonder that you found solace in the putrid cesspool that is your Nex Megalopolis!” He added, never allowing himself to cease moving unless he wanted Res to obliterate him on the spot.

Jury could not believe what she was hearing. She knew the Impuritas were disgusting, but never to this extent. Aside from the Bloody Herring being an accomplice of Iscario, she also realized that their pure malice was another factor that drove Frost into wielding so much prejudice against them.

“That doesn’t make any sense. People are happy above. You’re the one who’s looking to make everyone else miserable!” Jury was strangely affixed on the matter much to Frost’s surprise.

It was as if she was gauging the Bloody Herring, trying to dissect his heart and mind to pass on her judgement.

“Miserable… foolish Demon. Races of ears. Races of tails. And oh the blighted races of distorted body parts! Remove them and they will be no different to a human! Where is their sense of true self! Like I, who have grown scales to accommodate my innermost soul! My flesh; manipulated to reflect my true self! How can such purity be an impurity in your eyes!?”

“That’ll magically make them human… is that what you think, huh!? Frost, I will fucking kill you if you don’t take your time killing that piece of shit!” Cer erupted in fury.

Her rage spread to everyone like a plague as Frost’s blood instantly boiled. It was a miracle that she had yet to manifest the Second State as Wrath. They unanimously wanted nothing more than to catch that fish and skin him alive.

Frost was not a person who condoned torture. If she had to kill someone or something, then she’d rather do it swiftly. But this… this thing fished out the worst in her.

“And you yourself are a confused existence. Flapped ears? Feathers like a bird? A tail like a monster? Demons like you are our antithesis!”

“I… I am NOT a Demon!” Jury yelled in frustration. “I’ve always… always hated it when people called me that! I am an Angel!”

Her bold claim was met with ridiculing laughter. It sounded like he had also slipped under Jury’s skin. Frost never knew Jury despised being called a Demon. Hearing her angered voice sobered her as she was reminded of how little she knew about her.

However…

Will it work? He doesn’t believe Jury’s an Angel. But then again –

“Is she really one to begin with?” Nav read her mind like an open book.

There’s only one way to find out!

She knew Jury was unsure of this herself. Her identity was always a guessing game. But an Angel was never an option until Frost analyzed her tail. Frost had to wonder if Angels and a bunch of eyes had any relevance with one another in the first place. At least in this world.

She held her breath for seconds that felt like hours. Between the chaotic one-sided battle against the Heart and the destruction of the inner walls of the grand hall – Jury stood still as the Pillar of Happiness beneath her uttered:

“Demons… We despise them because they tell no comforting lies. Our happiness must not be destroyed.”

Suddenly, when Frost and Jury simultaneously thought that it had failed; the Diamond Counter then resonated with Jury.

“She’s –!” Frost was taken aback by the unearthing of Jury’s true race.

“Huh!? You’re telling me she’s one of those extinct feathered birds!?” Even Cer was unable to fathom this. But rather than standing around looking surprised, this reveal only raised their morale further.






	LEVEL : 125
	 
	
< Aspiring Beholder >


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 40,000 ^40/Min
	
MP : 2,400 ^5/Min


	AGI : 120
	RESIST : 100 (+45)



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 3,500
	
ATT DEF : 640 (+300)


	O : 105
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 0
	
MAG DEF : 560 (+300)


	S : 0
	E : 0









Her stats were doubled as anticipated. She had also gained an additional 5 levels since she last checked her stats. She knelt slightly as her tail finally returned to its original size, and at once, she launched herself from the Pillar.

The Pillar melted, appearing as if a blowtorch was pointed at a block of ice. She instantly gave pursuit to the Bloody Herring, who could not believe the sudden power she had gained.

“That brooch contains a mysterious power! I recognize that shape now! Could it be from our useful Corrupted you have slain!?” His movements sharply shifted. Even though he was faster than Jury, he was nowhere near as acrobatic as she was.

Jury thrived in the obstacle-rich environment. Razor sharp threads threatened to bisect them in one fell swoop whilst one wrong move would send one plunging into an endless abyss.

None of these could slow her down. She was like a pale comet; her hair trailing behind her like an icy trail. Her relentless prowess forced the Bloody Herring to take minor damage from the strands just to keep himself ahead. The 20 AGI difference was substantial, but hardly so in an environment that favored flexibility and animal-like intuition over raw speed.

And unfortunately for him, the only healer present was his enemy.

“Useful!? You were using the Corrupted!?” Jury wondered how such a thing was possible as Frost finally finished up with the remaining Pillars.

All that was left now was to destroy the heart as she kept feeding her strands to further grow her nest.

Her blood supply was at an all-time low. But it wasn’t something that couldn’t be fixed without a little healing… and a good, hearty meal.

“Hilarious! To speak so foully of me when your Ateliers do the same! Do you believe every Corrupted is slain!?”

“Are you an idiot!? You’re talking in the presence of a Moon!” Res shouted.

So that Corrupted was being used by him? How does that work?

“Likely because it did not consider him to be a target. He has no value. Coin wise and bribe wise. In a sense, the Greed Counter could be seen as a weapon that can be transported at will using the spatial distortions.”

Teleporting a Corrupted… thank fuck it didn’t appear in a populated area… and Nav. Any idea if the Ateliers are using Corrupted? The Triplets don’t appear to believe so.

“Unknown. But between you and I – Let’s not put it past them.”

Well said.

“Oh but our brightest descended Star has told us all of your wrongs! The Nexus will forever be the source of our end, and the Amalgam will ensure that the prophecy of our world’s demise will be fulfilled!” He shouted.

“Hear that Frost!? You’re going to end the world!” Cer laughed mockingly.

“Good thing we’re on your good side!” Ber joined in.

“FOCUS!” Res shouted.

In minutes the Heart had already lost a few hundred thousand HP. It did not possess any other counter measures save for its pre-existing Pillars. Its only function was to pump Brandar with the Impuritas, and to trickle down whatever they had stolen into a separate system.

She could see the silhouettes of people and large quantities of small, round objects flood through another pipe somewhere beyond the cracked ceiling. She willed for her Hired Arm to investigate. In the meantime, the Bloody Herring’s HP dropped to 4,000.

The blood that poured from his wounds was indistinguishable from the blood that already soaked his jester-like apparel. His movements were slower, and he was on roughly the last hundred of his Broker’s Arms.

Frost mentally warned Jury to proceed with caution. His trump card or an alternation in his methods was on the horizon. The Heart was exposed for Frost to devour. Her teeth sunk into its tissue as she crawled along it from above, swallowing each sweet, fruity bite whole.

In only a minute she had erased over two hundred thousand HP and created a sizable, circular wound. A transparent layer of tissue laid underneath its external, golden shell, and within she was greeted with a disgusting sight.

Flakes of skin peeled themselves from the inner walls, creating the Reorganizers which were pumped into the tubes using nothing but pneumatical processes. The pressure within was so immense that as soon as she tore the layer open the Heart ruptured like a hatching egg.

The smallest of pores spewed out liquified skin as the unfounded pressure forced them out of the Heart. Her ears instantly rang as the Triplets and Jury winced at the explosion. The Reorganizers spilled into the abyss like sewerage as Frost continued to devour the Heart, which had instantly lost 5 million points of HP.

It was on the cusp of perishing now… and it was hardly anything of the Eternal Night difficulty. Since it was the first time such a Heart had ever been encountered, she had to wonder if Nav had made a mistake when it classified it.

Whatever the case was – It did not change that they were going to win.

Frost prepared to take control of the next coin he produced. She vowed to thwart whatever plan he had up his sleeves. Jury was close on his heels now, ready to end his life then and there with only a single strike.

They wove through Frost’s ever-growing web. Falling was no longer a possibility anymore, for her strings had created a safety net beneath. It glistened beneath the light of the cavern like a reflective dish, temporarily blinding the Bloody Herring as his golden stakes finally hit 0.

Get ready Jury. He’s about to show us his hand.

“Jury’s anticipating the moment.”

Frost managed to keep her eye on Jury, despite her insane speed. Her eyes never left her as she devoured the Heart contently. It was delicious despite its appearance, and it reminded her of a giant nectarine more than anything else.

Why did Frost keep her eye Jury to begin with?

It was simple.

The moment Frost saw a page suddenly appear on Jury’s body using her foresight, she instantly relayed the information to Jury mentally as she cried out at the top of her lungs to Res.

GET HER TO BREAK AWAY RIGHT NOW!

“SHOOT JURY RES! NOW!”

They both immediately obliged. Res shoot directly at Jury as she instantly cut her speed and backed off. At that exact moment the Bloody Herring had bounced from one of the strands straight for where Jury last was, and much to his surprise –

“WHAT –!?”

He was caught in the umbra of Res’ destructive beam. It instantly annihilated his apparel, leaving him near stark naked as he crashed straight into the walls behind. His HP depleted to near 0 thanks to the additional environmental damage he accumulated.

Jury instantly gave chase as Frost followed in suit, navigating through the wired mesh with haste. She yearned to finish him off. There was no way she was going to let this chance slip by.

“L-LEITMOTIF! USE IT! USE IIIIIIIT!” Pure terror filled his heart.

It was only a matter of time before he’d perish to Frost’s own two hands. She kept her senses on high alert, knowing that there was potentially an additional threat lurking.

He was pinned beneath a pile of rubble, surrounded by a garden of his sacred golden trees. Even the grass he rested upon was fake, and it dug into his back like blades.

“Goodbye, you evil fish!” Jury exclaimed.

She immediately found the crash site. Jury didn’t need to ask for Frost’s permission to execute him on the spot before he could pull a fast one on them. Jury’s claws sunk deeply into his scaly chest, depleting his HP straight to zero.

But he still screamed.

“LEITMOTIF! PLEAAAASE! DON’T BE A FOOL! USE IT! USE THE HEART BOUNCING CORRUPTED YOU USELESS RETAINEEEER!” He continued to writhe in place.

He did not beg, and neither did he repent. He could only think for himself even in his last moments.

Yet he didn’t die. The phenomenon was exactly the same thing that occurred with Broker and L.S when they first met in that circus room. Jury was baffled by the sight as she instinctively backed off, wondering what was going on until Frost arrived at the scene.

She was not civilized enough to crouch down or kneel beside him to finish him off. She dove straight for him headfirst and gnawed at his chest, hoping to find some semblance of a heart within.

She thrashed at him at the same time. Knowing that he couldn’t somehow perish infuriated her to no end, and so she tried to crush him until there was nothing left.

The music died down all of a sudden as voices mimicking the harp of a tragic violin played. She grasped at his grafted heart and crushed it right before he let loose his final woe.

“LEITMOTIF –!”


< [Aspirating Aspirations] >


 

W-where did that come from!?

“Frost! I cannot detect the Corrupted! This confirms that the suspected Corrupted Zone belonged to a Corrupted all along!”

Frost and Jury were instantly punted to the ground by an unknown force. A Corrupted Skill had arrived from seemingly nowhere, robbing them of their strength as Frost’s heart bashed against her ribcage, as if aspiring to flee from the constraints of her mortal cavity.

The force was visible as well. Her body was lifted by the movement within her chest as she battled the sensation of allowing her heart to do whatever it wished. It required a tremendous amount of willpower to resist the sensation as Jury choked in pain.

What’s happening to us!?

“Stolen Heart… it’s a Condition that causes one’s heart to beat for someone else!”

“You… fool… FOOL! Finish them off! So what if it’s against the plans!? The Amalgam is here! We must destroy her!” He screamed, somehow still alive.

Frost’s body steadily came to as she gripped at the floor. The sound of crackling came from her fingertips as well as far ahead of her. The exterior walls of the Complex crumbled like a busted dam.

She instantly took Jury in her arms as the Bloody Herring finally pulled out his most prized Etched Coin from nowhere.


< Etched Coin >

Chained Theocracy


 

ACTIVE: Dimensional Storage

EFFECT: Access a storage connecting to a different reality.

Do they know where it leads to?


 

Frost instantly used the Etched Coin on his behalf. She wondered how this coin was kept hidden away from her for so long, since she was able to detect the others. In fact, it was far too difficult to even focus on anything but the pounding in her chest.

But that mattered little right now. The Etched Coin shattered right before his trembling eyes. However, she was too late to notice that he had taken one other coin from the storage.


< Etched Coin >

Justica Arms


 

ACTIVE: Minor Hyperlink

EFFECT: Teleport the user to another Minor Hyperlink site

She always wandered why Justice strayed behind Judgement


 

And just like that, he vanished without a trace.

But not without sharing his last few words.

“I WILL KILL YOU AMALGAM! IF LEITMOTIF WILL NOT, THEN I WILL REND THAT HEART OF YOURS AND THAT FALSE ANGEL!” His mangled body could no longer be called one. It was a mass of flesh and bones, courtesy of Frost.

She could tell by his voice that he was shaken.

Silence returned. Shadows of the falling rocks above enshrouded them as Frost dashed away with Jury cradled in her arms. She could not believe that she had failed to kill him. She had even gone as far as to destroy his heart.

So why? What stopped him from dying?

The world shook as the crumbling walls subsided. She stopped just meters away from the mounds of stone, careful not to crush Jury as she lamented her failure. But this was not all that wracked her.

Because beyond the walls she was met with a dazzling sight. A walled city built upon six massive layers rose to what Frost could only describe as the skies. A single spire rose to a great height within the newfound cavern, and at its tip she saw the illuminous orb.

It was quite literally the only star in their subterranean night sky. A false one at that.

A greenish hue smeared its skies, and a reddish tint could be seen encasing the entire length of the spire. She heard the others rapidly approach from behind, suddenly stopping by her side without sharing a single word.

They could feel the music emanating from over there… The city, which superseded even the size of Divas Pass.

The Moon Triplets were just as shocked as she was.


< Frost... I have terrible news. The source of the Corruption Zone has been confirmed. I have made a calculation mistake. It is a previously known Corrupted >


 

< Do you wish to know? >

< Yes | No >


 

< I shall take that silence as a ‘yes’ >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET WAILS >


 





	 
	 
	
Heart of Ours


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Our tiny hearts matter little in a big world of bigger hearts. Abandon all aspirations. We take theirs as our own, so we can continue gasping in our dreams of personal wishes >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
AFFINITY : Civilization
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< Woe of the Fallen Stars requires the cooperation of multiple Ateliers, Moons, Stars and the Exalted. A single Beholder is enough to vanquish a Woe of the Fallen Star-classed Corrupted >


 

< Please do not bite off more than what you can chew >

            

    
        124. Stats, Skill Masteries, and a Lot of Apples

    
    
    
    
                Woe of the Fallen Star.

There existed Corrupted that were hideously more dangerous than even the Greed Counter and the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Even the most well defended cities were doomed to fall against the Eternal Night monsters. But there was always a chance of surviving them.

Luck of course was the most invaluable factor.

The same could not be said for those that were classed as Woe of the Fallen Star.

Death was guaranteed.

It was the final classification within a Moon’s scope of battle. Only a few Moons experienced handling a Woe of the Fallen Star. Not many ever survived to tell of the horrors. Moons were deployed far more tactically than haphazardly compared to Eternal Night threats.

Moons were limited in number, after all. With only a few thousand Blessed they could not afford to throw them into the meat grinder.

But the Atelier personnel? They were thrown in the tens of thousands, most predominantly by the Scarlet Logic. The last Woe of the Fallen Star event occurred 10 years ago in the City of Hearts; H5.

This entity was colloquially known as the Big Red Heart.

The being was capable of playing with its victim’s hearts and parading them like puppets on a string. And that was by no means an exaggerated metaphor. It physically caused an individual’s heart to burst forth from their chest and skip along the earth.

The sensation was fresh in her mind.

The phantom pain lingered in her chest as she watched the Complex Heart finally perish, all the while she kept an unconscious Jury cradled closely in her arms.

There was no doubt that the Corrupted within that city was the Big Red Heart.

It was rumored to have disappeared somewhere deep into the Derma layer.

How right they were.

But they were wrong about its name.

“Heart of Ours. That’s the name of the Corrupted that wiped out H5, huh.” Cer slowly spoke as Frost finished devouring the freshly defeated Heart.

She never let go of Jury, fearing that she’d be swooped on by a stray enemy.

“None of us were there when it happened. But the reports are extensive. You all felt that too? My heart wanted to jump out.” Ber solemnly spoke.

The air was saturated with dread. Even Moons like themselves found it difficult to wrap their heads around taking on a Woe of the Fallen Star. In all honesty, it would be better to retreat.

But that was not an option so long as they had no way to escape the Derma layer.

The pores terminated as soon as the Heart was ripped open. In another section of the Triple Paw Complex a fruity rain flooded the streets.

“It was resting underneath us all this time… Alongside the Hearts of this layer.” Res found it difficult to digest the situation as she clutched at her pained heart.

She had countless years of experience dealing with the Corrupted. But never had she ever fought against a Woe of the Fallen Star.

There was no guarantee that they’d even come close to beating it. Even Frost wasn't so stubborn as to not understand this. But what other choice did they have? Frost had a more hopeful outlook knowing that she could exploit the conditions and other requirements; but that 25,000 ATT terrified her.

It could very well end a Moon in only two strikes. Not to mention that the Corrupted itself was undoubtably the source of their nullified RESIST stat.

Such was the power of a Woe of the Fallen Star.

Just what would an Apocalypse-classed Corrupted look like then?

No. An even better question was just how powerful were the Beholders to begin with?


< CONDITION: The Heart of Ours is invulnerable to all damage. Those exiting its 30km circumference will be turned to an Aspirator. RESIST is nullified while within its zone of influence >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Heart of Ours may only take damage from those Determined when all Aspirators have been eliminated >


 

< ADDITIONAL SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: The Host attached to Heart of Ours forfeits all DEF stats and take 4 times as much damage. Heart of Ours will take equivalent damage scaled to Host’s health. Heart of Ours will perish immediately if the Host is not replaced >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Heart of ours is defeated when its HP reaches 0 or when it no longer has a host >


A parasite best described the Heart of Ours.

Frost, after having devoured the Complex Heart entirely, scouted the rest of the Triple Paw Complex briefly to gather the people in one place. Whatever stray Impuritas remained had long perished with the Heart’s defeat, so it was relatively safe now.

Thousands of people were left vulnerable and afraid due to their battle, many of which were unable to process the events. Very little of them were able to cry or grieve.

Thankfully, none were affected by the heart-wrenching effect of the Corrupted. Out of everyone present Res and Jury seemed to be most affected by it, as Res could never remove her hand from her chest.

And Jury was still rendered unconscious.

They roamed the streets in unnerving silence. The normally talkative triplets didn’t say a word for the longest time as Frost softly relayed everything she knew about this Corrupted. They only spoke when asked as all eyes fell towards the direction of the music.

Melancholy poisoned the air as Frost healed whoever she came across. She additionally converted the deceased Impuritas into coins. Her Hired Arm was likely healing people elsewhere.

The ‘citizens’ of this ruined place were captivated by Frost’s appearance as they trailed behind in the hundreds, following a spire of one hundred golden hands that reached for their false star.

They were highly docile and obeyed without a second though. After all, where else did they have to go? Could they even refuse Frost to begin with?

“… Angel? You must be an Angel…”

“It’s gone. Everything is… gone.”

“Are you what they call a Star?”

“Does that mean we don’t… don’t have to keep being hurt anymore?”

These were only a few of the voices that came from the following crowd. Although the emotions were mixed regarding the outcome of their ‘home’; there was a unanimous sense of relief. Like a weight had been taken off their shoulders now that they no longer needed to live in endless fear and torment.

But that didn’t change that they were afraid of Frost and her companions.

“Keep following! Please, keep following us! Your maltreaters are gone!” Frost would call out with similar phrases.

Afterwards, they’d be plunged into long sessions of silence.

Many more of these people were still yet to be found.

“Jury… is she with the Archivist right now?” Frost slowly spoke, cutting the dreadful silence short as they approached a single street filled to the brim with countless ripe, red apples.

They trickled from a burst golden pipe. The deliciously sweet scent was welcomed with strange faces.

“She is. Jury says she had to violently fight for her heart to resist the Corrupted’s attack. She is fine. The Archivist desperately wishes to aid her in whatever way possible.” Nav said, inspiring much confidence in Frost.

“The Archivist wants to help at all costs now?” Frost seemingly spoke to herself as she picked an apple and analyzed it.


< An apple plucked straight from the humble trees beyond the tranquil lands of the Sacred Garden >


 

“She must help. Because that Corrupted resonates with her. It is undoubtably another chapter in the book of Civitas Cinder.”

It sounds like a city was set alight judging from the name of that tale.

“Maybe as far as civilization itself.” Nav ominously added.

Then, she bit down on the apple to test for any abnormalities. It was delicious, and the first bite brimmed with so much flavor that she was instantly left paralyzed in place.

“W-Woah…” She trailed off, puzzling the triplets. “It’s dewishious!?”

“Heh. You eat like you haven’t eaten anything nice in years. But apples? Down here? Brandar doesn’t have that many apples, does it?” Cer wondered.

“Never checked.” Ber quickly said.

“Not at all. Brandar is a mixed Region with lots of introduced species of animals and plants. Grandis specializes in apple cuisine. And skewers.” Res carefully answered as she picked up an apple, wiping it along her chest. “It’s shiny. It looks safe to eat, right Frost?”

“Just because she can eat steel doesn’t mean we can. It could be made from obsidian for all we know. You’re making us envious eating it like that. What’s with the face?” Cer grinned, adoring the way Frost reacted to the tasty treat.

It wasn’t like she could help it either. It was one of the few times she was able savor the taste of normal food in this world. She was eternally thankful that her tastebuds hadn’t been sullied by the murky taste of dirt and flesh.

When everything was said and done, Frost had to weigh their options now. They could take everyone present back to the camp, or they could use the Triple Paw Complex as a forward base.

She asked for the input of the triplets, and they agreed to take this place under their control.

Furthermore, it would help to have the others come in and aid in the restoration of this place. Facilities such as beds and baths were also present. Frost felt somewhat guilty for taking over their home, but she had to remember that this was certainly anything but their home.

Home implied safety. Security. Comfort. Home was not a place for a person to suffer.

This place was their hell, and she was the ice that froze it all over.

“By the way, how is everyone back there?” Res suddenly asked as Frost’s one hundred Touch of Golds took the form of a woven bowl.

“Nav says they’re fine. They had some trouble against the Reorganizers, but that’s about it.” Frost promptly answered after she gained confirmation from Nav and Ignis.

“Nav huh.” Cer grinned for some unknown reason as she shuffled close to Frost, nudging both Ber and Res with an elbow.

“Aha. Nav you say?” Ber also wore a grin, taking a stance right beside Cer.

“That’s right. Frost. Can your friend Nav hear us?” Res formally asked as they proudly stood in a line before her.

“Yeah. Nav’s been listening to us all this time.” Frost admitted, wondering why they wanted to know this. Then, as the triplets suddenly rushed in to hug Frost –

“Thank you so much Nav!”

“Thank you for keeping our voices heard!”

“Thank you for putting up with being our messenger!”

A cloud of fluff surrounded Frost as her Touch of Golds naturally found its way onto their heads. The triplets thanked Nav with all their heart, rendering the voice in her head speechless.

They were thankful beyond words alone, and the emotion was transmitted through their tight embrace.

They were like children now. Pure-hearted children. Cheeky, but innocent above all else.

“You made it easier for us. Really, even if you’re not here with us physically, know that our hug is meant for you!” Res exclaimed.

“Heh. I’ll be the first to hug you if you ever get a body! Just don’t be all mechanized, alright!” Cer cried.

“Yeah! Get a body already Nav!” Ber laughed.

Frost savored the moment. She liked to believe that Nav was as well. It nearly moved her to tears as she watched her Hired Arm approach with another large group of followers along an intersecting street.

Stella and her friends marched closely behind as did the Scarlet Healer and the healed Painter. The Big Frost fixed her peaked cap, dusted off her military garbs and abruptly froze just a meter away where gave a brilliant salute.

“Mm. Good job, Big me.” Frost thanked her, causing a blushing prompt to appear over her head.

Then, she approached the still hugging triplets and began to pat them unexpectedly. Cer was instantly shocked to feel Frost’s hand. But upon seeing that she was still carrying Jury with both her hands, she was left flabbergasted at the familiar sensation.

“W-what the – HUH!? B-Big – Big… Big Frost!?” Cer’s eyes moved to two distinct places when she described the new alter Frost as ‘big’. “S-so big… so tall. H-Hey. Is it alright if you think of me as an apple –?”

“This idiot’s mind is long gone.” Res sighed apologetically at both Frosts.

“Sis. You’re really rotten to the core.” Ber mumbled, enjoying the Frost sandwich of pleasant head pats.

At the same time, she submerged her golden basket into the endless mound of apples, claiming many for the hungry people with Ignis. The Big Frost suddenly moved towards Jury and fondly smiled at the sleeping woman. She saluted again, hoping that she’d look after her lover well.

“You feel the same way, huh. Yeah. Mhm. Don’t worry. She’s safe in my arms.” Frost said. “Thanks for your hard work.”

The Big Frost firmly nodded, flashing another blushing prompt over her head before it turned to a thumbs up. No matter how many times she saw them she’d always end up baffled that they even existed in the first place.

Why was it her alter-Frost’s only way of communicating to begin with?

Well… it was cute, so there’s that.

With the apples now scooped and ready for delivery, they came to a unanimous decision to leave the Big Frost here and take care of the survivors until they returned with the others. The Triplets have had enough of separating already, and the people that followed the Big Frost trusted her enough that some had grown attached to her.

Namely Stella, who relied on holding onto the hems of the woman to move anywhere.

“U-Um… Frost! U-Um… Moon! I… I’m sorry.” The child suddenly apologized, reaching down for her toes just as Frost planned to leave with her group, including the Painter and the Scarlet Healer.

There was no way she was going to leave an Impuritas unsupervised.

“Please don’t apologize. You did nothing wrong. If anything, it should be us apologizing. Many people died because of us.” Frost acknowledged the deaths that occurred as a result of their carnage.

But she could not deny that she had also saved the overwhelming majority of them. Frost only lamented that her capabilities were still lacking when it came to saving people. There was such a thing as being too powerful as there was being underpowered.

The Moons were a great example of being too powerful to save everyone, and her Iron Candle was also not something she could use next to normal people.

It was a melancholic thought.

“The price of paradise. If you can call this place that.” Cer spoke her parting words as Res turned on her heels and approached Stella. “Res?”

“One second. Stella. If it were any other Moon you would’ve been killed on the spot.” She said bluntly as Stella began to tremble, nodding with each word that left Res’ lips. “No matter your intentions, and no matter the circumstance – The moment you become an enemy of a Moon is the moment you become an enemy of the Nexus.”

Res looked like she was about to snap at her. Her eyes drilled into the girl’s poor soul. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. Within those crimson eyes was a pool of sincerity. And so, she took the hands of the girl and held them in her palms.

“But I’ve been in your position before. I’ve… also been blinded and led along like you. Stella. I forgive you. Smile. Be happy. Frost likes to say that children should smile. It really makes you wish that someone like her came along earlier to say those words.” Res spoke from the heart.

“… M… Mm… T-Thank you… U-Um… But why does… hearing you say ‘be happy’…” Stella’s friends instantly rushed to her, engulfing the child in a warm embrace as she struggled to utter her final words. “Make me want to cry?”

“It’s because she means it.” Frost suddenly answered. “Not some kind of false happiness imprinted on you by those monsters. She wants you to experience real, genuine happiness. Stella. Your friends. Everyone! You don’t have to suffer anymore. There are no rules to follow anymore. No one will hurt you anymore. So please… don’t be afraid of doing what you’ve always wanted.”

Needless to say, Stella wasn’t the only one who shed tears in that moment. Did these people feel sadness because of what they lost? Or happiness because of what they had gained? Frost couldn’t tell.

She prided herself on being able to read people, but here, all she could do was hope that she was doing the right thing.

“The Bloody Herring, Leitmotif and the Corrupted. If the Train Core is anywhere, it’ll be with them. With the onboard healer.” Cer mentioned as Frost, the triplets, Jury, the Painter, and the Scarlet Healer began to navigate their way towards the entrance.

Ruins flanked them. Devastation lingered in the air.

But there was hope interwoven between the visible strands of despair.

“Frost. I asked you what fear was before. Now, can I ask you another question?”

Sure. Go for it.

“What is happiness?”

Frost broke into a gentle smile as she looked down at Jury’s face and answered.

A warm, fuzzy feeling in your chest that lets your mouth curve upwards against your will, I guess. But sometimes it can make you cry.

“Very descriptive… Which one do you think I would experience if I had the capacity?”

You? Both. Crying and smiling. And we’ll all be there to watch, all within your arm’s reach. I promise you that.

“Then I long for that day to come.”


* * *
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        125. The Scarlet Healer and Her Knowledge

    
    
    
    
                There were two figures of particular interest now. The first was the Scarlet Healer who supposedly belonged to an unknown Atelier, and the second was none other than the silent canvas-wearing Painter who trailed along.

Frost wrapped him up with a few of her Touch of Golds. As an Impuritas she was not going to let him have a single avenue of escape or attack. One fell swoop and it was over for him. He knew this well and did not offer any signs of resistance, obeying her one command of “Don’t do anything or I’ll kill you on the spot.”

Needless to say; Frost was not too fond of the Impuritas anymore. Giving them the benefit of the doubt was too risky. The only reason he was even alive was because he was imprisoned by the Blood Festival and considered an enemy of the Maestros of Flesh within that musical city, meaning he was their enemy of sorts.

They travelled along the dusted lands of the caverns once again, backtracking towards Ignis and the others with their delicious, fruity cargo. When Frost asked this man, whose name was Ayel, about his circumstances, he simply scoffed at her and spoke dejectedly:

“You don’t have to treat me like a criminal. I just like to paint.”

“He likes to paint.” The Scarlet Healer, who went by the name of Scarlet Healer No. 113, or simply Poena, chimed in whilst pointing a finger at him. “I’m sad you betrayed me letting her busty twin heal you. Haaah. Haaah. I wanted to heal you so badly~ You don’t understand. Healing is my job down here.”

For some reason Ayel shivered whenever Poena approached. He had some sort of trauma towards her, and from what Frost gathered about the Scarlet Healers, it was easy to see why.

They were essentially healers that could kill by simply overhealing a target. They were obsessive healers with no other goal in mind than to ‘nurture’ the injured or malnourished.

These types of healers were created in a very precarious way. The affinity would be gained normally just like any ordinary healer, except theirs would manifest when they were afflicted with a mortal wound.

This meant that they were cursed to live with that wound forever, as they could only heal themselves back to the state that they were in when they first attained the affinity for healing.

It was a curse no doubt with no known cure or circumvention.

Poena's wound was a large hole that was carved into her heart, causing blood to sputter out like a fountain, hence her title as the Blood Fountain.

“How does a healer end up killing someone?” Morbid curiosity overtook Frost, causing the Healer to scuttle around, still bleeding as the triplets glared at her in disgust.

“Hehehe. HP overflow. Too much blood rushing through the body. Lumps of skin growing until it consumes the person and crushes them. Or the brain expanding until the skull explodes like a bomb!” She said with delight, obviously unhinged. “You see, we Scarlet Healers are the most proficient healers! Good for a job where your comrades in arms are constantly getting hurt. A front line healer!”

“Scarlet Healers are effective in the right hands. But they’re completely unpredictable. You said that thing’s from Oboros Infinitas? Never heard of them. Could be a fake Atelier for all we know.” Cer spoke hypercritically of the healer, expressing immense distaste towards their perversion of healing.

“It’s not like I can help it. But that’s the whole reason why they send us everywhere and nowhere with the Condemned in our iron coffins.” Poena hummed, moving her hands along the air like a chugging train. “What’s with those faces? You don’t know about the Condemned?”

“We don’t even know what the hell your Oboros Infinitas is. You think we’ll know what the Condemned are?” Cer rebutted.

“Have some respect.” Res demanded, clearing her throat before she asked: “Can you please explain? Don’t think about lying either. You’re in the presence of an Aspiring Beholder and the Archetype of Amalgamation.”

“… you’re the thing they’re afraid of?” Ayel suddenly spoke as a pair of curious eyebrows were painted along his canvas-like face, which was more like a mask now that Frost had a closer look.

“I am. For some stupid prophecy of theirs. Do you know about it?” Frost demanded an answer.

“How bloody rude. I hate to paint a face liked that. A-Alright. I’ll speak. Not at all. Well, vaguely. But – That means you’re an enemy of theirs! I suppose it wouldn’t be too much for me to ask of you to eliminate that pesky opera singer!” He was suddenly hopeful of the prospect of Frost eradicating Leitmotif.

This raised a few questions.

“Tell me then, what’s your relationship with them?” She needed to know. It was strange to see another Impuritas in an Impuritas-rich environment become ostracized. The likelihood of him being of use was high, but the leash she imposed on him would have to remain.

He explained that he was a Painter influenced by the beating of a certain, powerful Heart in a distant land within the Derma layer. It was one that inspired powerful desires within a person. People were transformed by that said Heart into the musicians, whereas he and a few others were driven to create artworks.

It made no sense to Frost.

“Put it this way. They believe that music must be expressed by the flesh. We believe that things can be expressed in a less visceral method. Painting.”

He said as a beautiful oil painting of the City of Vocals was magically drawn along his canvas mask by an invisible brush.

Ayle Aun Canvas. Oil on Canvas… Names really are everything, huh.

“Casting our desires with each brushstroke onto a canvas. Deep down I suppose the root of our desires is the aspiration of being acknowledged.” He solemnly expressed, causing Frost’s feathers to rustle powerfully in response.

Her grip around him suddenly loosened a little.

Huh. That’s… that’s interesting. Painters and Musicians at are odds with each other. Both were not made by a Heart. They were influenced by it.

“It is possible that by being influenced by a Heart, an Impuritas will not perish alongside it.”

That means the Bloody Herring is still out there. Fucking hell.

If her feathers were to be trusted, then this meant that the Bloody Herring was also likely influenced by the Heart rather than having been created by it. While she knew that he was a human at one point, she imagined that he would have had to go through some gruesome process to become what he was now.

It could even be a fish-skin Reorganizer parading with his organs and mind.

But that didn’t seem to be the case.

The Impuritas were a strange, enigmatic existence. But she now had some valuable insight thanks to Ayel.

Still, trust remained to be a major issue. Until she could guarantee his allegiance, then he was a potential enemy for all she knew. Of course, Frost was not blind to not see her prejudice.

But the regret that would follow if someone perished because of her lowered guard would haunt her. She needed an air-tight approach more than ever now. They were, after all, up against a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted.

Once the silence returned Poena waved at the triplets, trying to get them to warm up to her, but she was only met with glares and growls. She didn’t seem too fussed by it, and instead, adored their vicious, uncomfortable expressions.

“You asked what my Atelier was. Think about the worst possible crime that can be committed. Times it by a hundred. Then imagine that it was done by Atelier members! People of the Nexus!”

She walked backwards in front of the group, nearly tripping over a stray rock as they walked in her trail of endless blood.

“Punishment. Endless lament in a cycle that cannot be broken. We, the Condemned, are sentenced to the Wells where we live to die. I worked with the most egregious of murderers and other foul people.”

She glanced at Frost, hugging herself erotically as she hyperventilated with a flushed face.

“Oh a poor healer, all alone with a bunch of criminals. Haaah. Haaah. I revelled in it like a pig rolling in mud! So. Much. Healing was to be done!”

… and I thought the Wandering Healers were broken. She’s on a completely different level. No wonder the triplets are on edge. She’s dangerous.

“Dangerously good as a healer? Shall we rename the Scarlet Healers as Harmacists then?”

Nav, of all the times you could have made a pun, why does it have to be now? Frost mentally sighed as goosebumps plagued her body.

“They’re an Atelier that punishes criminals, huh.” Frost couldn’t form any more words, still baffled by the recount made by that woman.

“Exalted. Moons. Stars. Beholders in rare instances, but no longer.” Poena revealed, jolting everyone as if a surge of electricity had run through them.

“Beholders are a tight knit group now a days. Better than 100 years ago when I first came around to being a Scarlet Healer. Wars everywhere. Well, the Iron Stars remember when our world was brimming with many Stars and Moons. Now we number in the few thousands. Probably less.”

She then approached Frost, touching her feathers as if trying to remember something.

“What did they call it… aaahhh… Ah! Degenerate! Those Iron Stars of the Chained Theocracy have a weird way of naming our world’s eras. They reckon we’re in the Degenerate Era, ever since a 50 years ago when the Nexus stopped getting a lot of new Stars.” Poena exclaimed excited.

“… Iron Star?” Frost uttered, wondering what kind of Stars those were.

“The oldest Stars of the Nexus. Some say they were present as far as the arrival of the First Advent. Weird, since the Nexus didn’t arrive until 150 years later. But we know that the Nexus is really the First Advent now.” Res promptly explained.

“Scarlet Healer. Do you know why they even bother punishing them? If they’re potential enemies of the Nexus, then why not just kill them? That’s what the Eclipses exist for.” Ber suddenly asked as the Scarlet Healer returned to Ayel’s side, causing the man to tug on Frost’s Touch of Golds, begging for her to wrap him tight.

“Nex. They want Nex from us. The Nex Accumulator syphons it from us as we delve into the Wells of our world. The Condemned must lament. I am the guarantor. It’s a shame~ I left my Nex Accumulator on my last crew member when our little iron coffin crashed into a trainyard arooooound… 10 years ago after a 30 yearlong journey.”

Frost suddenly froze in place. Apples spilled from her overhanding basket, showering them with chaotic thuds as she remembered that odd iron train; and the body that clutched onto the Nex Accumulator.

She was a passenger of that thing.

“What… Poena. Why do they need the Nex the first place?” She needed an answer.

“It’s a source of energy. Just like mana. Except it’s used exclusively by the Nexus.

And, by the technologies founded by the Beholders.”


* * *


< Frost. Now is a good time to reveal that your Nex is currently at 100,000 >


 

< I have measured its growth since you first gained the ability to accumulate Nex >


 

< You have been accumulating small quantities of Nex within the proximity of your group of survivors, and the masses within the Triple Paw Complex >


 

< However, that only amounted to 10,000 of it. The remaining 90,000 emerged when you manifested your Corrupted >


 

< More primarily however was whenever your emotions ran high >


 

< The implications of this are far reaching, aren’t they? >

            

    
        126. Regroup!

    
    
    
    
                Nex was the syphoned power of emotions. With the knowledge of how the Corrupted were created, and now having unraveled a major cornerstone of the Nexus; she realized just how harrowing it all was.

The Corrupted gave the most Nex by far. There was an incentive to harvest the Corrupted. If the Bloody Herring’s words were anything to go by, then there was no doubt in her mind that the Ateliers carried Corrupted under their wings to generate Nex.

Either that or they purposely allowed people to suffer to harness their Nex. Frost could no longer attribute their malice to incompetence. And if they truly did not know how the Corrupted were created in the first place, then there was a potential cycle of emerging Corrupted.

Emotions generated Nex, which in turn would cause affected people to break and create Corrupted unintentionally through emotions. The Corrupted were then taken down or utilized to generate more Nex, which then affects more people and repeats the cycle.

In the end, what did Frost know? She feared that she allowed the Bloody Herring’s compulsive lies to get to her. But even so, it was difficult to see it in any other light.

Aside from perhaps the case of the Golden Index. If hope was an Affinity, then was it necessarily only negative emotions that transformed into Nex?

She sincerely hoped that all forms of emotions, whether good or bad were viable.

If there was an Atelier that did know, then it would be CogitO. Their Cognition Suppressors were likely provided to prevent their members from becoming Corrupted or something similar in the first place.

She could not wait until the Nexus was accessible again.


* * *


They eventually returned to Ignis and L.S’ campsite with their bountiful haul.

The faces of a hundred starved people instantly lit up when a shower of delicious apples hailed from the golden spoon.

If they didn’t know any better, they’d believe Frost to be some sort of Goddess of harvest. They had to wonder just where she found apples underground of all places. But those questions were secondary to their hunger pans, and they ravenously ate to their heart’s content.

Words of thanks were shared as Frost retained the bad news for now. She wanted them to savor these last moments before they were tuned in to their unfounded predicament. It all somehow kept getting worse.

Murphy’s Law may as well be a hidden ability of hers.

“Ignis~ Good work.” Frost praised her hard-working feline companion.

Ignis nodded her head, her ears dropping to allow one of the Touch of Golds to pamper her.

In the meantime, Frost needed to address the news to Ignis, L.S and the Golden Middle personnel. If there was anyone that carried knowledge on the ‘Big Red Heart’, then it would be people form the Golden Index.

She was instantly met with crazed stares and pale complexions when she revealed the news.

“Boss Ma’am Captain… Can we really trust her word?” One asked, obviously frazzled by Frost’s harrowing claim of the Big Red Heart’s emergence.

L.S sent a sidelong glance down at the man she dwarfed. A thousand bricks suddenly weighed him down as the man instantly drenched his golden suit with sweat.

“You’re out of line. Can’t you see she’s surrounded by three Moons? Who else has that kind of authority besides a Beholder?” Another person spoke up before L.S chuckled to herself and calmly uttered:

“Seeing is believing. But our friend Miss Frost Healer Black Dove wouldn’t lie to a friend.” She munched on an apple, seemingly unaffected by this revelation.

Though this was a lie. Her hand trembled with each bite she took as the conundrum stirred within the gathered Golden Middle personnel. Most were worried just like L.S; but it turned out that they did indeed have some experience fighting against Heart of Ours, however little it was.

Any knowledge was invaluable at this point. L.S did not directly fight in that battle, but she certainly knew more than the triplets… And not only that, but Frost had one other peculiar question saved just for her.

Ignis cozied up right next to Frost and the sleeping Jury just as tension suddenly engulfed them. She wrapped L.S by the waist like a prisoner and brought her along somewhere privately, causing the woman to make a strange “Ooh~?” sound, as if anticipating some sort of intimate encounter.

Frost, Ignis, Jury, the triplets, the Scarlet Healer and her two towed Impuritas were brought away from prying ears. They stood amongst a small mound of murdered Reorganizers, each step squelching as if walking on paste.

“D-Did I perhaps do something wrong? Ignis my fellow comrade in golden arms! I was fighting on the front lines wasn’t I?”

“I don’t doubt that you helped. I’m actually really thankful for that.” Frost stated, somehow calming L.S down as Ignis tugged on Frost’s sleeves, begging her to not go too hard for whatever she was cranky about.

It wasn’t that she was cranky. She was just… angrily curious.

“O-Oh. You say that but that glare is…” L.S trailed off, right before Cer firmly placed both hands on her hips and hummed:

“Amazing, huh?”

“Shh!” Res shut her up.

“I want to know why the Bloody Herring can’t die. He’s just like you and Broker. We had him dead right then and there. Tch.” Frost spoke in a slow, grueling tone as she stared up at L.S, causing the tall woman to instinctively bend her knees to match her height.

It pained Frost beyond belief that she was incapable of killing him. Their immortality was almost certainly linked to the Golden Index for two reasons. L.S and Broker possessed this ability, and the Bloody Herring used to be a part of the aforementioned Atelier.

“That can’t be. He has no ring so that can’t be true.” L.S uttered with a confused voice.

“Ring? Elaborate. Explain… Please. We both want to kill that thing.” Frost begged her.

“I’m scared you’ll bite my ring off. But here. Take a look for yourself. Aside from looking beautiful like Carpalis’ splendid rings, it acts as a tether to her. She takes all the damage regardless of where we are so long as we wear this ring, making us appear immortal.” She explained, revealing the fatal weakness behind the higher-ranking Golden Index personnel like herself.

“He’d still have a piece of his soul connected to Carpalis, wouldn’t he? But you’re right. He doesn’t have a ring… Unless he has a counterfeit version?” Frost wondered if he had some sort of hidden Etched Coin.

She briefly analyzed the ring and much to her surprise –

“Counterfeit ring? But it isn’t anything too special. It’s just a guarantee. A bargaining chip. If we lose this, then Carpalis devours our soul.” L.S said, although she did understand why Frost would have thought it possessed a unique power.

Because the ring itself was entirely ordinary.


< An expertly crafted emerald ring. It refracts light beautifully >


 

“Fuck… Something else is acting as his ‘ring’?” Frost averted her gaze from L.S, calming down a little. “Sorry. And thank you.”

“That crude kindness would be attractive if you weren’t susceptible to breaking legs.” L.S chuckled, causing Frost to apologize again. “Regardless; his soul is still with benevolent Carpalis. Ahaha. Fear not. She retains the final say on all souls she touches. So long as they’re within reach of her beautiful golden hand!”

This meant that if there was no sure-fire way of killing him, then Carpalis was their last option. Still, Frost wondered if devouring him entirely would suffice. She regretted that she didn’t in the first place, although that wouldn’t have been possible in the timeframe she was given before that Corrupted attacked them.

Maybe there was a way to get him to Carpalis?

In the end, this was but one of many problems they had to face. Leitmotif and the Maestros of Flesh had their own unique Condition at play; and they had to somehow tackle the Heart of Ours on top of that.

Frost deeply exhaled and glanced down at her partner’s face, smiling softly.

“… It’ll be no different from the Black Forest.” She whispered, causing Jury to almost smile in response. “L.S. We’re going to bring everyone to the Triple Paw Complex. Don’t worry about the name. It’ll act as a base for everyone. It has facilities and structures for everyone to use. And there’s people we need to help.”

“Haha. And you want me to also inform you of the… Heart of Ours, was it? What a peculiar name. Very well. Consider it done.” L.S nodded, causing Frost to smile at her. “Oooh. That’s a nice face! So you can also appear womanly as well!”

“I’m sorry I smiled at you.” Frost sighed, finding it somewhat humorous to hear.

“Right!?” Cer wholeheartedly agreed before she was tugged from the collar by Res.

“Just sit still and be a good Moon. Show some respect.” Res growled.

A mellow liveliness enveloped the group suddenly.

It seemed odd for them to be laughing and smiling when an existential threat loomed on the horizon, but Frost wouldn’t have any other way. Remaining optimistic was one way she kept herself sane in the Black Forest. Cracking jokes was also another method of keeping one’s spirits high.

She’d rather they savored this moment before things went to hell again.

“By the way! Who is this sheet of paper!? Ahaha. Don’t tell me she flattened your cranium into that!” L.S finally noticed Ayel as she laughed at his flattened face.

“Broker’s replacement.” Ber said.

“Because Broker’s broken?” L.S wondered, tilting her head with an audible creak.

“Who’s broken!?” The Scarlet Healer exclaimed from seemingly nowhere, bursting through a mound of desecrated skin with a gushing fountain of blood. “Figure of speech? Aaaah… Don’t crush my hopes like that. Say… Maybe you should crush his skull. It wouldn’t be the first time~”

“I was unfortunate enough to be imprisoned alongside an infinite bucket of red paint. Now I’m in the presence of a paint brush.” Ayel was confused more than anything, and he referred to L.S as a paintbrush due to her thin, lanky appearance. “Yet I’m supposedly the weird one here. A tortured painter.” He said in a fake cry like he was playing a character.

An oil painting of a faceless man crying tears was drawn along his canvas-like face, impressing L.S as she placed a finger on her chin.

“Oh. That’s a nice ability. You could live life easily by selling those.” She stated.

“Sell? Can you only value an object by its materialistic worth?” Ayel scoffed.

These two were not going to get along.

With that being said, it was now time to return to the Triple Paw Complex. From there, they’d have to articulate a method of attack on the City of Vocals.

Ayel, Poena and Stella were their largest sources of information for that place, and Frost vowed to scrape every minute detail even if it meant to sit around idly for days.

It went without saying that this battle would not be over in a single night.

If it did; then they were already long dead.

            

    
        127. To Reach Upon A Star

    
    
    
    
                100 Adventurers marched into the ruins of a golden hell home to thousands. The main streets were clogged with outcropping debris and countless golden needles that caught on the gear of the reckless.

None could imagine the events that had led to such devastation. Unquenchable flames illuminated the strange town-like complex. Its heat was unforgiving, and the air they breathed within its proximity seared their lungs.

That flame was far from normal.

It could not even be replicated by even the most powerful of fire mages. Furio, the level 75 Hot Headed Fire Mage, paled in comparison. He was like an ember of a dying campfire, whereas these flames were akin to a firestorm.

The untrained farmers and civilians of the group struggled to breathe. A few Adventurers fanned them with fresh air as blocks of ice cubes were used to create a cooling breeze. Frost was surprised to see that water could be made using magic, but it turned out that water created from magic was unsafe to consume unless the user themselves were significantly skilled.

This water, ironically, caused the drinker to dehydrate. It would take a special kind of iron stomach to be able to survive on this kind of low-grade water. Frost imagined it to be similar to salt water if that was the case.

She confirmed this to be the case with a small sip.

Yeah. Salty.

Unfortunately, Frost was not well versed in magic to begin with to correct their mistakes. Telling them to stop making it salty was like telling a doctor to just fix a sick patient. There was always an underlying cause, naked to the eye of those untrained or ignorant to the field.

Frost was not going to pretend like she knew, but it was interesting how the salt crystals mysterious disappeared higher one’s skill was. Magic was weird, but in the words of Cer – There were stranger things out there.

“We have another one injured!”

“Are you – Hey! They’re not responding! Black Dove! Another one!”

“Here… Squeeze some of the juice onto their tongue!”

“You – And you lads! Get yer’ asses over ‘ere and lift this off ‘em!”

There were still people they had missed after Frost and the Hired Arm’s initial scan of the Triple Paw Complex. Frost spared no time and healed them with Grand Healing. The particles of light that once left her palms were now clad in black and emitted an aura of pale light.

They were like miniature black holes. Or particles that absorbed light itself. It was ominous for a healer, but even so, it did not stop them from referring to her as an Angel… despite the real Angel sleeping cozily right before their eyes.

Additionally, this was a good opportunity to see the overhealing effect in action.
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Any injuries that damaged the overhealed portion did not directly affect their bodies. It was essentially a shield.

Unfortunately, she could not use this effect on herself. But it meant that the Moons would be able to survive at least two hits from the Heart of Ours so long as they were under the Black Dove’s Commitment effect.

Furthermore, she also had the pleasure of seeing the Scarlet Healer work her magic.

“There there~ Sit still. Sit very still. Don’t move or you might go pop. You don’t want that. I want the best for you. Haah. Haah. Look at your bones reattach~ Why are you looking away?” She panted like an animal in heat as she clasped onto the crushed shin of a woman.

The particles of light she shed were intense. The healing proficiency was almost instantaneous as the bones snapped and cracked straight into place; with the surrounding flesh inflating to normality as if it were a balloon.

She overhealed that woman to nearly two times her HP bar, and in that moment, Res swooped in and snatched her hands away.

“That’s enough.” She firmly said, causing Poena to pout.

“Then – Then can I feed her an apple? All these delicious nutrients to nurture your wellbeing. Haaah… Get well soon, ok~?”

When a person was overhealed at over 50% they’d experience highly elevated heart rates, hyperactivity, and extreme blood pressures; enough to consistently cause what they called a Blood Rip.

Or in proper medical terminology, an aneurysm. Sometimes blood pooled through the orifices of the body.

At 100% overheal was when the body began to create excess flesh, bone mass and organs. Anymore and the person was effectively crushed by their own weight, that is if they didn’t explode in the first place.

“The Condemned could never die because of me. No matter how hard they tried to die in battle, I was always there tagging along. How rude of them wanting to go out like that.” Poena cutely growled.

Her method of healing was extremely dangerous in normal use cases. But in battle, it rivalled or even surpassed Frost’s. The problem was that unlike Frost, her magic was limited to a small number of people.

They had to be firmly attached to her, like she was some sort of parasite.

The Triplets sensed Frost’s approving thought and they simultaneously shook their heads in disapproval. Aside from Res, of course.

“We don’t need to be slowed down. But I’m also willing to let her tag along if you’re unavailable. We don’t have much of a choice on our allies.” Res was reluctant, but she was at least open to the proposition.

“Huh? I like keeping my insides inside.” Cer flat out refused.

“Exactly Sis! Why do you think they’re called innards and not outards?” Ber added as the two stuck their faces up at Frost in defiance.

She took the two by the collar using her tentacles, hanging them ever so slightly off their feet.

“Listen to me. I don’t give a fuck if you hate Poena as much as I hate the Impuritas. If you two have the time to argue, then you have the time to get along.” Frost understood how hypocritical she appeared considering her rough start with L.S, and her suspicions over Ayel.

But that didn’t mean that they couldn’t work together towards a common goal.

“Grr. Alright, Amalgam.” Ber growled in annoyance, but she eventually obeyed. “Just don’t expect us to protect that thing.”

“Poena.” Frost corrected.

“Scarlet Healer.” Spat Ber. “Say something Cer!”

Cer was too dazed by Frost’s intense glare to say anything. She surrendered wholeheartedly to the all-devouring eyes. Her nullified RESIST stat made her even more susceptible to whatever that condition was.

“T-This is fine.” Cer uttered before they were placed aside. “I mean, huh? You think you can just tell what you want without considering how we feel–!”

And then, just as she was about to settle her dispute with Frost; she bumped into the belly of an even bigger Frost. All forms of resistance were abruptly forfeited as she stared up into the glorious gaze of the Hired Arm.

“A-As I was saying… I don’t have any problems working with Poena.” Cer rectified, melting like a popsicle before those brilliant eyes.

Ber was, once again, baffled by Cer. Res on the other hand was already used to her sisters’… fetish? Whatever it was, it made taming arguably the hardest of the triplets a nonissue.


* * *


Over half of the Triple Paw Complex was deemed unusable.

If the surrounding structures weren’t already burnt or destroyed, then they were on the cusp of it. The last remaining bastions were positioned within the compound of the central castle and the sector closest to the City of Vocals.

The first step was to settle in and bolster their defenses. The layout needed to be etched into their minds, and every escape route memorized better than their own mother tongue.

The Triple Paw Complex was a maze towards the central section, but elsewhere it was no different to navigating through a normal war-torn town.

L.S and Broker took the planning as seriously as Frost. Broker, being a Golden Index Captain, had direct experience handling his own men against the Heart of Ours. In fact, the reason he became a Captain in the first place was because of the decade-old event.

Frost held an esteemed meeting with all relevant members within one of the golden chambers of the estate. It was the highest point and oversaw each street of the Triple Paw Complex and the false gardens within its compound, as well as the towering spire.

The news of the Corrupted had broken and spread like wildfire amongst every survivor on board. Few were met with disbelief, whilst others were left unable to comprehend the scale of danger that the Woe of the Fallen Stars possesses.

But everyone instantly understood just how grave the situation was at the mere mention of the Big Red Heart.

Within this glorious chamber was Frost, all three Impuritas, the Moons, Ignis, and the Scarlet Healer.

Each stood around a marvelous glass table as slowly rousing Jury was made to remain seated beside Frost. She was not fully conscious, but she could still hear and understand whatever was spoken according to Nav.

Directly beyond a pair of monolithic, sealed doors was the Big Frost and Perla who tended to the children. Beyond the castle were the Golden Middle personnel, who were tasked with maintaining order in their brief absence until they figured out just how to deal with their seemingly impossible mission.

Frost cleared her throat. Her presence alone demanded the attention of all from the table. When all eyes firmly fell onto her, she erected her posture and began the meeting with a formal introduction.

“You’ve heard me say this before, but I’ll say it again for anyone that’s either forgotten or refused to believe me. I am only the Black Dove in name. My true identity is the Amalgam, the Archetype of Amalgamation from the Floor of Amalgamation within the Nexus.

Her introduction was hardly shocking. In a way, it was still difficult for L.S and Broker to believe her, or at least understand just what the Amalgam amounted to. But judging by her abnormal strength and Corrupted-like abilities; they were quick to draw similarities to her and the Arbiter.

“And your relationship with the Moons is also curious.” Broker slowly spoke. “Besides…”

“… Benevolent Carpalis wouldn’t trust a Color on a whim. Those tentacles. Your hypocritical existence as a healer… Amalgam~ You’re a combination of many things, ahaha.” L.S finished with a small laugh. “You don’t doubt she’s an Archetype, do you painter?”

“That word means… What exactly? But the Amalgam? No doubt in my mind. The annoying fish wouldn’t shut up about it. Not to mention that those flames are exactly like what was recited in their fanatic belief of that Prophecy.” Ayel couldn’t see Frost as anything other than the supposed ‘destroyer’. “Moons of the Nexus are present as well. I have also yet to formally introduce myself!”

“Introductions don’t matter. Can we plan this out already?” Cer shrugged him off.

“Frost needs to set the stage. She has knowledge about certain conditions and requirements surrounding the Heart of Ours because she’s the Amalgam. The more they know, the better the chance we’ll all have at getting out of this.” Res reprimanded Cer with a rational train of thought. “Broker. L.S. As a Moon of the Nexus, it’d be in all our best interest if you trusted Frost… and you too, Frost. Trust goes both ways.”

“I understand. That’s why I’m revealing this to you all. Including you, Ayel. You’re an Impuritas. But you’re also an enemy of theirs.” Frost tapped the table. “No secrets will be spared on this table. Mine included. If you ask, then I will answer. But in return, I want you all to be honest. Any lies, and you’ll not only be our enemy, but the Nexus itself.”

She warned, leveraging the Nexus into this since they understood what it meant to be an enemy of the Nexus.

“Bold words~ As an Archetype that would put you in the realms of the Arbiter. Can you not simply banish the Corrupted?” L.S hummed, wrapping her arms around her back.

“I devour Corrupted and living creatures for strength. I have yet to devour something on that scale, so I’m unfortunately too weak to handle it. But – I’ll be at the forefront of this operation at every single step of the way. None of you need to fight. I won’t force you if you can’t, and neither will I blame you. I know how unreasonable that’d be. That’s why all I want is information.” Frost sincerely spoke.

She, Ignis, Jury and the Moons were the only ones that could even stand up against a Woe of the Fallen Star, however marginally their chances were. It was a suicide mission for the others. No amount of bravery or heroics could detract from that. If anything, survival should be their focus.

“You’re different from the monster they depict you as.” Ayel stated suddenly. His canvas then painted a picture of a burning city. “Frightening as your eyes may be, it does not change that you have yet to rob me of my organs or my calling in life. You see, I am a tortured artist. Whether or not there is a Corrupted blockading our path matters only so much by people driven by emotional desires like us.”

“Us? There are others like you?” Res asked.

“Too many. If the people here won’t fight for you, then those artists sure will. Nothing like a good dose of vengeance to drive the heart!” Poena hummed. “Buuut. You’ll find a lot of Instruments surrounding them. They’re pretty strong! Level 120, but they’re nothing like the level 150 Leitmotif!”

“150!?” Cer exclaimed. “Do you even hear what you’re even saying!? A person can’t fucking go over level 140 without the Blessing!”

Level 150 creatures were not unheard of. In fact, whilst people were limited to levels 140 and under, there were very few instances that saw beings reach as high as 180. There were only three known entities in Elysia; the one thousand limbed Millinid, Dragons, and the super colonies of the Mycelli fungal race.

They were denoted as Monsoon to borderline Eternal Night despite their high levels, for they compared little to the unpredictable horrors of the Corrupted.

A level 150 Leitmotif raised a few brows, but in the end, it was not something they couldn’t handle. The issue that suddenly arose was the number of level 120 creatures that needed to be defeated if they wished to damage Leitmotif in the first place.

“There was a Condition that prevented the Maestros of Flesh from taking damage so long as they had Instruments.” Frost noted, causing Ayel to draw a question mark.

“By ‘maestro’, you are perhaps referring to Leitmotif? That nails on canvas singer. I believe the last time we crossed paths was 10 years ago. Believe it or not, but he was ensnared inside of a giant red heart!” Ayel exclaimed.

“The Big Red Heart…” Broker uttered. “That thing – It was the source of that heart-bursting disease. So many of my comrades fell when we tried to quarantine H7, no thanks to the Scarlet Logic’s incompetence.” He spat.

“A giant red heart… It might be something similar to the Greed Counter’s Big Blue Diamond. That phase was by far the most difficult. But we should be able to see it out there. Unless…”

“We have to drag it out, just like the Big Blue Diamond. It sounds too simple.” Cer said.

“Simple is good. No need to overcomplicate things. But I think there’s an easier alternative. One of the Conditions allows us to kill the host of the Heart of Ours directly.” Frost mentioned, gathering their attention.

She explained that if Leitmotif was the host then it was possible to defeat the Heart of Ours by killing him. Of course, that was easier said than done. And the Instruments needed to be dealt with beforehand; but it was infinitely better than taking the Corrupted head on.

Also, it wasn’t like anyone else had a better plan.

“But that disease – Aspirating Aspirations, was it? We are all destined to die if we are afflicted by it. We run the risk of total annihilation if we advance alongside you.” Broker brought up perhaps the single most important detail. “Few could withstand the attack. But we were never under the impression that it caused our resistances to falter. It makes sense now looking back… the easiest to sway or those of uncertain aspirations were the first to perish. The stronger ones had bigger hearts jump out of them.”

Indeed. That thing could very well wipe everyone out if it wished. The question now was why didn’t the Corrupted use it again? Was there some kind of limit? Or, if the Bloody Herring was anything to go by, was it because it wasn’t part of their ‘plan’?

“However, that thing cannot sway our hearts. My fellow friends will be of great use to you, provided you aren’t an enemy of our world.” Ayel stated, also having suspicions of Frost’s motives. “You can devour the Corrupted. Who is to say that your good intentions won’t lead to a path of annihilation? Ooh! A brilliant source of inspiration has suddenly struck me like lightning!”

He pulled out a brush from his sleeves and began to physically paint along the air.

“What you want is a guarantee, correct?” Frost asked.

“Not at all. I just want good people to live and understand the passion and soul that goes into our craft. To inspire people from the bottom of my heart. The people down here always wondered what the stars were like. Did you know Amalgam? Of the Prophecy that spoke of a burning world with little stars in their night sky?” Ayel spoke as he depicted a concrete cityscape.

But its night skies were devoid of any stars, and beneath one could find children pointing to the artificial lights of the city, as if mistaking them for stars.

“The tales of such existences were the lullabies of children. In time, everyone had forgotten what a star is. And I am afraid to admit that neither do I know what stars are in a ‘sky’ without moons down here beneath our world.”

Frost was taken aback. Something about that picture caused her heart to jump into her throat. She wanted to say something, but the words refused to spill from her lips. She felt Ayel’s emotion surge through the painting itself, cascading over her body as she silently studied it.

Although the topic was supposed to be how they were going to overcome the Woe of the Fallen Star, Frost suddenly found herself describing just what a star was. The details were brief and succinct, but the others couldn’t help but to find it odd that she knew so much about an object so far away.

Then, she said it out loud as Ayel painted swirls of stars along the night sky.

“I’m not from this world. I come from a different world. Far away with a sky studied far more than our oceans. We had no magic or Corrupted. Just ourselves to fight over. Whether you believe me or doesn’t matter. Because this world has already become my home. And right now…” Frost glanced down at the sleeping Jury, smiling ever so gently at her lover. “I want to protect it. No matter what. Besides, my friends are also in this world.”

Cer grinned mischievously at Frost’s cheesy speech. Normally she’d laugh, but the comfort of Frost’s words caused a rare warmth to envelop her body.

Ber folded her arms and puffed out her chest, happy to be called a friend of an Archetype.

Res’ face didn’t change the slightest, but one glance at her tail, ears and her fidgeting arms told an entirely different tale.

Ignis on the other hand warmly smiled for the second time ever.

“I find it difficult to believe you’d tell a lie like that out of nowhere. Finally warming up to us~?” L.S chuckled, before apologizing immediately afterwards. “Our world, hm. Surprising. There have been stories of people claiming to have arrived from different worlds. Hard to believe! Believe me! But hearing that from you… I think I’ll accept it. As a token of our friendship!”

“Trust. Friendship. Comradery. It forms in many ways. For warriors like us, it’s through covenants. They say that the blood of the covenant is thicker than the water of the womb, after all.” Broker stated, acknowledging that trust will be forged regardless of their separated views.

Their united goal in battle will pummel them into one.

“Some warriors prefer the taste of water over blood.” Poena shrugged. “Or blood instead of red paint~ Let’s hope for the best!”

“Heh. At this point hope is all we have left. And this devourer from a different world right here!” Cer rocked right up to Frost and playfully slapped her back.

“You make it sound like I’m a black hole or something.” Frost sighed.

“A black what!?” Cer sounded shocked, but her eyes screamed curiosity.

“Forget I even opened my mouth.”


* * *


The preparations were set. The very first phase of combat was set to revolve around the removal of the Instruments. That way, Leitmotif would be rendered vulnerable.

Naturally, this was far easier said than done. Numerous issues were bound to arise, and if things looked too good to be true, then she could always count on Murphy’s Law to take effect.

The doors to the chamber suddenly burst open unexpectedly. A rush of children flooded through, chirping as Perla desperately tried to stop them from interfering.

“I’m so sorry!” She exclaimed, lowering her head at almost every step of the way.

“It’s ok. We’ve just finished up. Perfect timing if anything.” Frost assured, watching a warry Stella be dragged around by her fellow friends.

“U-Um! Are we not supposed to be here? I- I can hear the others here!” Stella worriedly said.

“She said it’s ok! C’mon, let’s look at the light from the balcony! You can see the light through your eyelids, right!?” Aster exclaimed, pointing at the blinding light of the lonely star perched at the tip of the green spire.

They huddled up at one of the few balconies. Stella unfortunately couldn’t see anything no matter how hard she tried as the children squealed in delight, finally being just that much closer to the very thing they aspired to reach.

“It’s beautiful… See! See!? Look Stella!”

“You can feel the warmth too, can’t you!?”

These children bared no malice, but one could certainly see how it’d appear cruel. Frost glanced over at Ayel who suddenly began brushing over his painting with ravenous speed.

Curious, she moved over to his side and wondered just what he was trying to correct, only to find that he was repainting over the stars for some reason.

“Oh look! The mister painter is painting a painting of stars!” One of the girls cutely exclaimed, pointing over as the children turned and immediately rushed to see.

“W-We’re moving again?” Stella spoke as if perpetually reluctant.

Not that anyone could blame her. She was blind, and the sudden movement of everything must’ve been frightening for her.

“Mhm! C’mon!” Aster hummed, dragging her along to Ayel’s beautiful painting.

One by one, hands rose as they bombarded both him and Frost with questions regarding the stars.

“Why are there so many stars?” One asked.

“It’s a mystery, but there’s supposed to be billions. Not just one.” Frost stated, causing the children to unanimously chirp “Ooooh!?”.

“What about the swirling colors!”

“When a star explodes they turn into a bunch of colorful gas. Sometimes they shrink, sometimes they grow, and sometimes they even change colors.” Frost made it fun and easy for the children to understand, adoring their curiosity.

“Does that mean the fishy man will explode into a bunch of gas? Isn’t he a star, like that singer?” Another asked, causing Frost to nod.

“Yeah… he’ll definitely explode.” She sinisterly muttered beneath her breath before sharply mellowing her tone. “I mean, who knows~?”

“He’s a different kind of star. A bad star.” Ayel stated, swiping his floating painting with one final, dramatic brushstroke. “Perfecto~! Where’s the blind one?”

“U-Um… Wait, isn’t he supposed to be evil? Painters a-are –!”

“Aww. Won’t you at least see the hard work I’ve put into my painting?” Ayel faked his sadness, causing Stella to reach out for Frost’s sleeve, following her voice.

“It’s ok Stella. I think… Hey. Wait…” She was about to say something until she finally noticed the changes he had made to the painting.

“So you’ve noticed!” He applauded her sharp eye.

“You gave the stars texture…” Frost constantly found herself being taken aback by the unaffiliated Impuritas. “Stella. It’s ok. Here. You’re not alone. Everyone, help her touch the painting, ok!”

… Nav. There’s a lot of things I’ve seen in this world. More bad than good. But the good that does come around…

Stella, Aster and all the children reached out for the painting. Their tiny hands brushed over the swirling stars as Stella’s face instantly blossomed.

And then, she froze. Her body trembled and before long, tears began to drip from her cheeks.

… Makes me feel like it was all worth it in the end.

“So that… that’s… a star…” Stella sobbed.

            

    
        128. Spending Some Time With Jury

    
    
    
    
                Glistening lights.

A green aurora-sky that fluttered over the city lights. The structures of the city were like the mounds of a termite nest, rising over the layered walls. Music played through their chutes in the form of melodic woes.

It was disturbingly beautiful.

There were 7 distinct layers that made up the City of Vocals. They stacked upon one another like a giant wedding cake, with the base spanning kilometers from one end to the other. It was by far the largest portion of the entire structure, encompassing countless mounds.

6 of the layers were walled off, whilst the last comprised of a dome-like structure and the towering spire.

The city was hardly an urban complex. Depending on how one viewed it, it was either primitive or highly sophisticated since it followed the structural philosophies of a termite colony. Everything was compact and organized. Even from this distance Frost seldom saw any wasted space.

Only one main road looped around each layer from what Stella told her, which was further confirmed by Ayel and the other denizens of the Derma layer.

There was also only one entrance; a single, unprotected gate with a vast empty cavern that stretched to the foot of the Triple Paw Complex. The number of Instruments was unknown, but Stella revealed that the Instruments were people just like herself, but Ayel remarked that it was half true.

An Instrument does not simply play itself, after all.

“People as Instruments. Monsters that play them. An opera singer. Painters that hate them. A lying fish and one big red heart.” Frost spoke in the company of only herself as she devoured every detail from the insect-like architecture of the city to even the fluctuations in the light.

Nothing went past her. Her focus was so immense that she failed to detect the gentle patters approach her from behind. Neither could her one thousand invisible eyes detect this presence. It was an odd zen-like state.

It was similar to when she first manifested the First State, except it felt like a wave of calmness was constantly washing over her.

This calmness was deceiving, however.

“Your heart is beating faster. Are you afraid?” Nav inquired.

“Yeah. I am. I’m afraid. Not so much for myself but for everyone we’re trying to protect. Both here, and in there.” Frost rested against the balcony railing, her eyes slowly moving from the city down to her palms. “And… Well, I’d be lying if I said that I also wasn’t scared of dying.”

Regardless of what Frost was or had become; her instincts to survive were still as potent as the day she first arrived. Death was naturally one of the greatest fears of the living.

And even now she still believed that to be the case, even though she understood there were fates far worse than it. More so for a near unkillable being like herself.

She thought back to the Black Forest for a moment as a pair of hands slowly slid over her neck. She was pulled into the embrace of a lovable figure as she mustered the courage to solidify her resolve.

She managed to take down an Eternal Night Corrupted at her weakest moment in life.

No matter the Corrupted they faced, and no matter the insurmountable odds stacked against them… Frost would always remain sanguine to the best of her abilities. For her sake, and for everyone else.

This battle would be no different.

She only hoped that blood wouldn’t spill along every step of the way.

“You’re awake now. You’re not hurt, are you?” Frost’s tone mellowed as she gently clasped onto Jury’s hands, wrapping them closer around her neck as she relaxed onto her lover’s chest. “Nothing huh. Hey, anything special happen in the Library?”

“It was long. But I learnt I learned a lot!” Jury exclaimed with her usual enthusiastic self.

This side of Jury wasn’t often seen by a lot of people much to Frost’s surprise, even though it was her normal personality. Jury was a woman of a few words to begin with, but her words often stuck with her the most, like they possessed some sort of gravitational pull.

Well, it was one way to describe her love for Jury.

“How much did you learn this time? Don’t tell me you’re already figuring out how space and time works, or something crazy like that.” Frost jokingly said. “Are you here to pick me up?”

“Mhm. The others are ready now. They’re just waiting for you.” Jury softly spoke as Frost glanced up into her golden eyes and grinned. “Ignis, the wolves and the Scarlet Healer are all going to be coming with us. No one wants to split up after what happened.”

“We’d be begging to lose if we split up now. None of us are strong enough individually to fight the Heart of Ours alone. Maybe its Corrupted minions, but we’ll have to see the extent of what we’re dealing with. Haaah. Figuring out things the hard way, as usual.” Frost complained, glancing down at the bustling street where barricades, traps and clearings were made in preparation for a counter offensive.

Broker had witnessed the strength of the jumping hearts firsthand, and he noted that they were significantly weaker the further they were from the epicenter. From the distance gauged between here and the city; he believed that their distance would allow them to manage them just fine on their own.

His squadron 10 years ago was a lot closer than they currently were, and they numbered in only the dozens.

With a hundred and potentially thousands more willing to help; it should not be an issue.

The only problem was the nature of the disease itself.

Thus, a thorough screening test was to be conducted on those willing to fight, to see if their resolve could at least resist the effects of the Heart of Ours. The noncombatants were sent to the furthest recesses of the Triple Paw Complex to prevent contaminating their backlines with the disease.

Frost was worried about Jury and Res since they were heavily affected by it. But Nav stated that they had overcome it.

It seemed like proximity played a major factor in the strength of the effect.

She made a troubled face as a result. With zero RESIST; Frost couldn’t help but envision the worst.

“Can we talk for a bit Frost? It’s been a while since we were able to speak like this. Please? Just until we reach the others?” Jury sensed Frost’s unsettled heart through the vibrations of their embrace.

She had a knack at reading her emotions. Ever since the very start.

Jury wanted to let her know that she wasn’t alone in this endeavor. While Frost already knew that, she was also aware that there was a chance where no one else would be able to fight alongside her.

Such was the threat they were up against. Not that she didn’t mind of course. She’d rather they all stayed safe more than anything.

But in that respect, Jury would also prefer if she was the one in the front lines. Such was her character. The weak little Jury from a long time ago who willingly risked her life for her against the One Thousand Eyed Bird would do it again if she had the chance.

All because she offered her a single hand.

“Yeah. Of course we can talk. Don’t think this will be the last time we’ll get this chance.” Frost said, staring up at her lover’s glistening eyes before they began to stroll through the golden estate hand in hand. “And thanks. It feels weird always being comforted by you. Not that I hate it~”

“I read that hugging is a good way of showing affection. Hand holding is what they do on what they call ‘dates’ in your world, hmm?”

“Not all the time. You know what, I don’t think I’ve unironically ever seen a couple hold hands before.” Frost said, remembering some tidbits of her past. “Weird that I can remember things like that, but not my own name… Jury.”

“Mhm?”

“Are you asking because you’ve been reading that book? The Prophecy one?”

Frost found it strange that Jury would randomly bring up something relating to her past, especially something she had never brought up before. She had to wonder if Jury knew something after reading the books of the Library, or maybe even something within that blazing book of hers.

“You could tell? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy.” Jury’s flapped ears apologetically drooped.

… I wanna touch them. Was the first thing that immediately came to Frost’s mind.

“The Archivist wanted me to ask you for her. She’s shy, but she’s a nice person. Lonely and always brewing a second cup of tea for a missing friend.” Jury fondly spoke of the girl like they were close friends. “She finds it really hard talking to you directly.”

“Even though she’s supposed to somehow know me. I’m not that scary, am I?” Frost wondered jokingly, knowing that the Archivist could overhear them.

“Frost. Have you seen yourself lately?” Jury sighed, causing Frost to reflect on herself a little, understand well about what she meant. “I sometimes feel sorry for L.S. Unless Nav’s been making it sound worse than it really is.”

“I cannot see, so I can only interpret things subjectively.” Nav stated. “But that doesn’t change you’ve become quite violent as of late.”

I know…

The topic of the Archivist was interesting. But what intrigued Frost the most as they passed through several corridors and ducked underneath lacerated passages was the handholding question.

According to Jury, it was a direct reference to her ‘Book’.

Because although Frost adamantly claimed that handholding of all things was seldom used in her world to her memory, the book said otherwise. It was abundant. Even the head patting, which Frost could never remember seeing ever occur on Earth was extensively used even in military culture.

Even the skies were different. Where she remembered an abundant universe, the book spoke of a dying one.

Was she misremembering things? Could be. But she wondered if there was an even greater meaning. Since, after all…

“The book is about a world lost.” Jury uttered, pulling Frost ever so slightly closer as they finally left the estate submerged themselves in the light of the towering spire. “A giant city set alight in a world without stars. A place of struggle, greed, desires, war, and a history unlearnt.”

Her somber voice caused Frost’s eyes to glisten as she gazed upon the false star.

Something about that story sounded familiar to her, but she could not put a finger on why this was. It annoyed her that this sensation arrived only moments before they’d be sent out to fight for their lives, so the time she had to swirl this around in her mind was limited.

She slashed her forearm and began to create the healing Unlying Tablets, laying them along the main streets. With the Big Frost acting as their only healer; it’d be hard to keep a thousand people alive if worse came to worse.

And speaking of the Big Frost, she briefly arrived before Jury and saluted them both before disappearing with the children in tow. But not without flashing a love heart prompt at Jury.

… Yeah. She’s definitely a reflection of me.

“Could my memories be from that world?” Frost spoke her spontaneous thoughts aloud. “But it’s kind of hard to imagine. I know I’m from Earth. Are you sure it’s not the Archivist’s world that’s being referred to?”

“It’s strange for me as well the more I think about it.” Jury clutched at her heart with her free hand, worrying Frost as she gently smiled at her. “I’m fine. Sorry for worrying you. Hmm… Can I tell you something? Frost… I saw something strange when I fell asleep.”

Jury joined her in the lonely stargazing session, both their eyes sparkling like jewels as they passed by many familiar faces. Frost was too engrossed by Jury’s words to even hear them as curiosity took rein.

Silence surrounded them now. Before long, they traversed a long bridge which hung over a small gorge. Then, Jury finally spoke.

“I saw a black sky with no stars. Just like the Black Forest. But at the same time… I could have sworn I remembered the Black Forest as a white forest, teeming with dark skinned ‘Angels’ like me. I remembered crying in that dream. But the pain in my heart disappeared when you held my sleeping body.”

The initial description sounded exactly like what Frost saw when she first ‘Awakened’ into the Amalgam. This was confirmed when Jury mentioned that she saw streaks of light converge into a singular place in the sky.

“Your ‘book’… Everyone calls it a book, but it reads like a diary. The tense is weird and all over the place. If someone knew about it, then it’s easy to see why they’d think it was prophesizing about a future catastrophe. I believe it’s about the past. A sad, distant past. Half of the book reads like that.” Jury revealed as they passed through a series of burning buildings.

Somehow, the flames of her blazing page had reached all the way here.

Frost found it difficult to make sense out of any of this The way Jury spoke was like she was also somehow involved. As if sensing Frost’s suspicion; Jury then uttered something equally as alarming as it was comforting.

Their hands tightly clasped together, forming an unbreakable bond.

“The book was written in a masculine tone. And I felt like I knew some of the things written in there, but everything becomes fuzzy when I try to recall it. If there’s anything I know; then it’s a sky of darkness, and a miracle forest of white trees… And somehow… maybe even you. Frost… Does it… Will you hate me if I told you that maybe… just maybe, I might have known you as well. Just like the Archetypes?”

“… No. Never. I’d never hate you Jury. But… Really. It’s a lot to take in. I can’t understand it no matter how hard I try. But–”

Frost suddenly pulled Jury down to her level and, for the first time, took the initiative to peck her cheek with a kiss.

“– I’m here right now. And you’re here with me. Maybe it’s an ignorant way of seeing things, but even if we were somehow enemies in a past that I can’t remember for the life of me, then that won’t ever change the feelings I have for you right now.” Frost assured with all her heart, causing Jury to melt as her eyes beautifully swelled.

“… Mm. Thank you. Thank you…” Jury embraced her once more as they came to an abrupt stop at the mouth of an iron gate. Her cuddle was suffocating, but she could tell just how much this moment meant to her.

Time apparently ran differently in the Eternal Library. She never went into the specifics of how long, but it always felt like Jury deeply longed for her whenever she awoke from that place.

It would also explain how she accumulated such a vast wealth of knowledge in a short amount of time. In reality however, it was not so short, but rather a long, unknown amount of time that Jury was unwilling to reveal, perhaps out of fear of gravely worrying Frost.

Whatever it was, Jury once again made it clear there was nothing more that she cherished than her time with Frost.

“Just a little more. The Archivist says I’m really close to realizing my technology now. Then… We’ll have a better chance of coming out unscathed. Because I can’t imagine a future without you, or anyone else.” Jury whispered lovingly, drawing her even closer as they heard the voices of the others call out to them.

But amongst these voices Frost managed to hear something within Jury’s chest.

It was not a heartbeat.

What she instead heard was the methodical ticking of an analogue clock.

            

    
        129. Assault on the City of Vocals

    
    
    
    
                The City of Vocals sung with the voices of countless thousands.

The beat of the music synchronized with the beat of a certain man’s heart. The highs and lows of the vocals; the cadences and the beating drums played in the rhythm of a resounding heartbeat.

Two, four – six hands wagged in tune to the music, mockingly conducting the grand symphony that reverberated beyond his vast, emerald marble stage.

Empty seats of beating hearts applauded him with invisible hands as he took center stage; the light of the benevolent spire blessing him with its glorious light.

The six-armed man wore a green exoskeleton, appearing like an Insectid. Yet at various joints one could find evidence of vulnerable human flesh. Each white-gloved hand eventually fell as he brushed off his black and green coattail suit.

His eyes were hidden behind the grills of his carapace skin as he soundlessly bowed at his audience of hearts, and their bodies which they had freshly removed themselves from. The auditorium housed an incredible 10,000 seats, all of which were brimming with restless hearts.

“Fibrillate. Beautiful quivering. We must beat as one harmonious voice. But it is unfortunate. The hearts looked better inside of you, my beloved audience.” He monologued in what sounded like two conjoined voices.

One was the voice of a melodic human man, and the other was like the chirping of a cicada.

Then, someone applauded him.

A young, terrified girl clapped as she moved from body to body across the audience’s seats, horrified at the sight of countless deaths. This girl was Sana; the healer who was brought along with the Train Core thanks to the aid of the Bloody Herring and the impeccable calculations of fate made by their friends; the Sect of Gears.

“Heal… Heal. Please heal… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Sana hobbled around, tripping over bodies as she fidgeted over her Serums in sorrow.

“It is disrespectful to speak as an audience member, little dove.” The man, Leitmotif, reminded, causing the girl to jolt into a fit of nods before she suddenly gripped onto her throat and screamed at the top of her lungs.

He inflicted her with heart-wrenching pain. Her body contorted against her will. She was no more than an instrument to him. A small piece in the greater whole that was his marvelous symphony.

“Good instrument.” He dismissed her as something splattered along his beautiful stage. He did not need to turn to see who this person was. “Herring, Herring, Herring. You’ve overstepped your boundaries.”

“There is no overstepping when we can crush the Amalgam right here! HEALER! HEAAAAALER! FIX ME!” The mass of mangled flesh spoke from a mouth that was ripped into a hundred pieces.

His body hardly resembled one anymore. He was a lump of flesh no different from their… less intelligent partners, the Crimson Hunger. The agonized Bloody Herring bounced in a fit of fury as Sana spontaneously rushed down the countless flights of stairs to help from the goodness in her precious heart.

However, Sana was hardly a proficient healer. When she knelt beside him and tried to heal him nothing happened, aside from recovering miniscule amounts of HP. He lashed out at the healer, cursing her for she was from the same flock of the Amalgam that had reduced him to such a pitiful state.

“Unbecoming of people that pride themselves on themselves. Shall I destroy your body and return you to them?” Leitmotif approached him, his leather soles clapping with each step before he loomed over the sack of flesh, awaiting his response.

“DON’T! ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR MIND!? YOU NEED ME TO KILL THE AMALGAM! Sending me back there to them will be a waste!” The Bloody Herring shouted abruptly. “The Monkey Brothers have already forwarded the messages after their death. With us two and that Corrupted; we can kill the Amalgam!”

“Need I remind you that I am in no position to ad lib my performance? We merely required the Train Core and the pieces of the Moons. But you and those chimpanzees managed to delay us!” Leitmotif was impassioned by their failure, causing his chest to swell as the surrounding hearts began to quiver uncontrollably.

“Calm… calm yourself. This Corrupted would kill us all if my desires fell out of rhythm.” He managed to calm himself as he clicked his fingers six times.

At each click a piece of the Bloody Herring’s body was blasted by a thunderous hum. All that was left of him was his upper torso, head and one arm.

And yet he still could not die.

“Even after being embraced by your golden Heart that Beholder’s power still latches onto you. What a dangerous power.” Leitmotif kicked him away as Sana could only watch the body crash into the rising audience stands. “Leave him be. Let him witness our song. The stands welcome his tuneless cadaver. This Corrupted must not burst forth until we surface.”

“… The Amalgam is the source of everything. You’ve heard him. That star’s warnings. Think about the power we’d be granted from that Sacred Garden if we turned in the head of the Amalgam!” There was a plan they needed to follow.

A set of guidelines that could not be diverted from.

But the Bloody Herring was insistent to break these rules.

“Carpalis is weak enough. Have you seen that pitiful Demon in person? Fools… Our uncouth masters are all afraid of that thing more than the Amalgam!?” The Herring hoarsely cried again as Leitmotif simply hummed to himself.

He strolled away, leaving Sana to stand idly behind, not knowing what to do anymore.

“Is there anything you know other than to sate your need for immediate satisfaction? You Festivals are worthless. But necessary to weaken her. As little as your writhing instills pain onto that Beholder.” Leitmotif answered before his tone suddenly deepened “Carpalis is dangerous. Unless you have been believing the fabricated nonsense?”

“And the Amalgam is not…? Who will destroy our world!? TELL ME LEITMOTIF!?”

“The Amalgam, my impassioned friend.”

“So why –!?”

“Because there exists a libretto to follow. A steady, predictive flow of events. Please refrain from being an unexpected syncope.”

Leitmotif rebutted, his voice now only an echo as he approached an exit which led to a perch that oversaw the entire city from above.

“It works better in this arrangement. The troublesome Moons and the Amalgam are away from the Nex Megalopolis. The Beholders are stuck within the Nexus. Have some degree of mental flexibility, will you? The Piece of the Fallen Star, when we inevitably find it, will take care of the Amalgam. He must make sure of it.”

“… You won’t… utilize that Big Red Heart?” The Bloody Herring uttered one last time before Leitmotif disappeared into the bleeding lights of the city.

“It’s reserved to obliterate the Golden Index. So won’t you be a good friend and destabilize that Train Core? You must not have any more coins from that lowly appearance. However long it takes will not matter. We just need to keep them away.”

Before Leitmotif could disappear, he then asked one last question.

“By the way, how powerful is that Amalgam?”

For some reason, the Bloody Herring’s mouth quivered before they turned into an unsuspecting smile.

“… weak. They’re terribly, terribly weak… The Moons are the ones to watch.” He uttered truthfully.

“Very well then. Shall we show these Moons what it means to rear their heads to an anointed Star!? Lights! Vocals! Begin the Symphony!” He stood with all arms folded behind his back at the edge of a stone lip.

Beneath him was a kilometer plummet. The way the city was created made it appear as though he was gazing down at a grand auditorium filled with countless musicians. A finger on each hand suddenly grew into his batons as he began stroking the air, and at once; the city itself came alive with music.

Pneumatically operated harmonics shot from the hollow mounds that littered the city as the countless hearts within created a steady, rhythmic beat that resounded within the chests of all corporeal beings that felt it.

“Dirge of the Moons! This shall be the name of my latest Symphony –!”

Suddenly, a rod of lightning struck him. He was thrown into his marble complex as he skidded along, his tailcoat shedding as Sana ran to a pillar for cover. Somehow, from such a grand distance, he was shot at by one of the electrically infused Moons.

Even though he was incapable of taking damage thanks to the existence of his Instruments; he could not help but to be infuriated by their audacity to take such a cheap shot. As steam hissed from his unscathed carapace, he brushed himself clean and spat:

“Annihilation of the Moons. There will be nothing left of you!”


* * *


< [Beaten Desires] >


 

< “There were so many things we could have chased. But our legs were crushed before we learned to walk.” >


 

A musical shockwave emerged from the city. The spectacle could be seen from kilometers away for all those that remained in the Triple Paw Complex. At once, the city seemingly burst to life with music as if granting them an invitation to try all they liked.

Frost felt her chest tighten as the shockwave met with them along the barren wastes leading to the maw of the City of Vocals. She kept everyone close, with a Touch of Gold tightly wrapped around their waists to act as not only a tether, but as their lifeline.

The Scarlet Healer dangled along one of these tentacles, thirsty for the prospect of healing as they rapidly approached the undefended gates, following a steep incline as they were marveled by just how large this city truly was up close.

“Status Nav!?” Frost called out, wondering if they were hit by an unexpected condition or effect.

“Various stacks of Heart Wrench. The resulting condition of these stacks will be Stolen Heart. I will be monitoring the number!” Nav exclaimed as Frost swung the Scarlet Healer around to each one of her companions.

“Heal! Cure! Get better and spill some blood!” Poena erupted in laughter, utilizing a far more potent version of Cleanse.

Clouds of glowing light showered them, removing the negative Stacks for good. While Frost possessed one of the strongest forms of healing magic, her diversity in the discipline paled in comparison.

The Heart Wrench stacks, and Stolen Heart Condition were at the very least a tier 4 disease and required immense healing capabilities to cure. The Scarlet Healers were among the few that were equipped with such power given their arduous tasks that revolved around them sinking deep into the Derma layer, and, according to Poena; even deeper.

“At least she’s being kept on a leash. Everyone! 20 seconds!” Cer called out, enjoying Frost’s unbounded speed. “This is it… This is it! Do or die! Throwing ourselves straight into a head on collision course. Heh. Aren’t you just like the Nexus!? You don’t give a damn and flash us the raids!”

“Bash the Instruments and target the Host thingy, yeah!? Res had a clean shot on it!” Ber exclaimed.

“No damage can be dealt until the Instruments are all gone! 10 seconds! Straight through the gate!?” Res cried, glancing over at Frost.

“Forget the gate! We’ll be making our own gate! Focus your attacks at the walls!” Frost was not so stupid to willingly approach from the only point of entrance.

While it did seem to be the case; Frost had all the AGI in the world to reroute her course off to the side. 70 AGI was already insane. The Diamond Counter-buffed Jury and the Bloody Herring’s teetered on the realm of impossibility; and Snap’s may as well be teleporting.

The towering walls dwarfed them much like the ones of the Nex Megalopolis. But no matter the thickness of the wall; her raw ATT made it trivial.

The dozen meter thickness of the wall was easily eaten apart by a bombardment of electrical maws and golden tentacles, paving way straight into the largest layer of the city. The sound of panic instantly ensued as they emerged from the gaping hole, finding themselves within a bustling world of terrified people and carapace abominations that dragged them along like slave drivers.
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They did not even have a chance to react. Jury’s speed combined with her combat prowess rendered them into nothing but ribbons. A still beating heart fell from their bodies and began to roll, as if cowering now that they were exposed to the world.

The hearts themselves had only a quarter of the total HP of their bodies, and at once, Jury finished them off as the crowd scattered. The Instruments trembled as Frost closed in to investigate them, cowering at the sight of their bloodshed.

Frost did not share a single word and checked if there was any feasible way to save them. There, on their necks, she found a thin tendon-like strand that connected them to their masters.

Their title transformed into the ‘Denizen of the Singing City’ upon severing them.

Slaughtering them was unnecessary much to her relief. However, she envisioned that not all would be spared. With how compact the city truly was; and how destructive their powers were – the number of casualties could easily number in the tens of thousands.

These people needed to get out of the city if they wished to live.

And so, she screamed out at the top of her lungs:

“GET OUT OF HERE IF YOU WANT TO LIIIIIVE!”

Songs began to resonate from every direction as they navigated through a sea of climbing termite mounds; built to house upwards of hundreds of people at once. The screaming tunes muted her voice as they briskly followed the sounds, all the while Frost and Res sent waves of attacks at the walls to create as many routes of escape as possible.

Suppressors infested this crowded layer like roaches. At every conceivable mound there were at least several of them, each with a collection of Instruments whose very music inflicted 3,200 MAG damage at every 5 second interval.

The Triplets would have found themselves at the mercy of this Corrupted if it weren’t for Frost. That being said, if they were swift enough to kill the Suppressors and neutralize the Instruments in short order then they’d be fine.

Because as soon as the immediate proximity was cleared, and the innocent souls scurried away in horror – They immediately ceased taking all forms of damage.


< “Unsanctioned desires are a poison. We shouldn’t reach for the stars when they only exist as bedtime lullabies. Instead, let us reach for the tangible things around us while we still can.” >


“So what’s the deal with music and a heart!?” Cer shouted as they navigated further into the city; Frost’s tentacles scraping against the maze of termite mounds as Poena reveled:

“It’s paradise! It’s paradise! So many injured. So many to heal!” Poena and Frost’s tentacles were used to touch people and heal them along the way.

The light of her one hundred glowing tentacles rivalled the star’s. While devastation followed her visage like a shadow; few realized that this enigmatic being was not as manevolent as they appeared.

The few that stood by, and the even fewer that peered through the safety of their hollow homes clasped at the place the tentacle had touched and watched on yearningly.

“Hell if I know! The Corrupted voice isn’t saying anything about music! It’s all about how desires are a poison!” Frost yelled, swerving them into a minor city square where beautiful pillars draped in green cloth rose.

People gathered by these pillars unwillingly as if herded by the shepherds that were the Suppressors. Frost could not even begin to connect the dots regarding this Corrupted. Bass as the people? Suppressors as the players of those living Instruments? Desires?

The full picture was still yet to be unveiled.

“Poison!? It does look like it, doesn’t it huh!?” Cer cried as electrical explosions tore the square apart. At the same time, Jury swooped in to rescue and sever their ties.

“Focus Little Wolf! You can’t bite and talk at the same time!” Jury scolded.

The bodies of the Suppressors and their hearts were then devoured by Frost remotely using Punch with her tentacles. They acted like an external mouth, devouring their bodies at a mere touch. Some were swiftly transformed into coins, whilst others were made into the Etched Coins.

In a way, their strength was as frightening as the Corrupted. Every single one of the Suppressors could pass as a Monsoon Corrupted. To kill them like they were nothing spoke volumes of their power.


< Etched Coin >

Heart of Ours


 

ACTIVE : Beaten Desires

EFFECT : Strengthen those in tune with your heart. The higher your desires, the stronger they become. Inflict 20 stacks of Heart Wrench to those whose desires oppose the great majority.


Fizzled into oblivion; merged with the great hearts of civilization; and we still found ourselves reaching for the phantom lights above.


 

There was no mistaking it. Frost was able to steal the skills from the Corrupted minions! Even though the Suppressors could use other skills, this was the one she gathered from their corpses.

Additionally, she gained a unique ability.


< Stats from the Suppressor Gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY : Heart of Suppression >

< EFFECT : Know what can vanquish the flames in their heart >

< Only one desire matters >


 

< “They gagged on their aspirations, realizing the futility of it all in the face of a greater strive.” >

            

    
        130. Another Painter

    
    
    
    
                The name of the Amalgam took upon an additional meaning.

To the Impuritas she was no more than the world-ending beast. The great devourer. To the Nexus, she was the Archetype that was hinted to bring everything together. But here, Frost was something else. Something greater in the moment as all previous definitions were skewed by the combined light of her one hundred Touch of Golds.

She was like a celestial body orbited by her most trusted Moons. They cleaved, slashed, electrocuted and destroyed all those in their wake. Jury and Ignis were like asteroids, plummeting into whatever they touched with enough destruction to topple multiple mounds at once.

The earth was scarred with each movement, and Ignis’ strength only continued to grow as she harvested the biomass of the fallen foes. Despite her ferocity, she did not snatch the bodies of the innocent lives lost.

Sullying their bodies after death was irredeemable to her. Ignis’ fangs were laid bare like her fellow Demi-human partners as they ravaged the lowest layer of the City of Vocals.

Jury was much the same, although her razor-sharp teeth and soul-piercing eyes caused many to instinctively lock up. This effect transpired across them all. It was like a mini-Scrutiny, and it allowed for easy kills as they raced through the tight city lanes.

The reason for this was due to her newest stolen ability, the Heart of Suppression.


< Resistance combats Suppression >


 

< Funny. The RESIST stat has been nullified. But the very act of resistance itself has not >


 

Indeed. Just standing up against the Suppressors was enough to cause them to lock up as if unable to comprehend their defiance. However, this did not change the amount of Heart Wrench stacks they received. Additionally, the Etched Coin infused with Beaten Desires only marginally raised their stats.

Except for their RESIST.


 

< Are we allowed to hope that things will work out for the best? >


 

“Please don’t say that out loud!” Jury’s yell mirrored Frost’s exact thoughts, but deep down the pair hoped that things would remain to be this easy.

The largest issue at hand was the rapidly rising death toll, combined with the number of Instruments they needed to sever before they could target the Heart of Ours’ host. As much as the triplets itched to unleash their devastating area of effect skills, they understood that thousands would perish in the blink of an eye.

Poena swam in the air, basking the fleeing denizens with her healing light. The golden trail was like that of a comet’s tail. Frost was like a planet surrounded by various celestial satellites; orbiting a false, distant star that lacked its signature warmth.

“GET GOING! MOVE! GET OUT OF THE CITY WHILE YOU STILL CAN!” Frost repeatedly screamed like a blaring siren.

The minutes quickly turned into an hour. The city was unbelievably massive, with so many twist and turns that any hopes of vanquishing the Heart of Ours in a meaningful timeframe was impossible. Splitting up was the last thing they’d do as well knowing the nature of their enemy, and neither could she summon her Big Frost to help her out.

Because as they moved through the air, using the tips of the mounds as footholds for her tentacles; they witnessed a migration of Suppressors march with the Instruments.

Their target was the Triple Paw Complex. Res made efforts to neutralize them while she still could, but it did not change that the others would be in for a tough fight… No. With their ATT, many would die just by mere proximity alone.

“What are we going to do about them!?” Res roared. “Gonna leave them to fend for themselves or what!?”

“You think we have the luxury to hold down two places at once!?” Cer yelled. “Your busty doppelganger’s got this! L.S and Broker aren’t that weak either! Level 120 creatures are a menace, but they’re not unstoppable!”

“Your hopes are way too high Sis! But don’t you think it’s weird that they’re sending the Suppresers!?” Ber suddenly stated as they landed back onto the cracked earth and resumed their murderous patrol.

“At this range they could hit everyone with that heart attack.” Jury added as Frost also found this concerningly odd. “Doesn’t this confirm that the disease can’t take effect yet?”

There should be no reason for them to send so many Suppressors and Instruments if they had a means of wiping them out in one fell swoop. It turned out that Frost and her companions weren’t the only one who were struck by the Aspirating Aspirations when they lost the Bloody Herring.

The screening testing that L.S and Broker conducted confirmed this. One of the questions asked checked who exactly was afflicted by it. Poena cured them, although there was no disease present to cure in the first place.

This half confirmed that Aspirating Aspirations required something else to emerge before this disease could take effect. The brittle-hearted were kept far away in case this was incorrect. After all, even with their combined knowledge there was only so much they knew of the Heart of Ours.

Frost’s ability to read the conditions was their only strand of hope, and everyone clasped onto it.

“We don’t know what their intentions are for certain. But my gut is telling me that they want more instruments. Or at least they want to recover the people fleeing! They fought against the Big Red Heart itself, didn’t they!?” Frost roared.

“A big, massive heart! That’s the one, yeah!” Cer promptly answered as all eyes fell onto the central dome-like structure above. “It’s massive. Almost half the size of this city! Like a few hundred meters tall!”

“That could be the trigger. But there’s also something else bothering me.” Frost dragged them through a forest of mounds, eventually reaching the face of a massive termite mound, created with mud, embedded cloth and chunks of marble.

It appeared like a green, retrofitted garbage heap, and rose to the battlements of the second layer. The innards was like that of a hornet’s nest; a maze of nonsense that saw hundreds of Suppressers and countless more individuals singing their heart’s out against their will.

The chamber caused their voices to echo and rattle their skulls; affecting them all save for Poena who had the weakest sense of hearing. She only grinned hideously at the sight of the unwashed masses, adoring the prospect of healing, and scrubbing their bodies clean.

“What’s bothering you!?” Res called out.

“The ‘plan’. The Bloody Herring made it sound like using Aspirating Aspirations was against whatever they’re after. In the first place – They seemed to want to steal a page from you three. They didn’t even expect me at all.”

“FUCK THEM. Let them come and try to take it again! Gotta wonder just what the hell they want from our past!” Ber was livid.

Her voice alone caused the entire chamber to instantly silence as her voice caused the Suppressors to shudder.

Frost lunged straight in with her group, entering differing narrow tunnel complexes. Her tethered tentacles sliced through the very fabric of their rudimentary fort. However, unlike stone debris, it did not fall. A sticky substance like that of mucous, blood and other bodily wastes kept the place held together like a giant ball of putty.

The thought messed with Frost. If they wanted a piece of their past, then they could have done it whilst above. There was no need to reveal it like how they did to Ber.

So why?


 

< [Beaten Desires] >


 

They were struck by the shockwave-like attack again as it nearly obliterated the entirety of the stronghold. The innocent souls fled as soon as their Instrument status was revoked; but unfortunately, not all were so lucky.

“My word… An assault on the city? By whom!?” A feminine voice called out, leading them deeper into the complex. Now that she realized it, this place was like a prison.

And if there was someone or something they were going to keep down here, then it would be one of the Painters.

“Keep talking! We’re getting closer! Are you a Painter!?” Frost shouted, following the voice to a chamber guarded by multiple, bulky monstrosities.

“PAINTER YES! RIGHT HERE! RIGHT OVER HERE – AAAAAGGGGGHH!” A bare, naked woman hung half embedded into the walls. Her skin was riddled with scars and lesions, as well as bizarre markings that appeared like body paint.

Her skin was like a pale canvas in a way.

But that was hardly the focus, because antennae found themselves wriggling underneath her skin, causing her to write and contort in unnaturally.

            

    
        131. Civilization Unlocked!

    
    
    
    
                The monsters responsible for the Painter’s torment were equipped with these whip-like weapons above their carapace helmets, and they stroked the air in their direction when they sensed their presence. Their size was double that of the Suppressors, and they had a total of 6 muscular arms capable of crushing stone barehandedly.
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They were strong. Their MAG DEF was enough to significantly mitigate the magical damage output of a Moon.

“B-BE CAREFUL! THEY’LL EAT –!”

However, they were still nothing compared to them. Frost possessed the Etched Coin infused with Beating Desires. This slightly buffed her group’s stats. It was miniscule, granting around 10 extra points, but she believed that it had the potential to continue snowballing to greater sizes.

Not that it mattered in this instance. Out of the eight present Frost took 4 out using her Touch of Golds, which pierced them repeatedly like a burrowing eel. Their bodies seemingly gave way to her bite, and only now did she suddenly notice that the DEF-nullifying attribute of her maw extended to the rest of her body so long as she used Punch.

Weapons? Sharpened edges? Legendary blades crafted by the finest of blacksmiths?

What for when her fists could literally eat those weapons as well.






	 
	 
	
Bhodie Quaint

< Exhibitory Painter >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 80
	ORIGIN : Impuritas
	
HP : 10,000


	ATT : 0
	MAG ATT : 100



	ATT DEF : 300
	MAG DEF : 300
	
MP : 3,500


	RESIST : 25
	AGI : 30









Jury disappeared like a specter, annihilating one as she quickly moved to free the woman from the wall. Ignis and Ber took out the remaining three as Frost converted one third into an Etched Coin, and another into hefty bundles of golden coins.

The remnants were reserved for Ignis to enjoy.


< Stats from the Depraver Gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Heart of Depravity >

< EFFECT: Know what will kindle the wrong flames in their heart >

< Right and wrong is a clash between two different hearts of ours >


“E-Eat… My word. You ate them. W-Wait a second! A prison break!? What’s happening outside right now!? I know I should be thanking you first but – Don’t tell me they’re gone mad and begun slaughtering us!” The woman, who was relatively normal looking aside from her canvas-like skin and her multicolored hair which appeared like painted brushstrokes.

“RELAX. Calm down. You’re safe right now! Tch. Look what they did to you… Listen to me. You’re a Painter. Do you know Ayel!?” Frost rapidly asked as Jury helped the woman onto her legs, allowing Frost to easily heal her as Poena watched on, nibbling her thumb in pure envy.

Unfortunately, Frost did not have the time to comfort this woman.

“Angel…? Words upon my own words! Ayel you said – Yes! YES! I know the fellow!”

“He said that you Painters can help us. Dunno how with those skills.” Cer began scratching her body impatiently. “Start talking or start running!”

“Listen. Please, don’t try to fight against us. Just answer anything we ask. Tell us everything you know. I don’t know about you, but Ayel doesn’t want these people to die. Neither do we, and I’m hoping that extends to you and your Painter friends.” Frost scooped her up with her Touch of Gold, wrapping her various exposed flesh.

Although, this was not needed. Somehow, the woman painted clothing over herself. At first it appeared like body paint, but it was actual cloth much to her surprise. It seemed like the Painters had an ability to manifest their Paintings into reality; or at least partially.

The cloth around her waist degraded due to the friction of her grip as they swiftly evacuated from the deceased stronghold. She had yet another satellite in her orbit, and she hoped this woman had the insight they desperately needed to pick apart the Heart of Ours.

If not, then at least the ‘plan’ or intentions of the Impuritas.

“We’re the same! Look at them… How they torment their hearts for the sake of their appreciation. Music should inspire! But they do nothing but quell the heart! When it does inspire, it makes it rattle so painfully you would not even imagine it…”

Bhodie uttered, her hair remaining static despite the blasting winds that threw the hair and apparel of the others behind.

“And to think they wish to do the same to the world above our caverns! You three – I thought I recognized you! You must be the fated triple identical Moons –!”

“Wait wait wait wait – WAIT! YOU MEAN BRING IT UP TO THE SURFACE!?” Res’ reaction was exactly how the others felt. It was like someone had brought a knife into their chest as another Beaten Desires swept through the city.

Bhodie rapidly nodded, gripping tightly onto the Touch of Gold.

“Why else would have they brought you down here in the first place!” She dropped a major bombshell, causing them to briefly turn to look at her as if she was insane. The woman looked at them with her rainbow eyes, wondering why they looked so concerned over what was supposed to be common knowledge.

Ayel likely did not know this since he was imprisoned elsewhere.

“You three are the only Moons present in that sprawling city of impurities. Their words, not mine! But my word – How come there are so little Moons up there!?”

Impuritas wished to repeat the devastative history that unfolded a decade ago within the City of Hearts; H5. But their target was unclear. From what they knew they were probably still within the territory of the City of Diamonds.

“No Moons within the Nex Megalopolis. Nearly all forms of long-range communications are gone. The trains are malfunctioning, and the Golden Index faces a problem with betrayers… Frost!” Jury exclaimed in contagious panic.

“I know! Just… Just how many people are they planning to wipe out this time!? And for what!? FOR WHAT!?” Frost roared till her voice went hoarse.

She was on the brink of reaching the Third State.


“To unify our hearts into one. To reach for that glorious one true wish!”


 

A disturbing voice sung from the greatest heights of the city. This was Leitmotif, no doubt.


 

 “The sacrifice of many will be terrible, but it will be worth it in the end. We are the same, Amalgam. Look at your devastation. Your unmelodic murders! It is a simple means to an end, although I do lament the death of many who could have united with our glorious music!”


 

Frost’s gums drew blood. The mere voice of that thing was as scathing as the Bloody Herrings.

“Means to an end? Do you think I’m – We’re doing this willingly!? FROM YOUR FUCKED LOGIC OF DESIRES AND MUSIC!? HOW YOU TREAT THESE PEOPLE IS YOUR MEANS TO AN END!? I AM NOTHING LIKE YOU!”

Emotions surged through her body as her heart could no longer beat. It exploded with resounding thumps. She could not believe the arrogance… and the blindness of these Impuritas. The perversion of desires, logic, and world views in this twisted world of cruelty caused her heart to brim with nothing but pure violence towards these unreasonable beings.


“Amalgam of the Nexus. And I, the esteemed star of this staging ground. Both you and I are rulers. The hearts of the people beneath belong to us; as stars! There must only be one aspiration, less we all drown. Music! Vocals! Sinew strings and harmonious cries are the acknowledgement of our superposition!”


 

All suddenly fell silent. Frost nearly stopped moving entirely. Something deep within her soul ate at her as the voices of the others fell onto deaf ears. Civilization… and the perversion of it.

Frost, who came from a world where it was managed, understood that even it was not truly perfect.

But here… Here in Elysia, the methods of how these creatures ruled their people… how they hurt them… how they persecuted the innocents…

And how they believed her of all people to be the downfall of Civilization itself because of one falsely interpreted book.

She reared her head back, her eyes sent straight to the height of the city. They began to glow like beacons.

“Rulers… Rulers. That King of Puritas. His bastard son. The Beholders that can’t get things right. And you. All of you – ALL OF YOU! IS THAT WHAT A RULER IS IN YOUR CIVILIZATIONS!?”


< The Second State Has Manifested as Civilization >


 

Suddenly, the silhouette of a monumental diamond grew all the way back at the Triple Paw Complex. The structure was easily over a hundred meters in size, and its beautiful luster refracted the light of the star like a disco ball, shining countless ‘stars’ over the complex.

Not only that, but another miracle struck!

“Doubled… What the – Everything’s doubled!?” Res exclaimed in disbelief. “Our stats are all doubled!?”

“DOUBLED!?” Ber shouted

“HAHAHA! THAT’S MORE LIKE IT FROST!” Cer celebrated, reveling in her sudden might.

“Dou… Double…” Ignis whispered.

“Quadrupled…” Jury uttered in total disbelief.

The Diamond Counter’s effects stacked with her newfound abilities that arrived in the wake of her resounding connection with the affinity of Civilization. Her Touch of Golds lengthened to upwards of 50 meters, propelling her size to colossal scales.


< UNIQUE | PASSIVE: Empowered >

< He mentioned it only once. That there are people who, from the depths of their heart, carry the pride to resist the temptations of the world >

< Grant the Empowered Condition onto allies within 50 meters of you, the Hired Arm, and the False Diamond >


 

< UNIQUE | PASSIVE: False Diamond >

< The memento was made from glass. They told me it was worthless. But I loved it because it was a gift from my most precious friend! >

< Those within 50 meters of the False Diamond and Hired Arm become Hired Mercenaries and may substitute your coins for mana. Additionally, the Hired Arm’s stats will match yours. All coin costs are cut in half >


 

< This answers whether they can fight. Your Hired Arm has given them a hand! >

            

    
        132. A Clash of Hearts

    
    
    
    
                The emotions in her heart exploded in spectacular fashion. Her Touch of Golds licked the air further than ever before; her total body span now exceeding 100 meters from one end to the other.

They slithered through the narrow passages, latched onto walls and mounds, and flicked chaotically in tune with her burning heart. And yet the destruction she caused was minimal. Horrified screams naturally engulfed the city at the mere sight of the behemoth; but those that were touched by the golden tentacles were bestowed with a foreign, longing warmth.

It was a comfort that their ‘home’ could never grant them.

Despite Frost’s rage and the emotions that caused tens of thousands of Nex to accumulate; she was not so ignorant to trample on the weak that surrounded them in this battlefield. She demonstrated a fine level of control over the Touch of Golds.

And yet despite how gentle it all appeared, it did not detract from the unbelievable potential she possessed. The priority was to sever the Instruments. It would be easier to simply… annihilate them.

But Frost was not like the Impuritas… A false, so-called ruler… A so-called ‘star’ that cared little for the suffering of others.

Leitmotif’s perspective of civilization was unacceptable.

The Bloody Herring’s existence was unacceptable.

Frost, from the deepest recesses of her blazing heart, wished to erase them from the face of the world. Thankfully, she was not the only one. Her desire resonated with her closest companions, further increasing their stats thanks to the Beaten Desires Etched Coin.

“Q-Quite the voice… You’re… not hurting them. That gentleness. How…?” Bhodie was at a total loss for words as she witnessed Frost’s near omnipotent prowess. While her companions unfortunately could not spare all those in their path, Frost could manage her own strength.

“That’s Frost you’re talking about! Since the start… since we first met, she’s never wanted to hurt anyone!” Jury shouted for the world to hear as she zipped through the city lanes like a streak of light.
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“A scary monster told her to run away! But she took its hand and saved it from its lonely forest! And they weren’t the only one! Snap… Ignis as well! That’s the kind of person Frost is! Don’t you dare –!” The ticking of Jury’s heart travelled through the Touch of Gold.


< [Shattered Dreams] >


< “Their desires must be unified. But it must first be suppressed.” >

 

< “Dreaming of a past immortalized in our mother’s lullabies. We yearn for that past and aspirate in our sleep, hoping to never wake up.” >


As frightening as that enigmatic heartbeat was to Frost, it was also comforting in its own right. Her beating became erratic, as did everyone else’s. Frost could feel everything through her Touch of Golds as her companions bestowed hell onto this twisted city.

Jury and Res were afflicted the strongest by this Corrupted Skill as jets of black smoke were flung across the city skies, enshrouding the light that Frost emitted from the rest of the layers above. Everyone unanimously took 15,000 damage as a result of their resistance.

However – Their hearts could not be suppressed. As much as it wavered, it only served to add fuel to their impassioned hearts.

“DON’T YOU DARE COMPARE YOURSELF TO FROST! People like you… Who don’t try to see what’s wrong themselves, don’t have the right to judge anyone!” Jury sternly defended Frost, understanding the depths of her lover’s lament when it came to the loss of life.


 

“Untuned blasphemy. Only the truly Divine may judge! That extinct race will never bless the likes of you, who openly embrace the Amalgam! That form – For you take on the bodies of the Corrupted is unfair for us who wish to further achieve our greater self!”


 

The hideous, double voice announced.

If only Leitmotif knew who he was talking to.

But it was for the best that he didn’t.

“Don’t blame me for what you’ve turned yourself into! What makes you think that’s my problem!? You call me the destroyer for your own convenience because you can’t, for the life of you, accept that maybe you’re the ones who are destroying everything!” Frost argued, unable to contain her emotions. She was like a volcano, and every word that left her lips were tephra.

Ignis, Cer, Ber and Res grinned with bared teeth to Frost’s words as Bhodie and the Scarlet Healer could only watch on as if unable to believe their eyes.

“I’ve seen… I’ve been to hell and back. Monsters that make people bleed just by looking at them. But you are so beautiful.” Poena clasped her hands together as if offering a prayer.

“Amalgam… That Prophecy of fire. But that desire to protect… They were wrong all along.” Bhodie whispered.


< [Beaten Desires] >


 

“The irony is that you still cannot see the devastation you inflict on our beautiful city!? OUR CITY OF VOCALS!?”


 

“Theirs… This – THIS IS YOUR CITY. NOT THEIRS! THIS – YOUR PARADISE IS THEIR HELL! IF YOUR PROPHECY IS ABOUT ITS DESTRUCTION – THEN IT’S A SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY, DRIVEN BY YOUR GREED. YOUR DESIRES! I WOULD HAVE NEVER STEPPED FOOT HERE IF IT WEREN’T FOR THAT STAR’S BETRAYAL!” Frost’s voice was omnipresent.

As the war waged within the city, streaks of magical gunfire struck down the approaching onslaught of Suppressors. Despite the immense range her Hired Arm showcased impeccable accuracy, and with her, arrived a steady bombardment of magical missiles.

Broker’s Arms.

Shards of ice.

Balls of fire.

Hails of rock.

And storms of arrows were flung from underneath the giant False Diamond to suppress the Suppressors. Her Hired Arm battled amid it all, and she created a buffer that allowed the Instruments to flee into the Triple Paw Complex whilst the Suppressors remained at the back.

The sight was utterly mesmerizing.

“It’s no different from Paradise! I… I will destroy your heaven, and free them all from their suffering! Why should someone’s paradise be the source of another’s TORMENT!? If that’s what civilization’s about… THEN WE ALL – MUST – CHANGE IT!”


< [Unwilling Unity] >


 

< “The smaller hearts converged into one big heart that we call called our own… To castrate us of our ability to reach for the things we cannot see.” >


Res suddenly unleashed a destructive fleet of electrical rays into the darkened sky. They cut through the clouds like arrows, dispersing the darkness as they bombarded the city center, the spire, and struck a portion of the emphatic star above.

At the same time, the Suppressors and now the Depravers rushed into one another, alongside the Instruments. A choir of horrific cries emerged from everywhere at once as their bodies fused into one; with one amalgamated heart beating for them all.
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The beast of amalgamated flesh was also molded into a heart with as many feet and arms as were absorbed. These creatures now began to run around, gathering people into their ever-growing mass as they hoarsely sung for Leitmotif’s symphony.

Jury was fast to sever the ties of the Instruments before they could be caught. It turned out that only Instruments could be absorbed, not regular people. Furthermore, the one that spawned directly before Frost’s eyes was squashed into a fine paste by multiple tentacles wrapped into one, giant branch.

It was effectively devoured on the spot, and what remained was a pool of blood and a gorge that ran meters deep.

She did not gain any abilities, unfortunately.


“But your efforts will be for naught. Your hands won’t reach us. Before long we would have already eliminated that Beholder. Whilst you pretend to rescue lives; that Beholder will perish rather than to watch all she adores crumble before her eyes! Farewell, Amalgam.”


 

His voice disappeared, replaced by the resuming songs.

They were on a timer now. Frost did not know how long they had left until they disappeared, likely using the coins or the stolen Train Core. Frost was about to propel them all straight into the city’s heights until layers upon layers of black smog engulfed their skies, rapidly damaging them as Frost focused solely on out healing it.


< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >


< Grand Healing V >

< Restores 3,500 HP to self or target in contact. There is no wound it cannot heal over time >

< Cost: 50 MP >


This, coupled with their doubled stats and the passive healing of Touch of the Black Dove allowed them to remain alive. The damage applied at every 3 second intervals, and Frost was easily capable of healing upwards of a dozen times within that timeframe.

It was just a shame that her own stats weren’t doubled.

Furthermore, Bhodie seemed to be immune to this entirely, much like the civilians. And so, she kindly asked:

“Why can’t you take any damage?”

“I-I don’t know! But I’ve been exposed to that giant Heart that turned us into this so – Th-That must be it!” She could no longer form proper sentences.

Frost’s overbearing presence was too much for her feeble mind to comprehend, like her existence was a cognition hazard to the ordinary. But Bhodie was an Impuritas. She likely had some sort of ability that made them immune to the effects, as Ayel pointed out beforehand that the Painters were strangely resistant to the Heart of Ours.

Perhaps it was in the same vein that L.S, Broker and the Bloody Herring were immune to the Greed Counter. Even though they were separated by countless walls they should have been targeted by that Corrupted, and not to mention that she could not even see their values or what could bribe their hearts.

The abilities she gathered from the Civilization Corrupted were fickle at best. She had to attribute it to their nullified RESIST stat. In the first place, it was unknown just what the conditions were to activate these abilities.

It could be hidden, just like the Realization criteria.

In the end, she could only ask Bhodie to do the one thing that they could not afford to do themselves. Not when so much more was now on the line.

“Do you want these people to live?” Frost solemnly asked.

“I do. These people… Should not have their hearts taken away. The heart should be inspired.” She uttered, her philosophy mirroring that of Ayel, and presumably the rest of the Painters.

Satisfied with that answer, and as her feathers rustled, Frost asked her to lead as many people as she could out. Bhodie knew the whereabouts of the imprisoned Painters, and with their combined effort, the evacuation rate would increase exponentially.

After all, the city was massive, and Frost was not truly omnipresent. That way, the risk of harming innocent lives would be significantly reduced, and they’d finally be allowed to utilize their powers to their fullest extent.

Frost set her sights on Leitmotif’s citadel.

They needed to acquire that Train Core to thwart their plan. That way, they’d have all the time in the world to deal with the Heart of Ours.

            

    
        133. At Another Front

    
    
    
    
                Just as the City of Vocals saw its own battles, so did the Triple Paw Complex. The kilometers that stretched along the stranded wastes between both settlements saw warfare wage.

Armaments were brandished over the heads of willing Adventurers and the bravest of denizens who took up their arms to fight for their right to live a life free of torment. Weaponry was sparse within their ruined homes, and the massive scimitars used by the Bloody Festival were too large for many to use.

But even so, they managed to get a hold onto weapons completely foreign to them. It was a curved, wooden branch with a twining string; a bow, as L.S called them as she coughed them out in the hundreds.

Literally.

“B-Bwaaaargh. O-Oh. Enjoying the view, Painter?” L.S laughed as she somehow vomited the bows alongside iron-tipped arrows for the volunteer fighters to pick up. A look of disgust washed upon the Adventures, but to the denizens it was no stranger than anything they’d seen before.

Not one, but two Golden Index personnel were required to stack upon each other just to be able to reach her height. They assisted the process by hugging her stomach, allowing for the weapons to shoot up her throat.

L.S’ ability as the Laughing Stock allowed her to store copious amounts of weapons within her body. The mechanisms were unknown even to L.S herself, not that she or anyone cared to understand its process.

“That Amalgam called us the same. I didn’t realize the level of insult she slapped me with. But don’t tell her I said that.” Ayel responded, sifting through the battle-capable masses that stood in line to gather their arms. “But I will say; what a humorous ability, Laughing Stock. I wonder how you came to be that way.”

“Too much laughing. Too much weapon-stock holding. Crashed and burned too hard. Ahahaha. O-Oh. So rough! Lower your arms.” L.S ordered the men. “What about you, Painter? Tell me now so I can put it on your epitaph.”

“Hilarious.” Ayel thought about dismissing her but seeing the woman’s pained face as she vomited the weapons caused him to reconsider.

Despite how crude she was, L.S put effort into helping these people. As did Broker who led the lines of mages and archers at their makeshift battlements; bombarding the approaching waves of enemies.

“TAKE AIM!” Broker’s incredibly deep voice cracked and the bow strings creaked. “RELEASE!”

Hundreds of arrows flew as the twangs filled the air. Broker was a man of conviction and battle; who led the Adventures at the forefront. The golden spears he fired joined the countless monsoon of magical projectiles, all of which were empowered beyond belief by the strange, beautiful power of the Amalgam.

“SECOND ROW! TAKE AIM! RELEASE!” Broker employed a system that benefited the untrained masses. Even a trained archer would have trouble repeatedly firing their bows at maximum power, and not to mention that these bows were massive war bows that spanned over a meter long.

Furthermore, he made large body movements since many of them couldn’t understand a word he said. In fact, Perla could be heard parroting his voice. As a Blessed, she had the unique ability to converse in all languages.

Ayel watched on in awe as the refracted lights of the giant diamond shone over them. Then, he finally replied to L.S.

“Too much dreaming. It’s why I dot down my fleeting emotions onto a canvas. I know myself that it is impossible to achieve my own dreams. But I paint in the hopes of helping others achieve theirs. That is my foundation.” His philosophies were melancholic, but there was a certain hope within his acknowledged futility.

L.S burst into a sudden fit of laughter. It was neither one of mockery or pity.

She understood where his heart laid.

“Hopes, hmm. You’d fit right in with the Golden Index. Maybe even the lunatics over at ImpulseWorks.” L.S whispered, her voice inaudible for all to hear.

Between each wave of attack was the shockwave that caused their hearts to lock. L.S, Broker and Ayel were oddly immune to this effect; an anomaly that did not go undiscovered by Broker who wondered why this was the case.

10 years ago, long before he became an Impuritas, he remembered the same shockwaves tamper with his heart. Yet now it could do nothing to him, or the other Impuritas. In that light, and depending on what Frost knew, it gave insight as to why she despised them.

Broker always knew that he and the Exalted were strange, but not to the degree that Frost perhaps knew. Although, being called strange when the Amalgam themself could conjure a doppelganger and an empowering diamond made her the greatest hypocrite.

Not that he could complain. His heart remained steadfast in the heat of battle as the Hired Arm fought within the thick of the enemy’s ranks. Every movement down to the fluttering of her military garbs carried a precise purpose. There were no wasted movements.

She was a soldier beyond any of this world, and she employed close quarter tactics and combat forms unseen by any of the Adventurers, not even the battle-hardened Broker. It was as if she carried knowledge from a distant land, or perhaps a different world entirely.

Not only that – But the way she used the Justica Arm was entirely unordinary. She mounted the back of the stick against her shoulder as if it possessed a form of kickback. The weapon was recoilless to begin with, so it struck them as strange.

Suffice to say, the Big Frost was almost as much of a spectacle as the real thing.

Almost, because it could not outshine the colossal, one hundred ray sun that orbited the city, bringing ruin to all it touched. Yet in spite of that; people still managed to flee from the city in the thousands, easily over ten thousand by now, scattered all over the barren wastes trying to desperately cross over towards the Triple Paw Complex.

As a result, some of the Suppressors turned back to snatch those escaping Instruments and abandon those that had already crossed into the Hired Arm’s buffer.

“BE CAREFUL OF YOUR SHOTS! FIRST ROW! AIM! RELEASE! MAGES – AIM, STEADY – RELEASE! Blessed Perla! Barriers!” Broker’s voice never rested; his voice reaching as far as the recesses of the complex where countless hid. “WE MUST HELP THEM! NO ONE WILL BE LEFT BEHIND! YOUR BROTHERS AND SISTERS JOIN US!”

It became a voice of comfort in their times of despair, even though they hardly understood a word.

Beautiful transparent barriers were flung like discs along the battlefield. With Perla’s increased stats, her barriers were granted double the range and durability. They were limited to only a few dozen, but they were enough to stave off any stray arrows. If someone was hit, then the Big Frost would instantly rush to their aid.

The combined effort was a beautiful composition that Ayel could not ever dream of replicating in his paintings. More than anything, he wished to be a part of it and help those fellow Instruments; the people he had grown up with in this subterranean hell.

A time well before Leitmotif and the Blood Festival arrived and brought ruin to their lives.

Suddenly, the creatures began to conjoin with the fleeing Instruments, transforming into hideous monstrosities that carried a swollen, exposed heart.

They lumbered forward, slurping all that they could as Ayel moved past the line of archers and mages. The terrain drastically changed as he found himself staring down at a small cliff face. There was no easy way for the Instruments to climb up to them, even if it was only one and a half meters in height. The outcropping rock and loose debris made it difficult, and he foresaw countless trampling over one another as a result.

Ayel knew he was weak when it came to combat. He was a Painter. An oil painter. But unlike any other ordinary painter, he could translate his art into reality.

A brush was drawn from his rugged sleeves as he prepared to conduct his work. Inspiration roused within as he stared off into the City of Vocals afar; watching the labeled destroyer liberate his people.

“You gain strength by devouring the living. A dreaded existence like that is bound to inspire nothing but fear.” Ayel monologued. “But I cannot help but to feel moved. That the very existence of dread seeks to help us… I never knew what the stars truly were until you explained them.”

A hammer and giant slabs of wood were painted with exaggerated brush strokes. Arrows flung above his head as he nailed the slabs down, creating ramps. Then, he composed a giant, spiral star which he flung into the air like a ball.

It floated only tens of meters high; but it was more than enough. An arrow was drawn on the face of the false star to help herd the people in. A small network of them were created, leading back into a secured section of the complex that housed thousands.

They were all waiting for this nightmare to end.

            

    
        134. Gushing Hearts

    
    
    
    
                Stella was among these people who desperately wished to be free from this hell. It wasn’t until Frost arrived that she understood the concept of happiness. She always believed it to be something she could achieve so long as she obeyed the organ stealers.

That she’d truly be happy if she became a star.

What did it mean to be a star? What was a star? She knew that it was a light. Maybe a person or an object that people looked up to for guidance, like Leitmotif. She was told by the fish man that true happiness came from becoming a star.

Stella hugged her knees. The horrible sounds of despair surrounded her in a cold, ceilingless cavity. Many others resided within, waiting for it all to end. The promise of freedom and a painless life wasn’t something she understood.

She never really knew what laid beyond her bubble.

Stella brushed the tips of her fingers, remembering the texture of those painted stars. Even though she knew they were fake, they felt more real than any other star she was told to reach out for.

And now that she had reached it, Stella no longer aspired to become a part of her city’s nights. She had been chasing them for as long as she could remember, because if she didn’t then who would come and help someone as helpless as her?

Stella was a guide for many. But now that everyone else could guide themselves her purpose was lost. While the others could enjoy the sight of the stars thanks to their sight, she was still enshrouded in the darkness of her own world.

“Shut your ears. Don’t cry. It’s scary, right? It sounds like the world’s going to fall apart. Can you feel this? I’m holding your hand. We’re right here. All of us are right here.” Aster cuddled beside her, embracing Stella as the cracks of war broke beyond their protective walls.

Stella couldn’t begin to imagine what it all looked like. How many more places were destroyed? How many more people were lost? Some of the voices of the friends she knew were no longer present.

Aster held onto her hands; her warmth made known to the girl as the others huddled around in their little corner. They munched on their apples and kept each other company. As the only bunch of aspiring stars, aside from the fish man, they only really had each other to rely on.

Aster was like their mother in a way. She was the eldest and the most comforting even if she was a little insensitive at times. Not that Stella cared. She never pitied herself or felt sorrow that her eyesight was missing.

This was all normal to her.

But to the people who came from above to save them their suffering was unacceptable. It never clicked with her until it was pointed out. The twisted variant of happiness, which had been indoctrinated into them by the Monkey Brothers, was absolute.

“Stella. It’s ok! We’re going to get out of this and become stars of the night sky! Be strong!” One of the younger children exclaimed, trying to raise her spirits.

“The best stars! So people won’t get lost or lose their way!”

“Big stars just like that giant light!”

“Yeah!”

“… U-Um. But I don’t want to anymore …I’m sorry. I don’t want to become a star.” Stella was ashamed to admit.

The others didn’t judge her. They didn’t laugh or ridicule her. Stella, as a child herself, knew how cruel other children could become.

But instead, they huddled closer to her. They understood why she felt this way. The blind could not guide those that could see, and for the first time Stella realized that she shouldn’t be chasing for stars out of her reach.

Rather… Stella was now content to watch them, and to keep these people within reach. The heart-to-heart they had was unexpected, and they were not the only ones who opened their hearts to others. Something compelled them to gush, however abrupt or gentle it was.

For them, their gushing seemed a little more natural than the rest.

“Then we’ll be stars for you!” One of the children proclaimed giddily.

“Yeah! Stars! For you!”

“We’ll still always be around for you even if you can’t keep up!”

It felt like a thousand hands fell onto hers. The texture of the star she touched in that painting felt like all of their hands. Stella silently cried in their embrace, happy that she at least had these stars of her own within reach.

The fluff of their regenerated tails and ears made it all the more heartwarming for her.

“It’s ok if you want to gaze at stars. You can be a stargazer! Our stargazer! That way you’ll never be lonely!”

“She can’t see idiot. Stella can’t stargaze!”

“Then we just have to keep holding her hand!”

They were honest, as were the countless voices that surrounded them. It was all chaotic to Stella. But she was happy that she could at least touch what she believed was the light in her dark world. Their warmth wasn’t anything like the twin angels she met; but she never complained.

Stella’s aspirations were so simple that it could only be summarized by:

“… I don’t want to be alone… U-Um… Thank you. Everyone.”

Their unity was a warmth she vowed to never forget. Every voice was memorized since the day she met them, and their heat so distinct that she could tell them apart from others just by pointing her nose in their direction.

Was this happiness? She wanted to know. In the end, Stella could only cry as she smiled and hugged them back, hoping for the best.

“We’ll be your stars, Stella. So don’t worry. We’ll always help you.” Aster stroked her hair fondly. “So listen to our voices. We’ll always… Always be with you. Because you were also there for us when we couldn’t see.”

“You were always a star in our eyes!”

“Yeah! So it’s ok for you to start relying on us now!”

She was eventually lulled by their comforting words. Amid the wails, the cries, the confessions, and the sound of war; Stella wished that this moment would last forever.

But deep down she knew that it couldn’t. Things had to change. It hurt her knowing that she tried to attack the lady to keep things the same, but at the same time, that lady was hurting everyone.

What was wrong and right? Everyone looked like the bad guy from her perspective.

Stella didn’t want to remain comforted by consoling lies anymore.

Even if things were painful, she would at least understand the world beyond her eyelids a little better.

She hoped, from the bottom of her heart, that things would turn out ok.


* * *


< [Gushing!] >


 

< “Desires were a trap. All they’d do was ponder and dream but never act on it. They told the world of their ambitions and left them to hold their breaths until the end.” >


 

The Corrupted enemies grew stronger with each layer they infiltrated. Frost shot them past the dark clouds and took on whatever Breathless Corrupted stood in their path, devouring their stats to further fuel her ever growing power in the face of their impenetrable nemesis.

As they waged war and clambered into the city’s heights, they were suddenly inflicted by an abnormal pain in their chest. It felt like someone had plunged a knife into their hearts, and the elapsed seconds twisted it as they unanimously cried.

“AAAAGH!?” Frost unconsciously gripped her chest, as if impulsively attempting to pry her heart out. The sudden wave of desires battered her heart for seconds. “I-I hate this kind of pain!”

“Let me get the hell out of here already –! H-Huh!? Why did I just – FROST! The hell is going on with us!?” Cer shouted in shock.

The Corrupted had caused not only her, but the others to spontaneously spill the contents of their hearts out for the world to see.

“L-Let me destroy you monsters for messing with our bonds! AND FOR MAKING ME SHOUT!” Ber roared.

“I don’t want to see any more people lose their lives for no fault of their own!” Res screamed. “What kind of manipulation attack was that!?”

“I need to help! I have to help them!” Jury chanted.

“Heal. Heal. Heal. Heal… HEAL!” Poena cackled.

“Save… The people… Who were just like me…” Ignis uttered through clenched teeth. The only person unaffected was Bhodie; who they dragged along the elapsing layers.

The plan was to send her off into the 6th layer and begin the evacuation process from the top to bottom. It’d be faster that way. The spillover from the top would act as a sort of domino effect.

Although the question was whether the Corrupted monsters would be able to stop all of them.

Then, it was a matter of finding the Train Core against an invulnerable Leitmotif.

“The effect was not Heart Wrench. It was Gush! Heart Wrench seeks to quell a person’s heart, whereas Gush causes uncertainties to arise. That does not appear to be the case with you all, however.” Nav revealed as various Suppressors, Depravers and the Breathless had their hearts suddenly explode from within their chests; firing shrapnel into all directions.

The explosions of gore and red mist infected those within its proximity, causing their chests to swell and explode. It created a disastrous chain reaction that solely targeted everything but the Instruments.

The world was painted red.

Frost avoided them at all costs. The effect was highly localized and seemed to only occur within their proximity. They were undoubtedly being targeted. She had to wonder if it was the doing of Leitmotif as the Corrupted’s host, or if it was the Corrupted itself.

“… We’re being bombarded by all these effects that toy with our hearts. If we had just a semblance of RESIST then it wouldn’t be that big of a problem!” Frost shouted. “Be careful! It’ll get stronger the closer we are to it!”

“Let it try to mess with us!” Cer growled, biting all that stood in their way as they breeched through the 2nd, 3rd and 4th layer in mere minutes.

No amount of Shattered Dreams and Gushing were going to stop them in their tracks.

Each layer was significantly smaller than its predecessor, and the Instruments were given different roles and titles. The 2nd Layer Instruments were named Baritone. The 3rd Tenor and the 4th Contralto. The names were unfamiliar to Frost but Nav seemed to understand what these names meant.

They were the names given to the 6 different vocal ranges. This made perfect sense in the context of Leitmotif being a musician focused on vocals. Naturally, the following 5th and 6th were bound to be Mezzo-Soprano and the Soprano.

But what about the desire aspect of the Corrupted?

Maybe, as the host of the Heart of Ours, the Instruments were a manifestation of his own desires. To impose his heart onto them for his…

“Your acknowledgement. I cannot believe that’s your reason.” Frost gruelingly groaned. “Is that what the Heart of Ours does? It unifies people unwillingly to the host’s selfish desire? I don’t even want to imagine just what kind of past caused this Corrupted to arise in the first place!”

“Civilization’s woes. The Archivist remembers a portion in history; when Atlas first rose. Where people of differing desires were brought together. It may also very well be a reference to the Ateliers themselves when they first emerged.”

… Does she know the story behind it?

“Partially. The series of events are skewed, and the torn pages of her memories are disordered. But the Ateliers, and even the Hearts themselves function the same, no? One must remain indifferent to the Hearts. Likewise, one must follow the philosophies of a Beholder when acquired by their Atelier.”

But Unwilling Unity? Shattered Dreams? Gushing? I can understand Beaten Desires… but not the rest.

“Such is the mystery of the Corrupted. I believe that you WILL come to understand them.”

I wouldn’t have it any other way!

Frost ended up smiling through her heartaches. They zipped through giant archways made of collapsing green brick, and black strongholds housing countless more of the Corrupted monstrosities.

Her fine motor movements, if it could even be called that on the macro scale, were impeccable. Her strive to keep as many people as possible alive was a source of inspiration for the Moons, who found it difficult to fathom Frost’s power.

She was stronger than they were, but weaker than the Beholders. Blessed like the Moons, Stars and Beholders were unable to interact with the world due to their destructive strength.

But Frost defied this imbalance of power and death to help save them.

“Galia was like that. Just like you. Except you aren’t a snake.” Cer muttered.

“I hate that you came 30 years too late.” Ber stated unexpectedly.

“If you attacked Paradise, then I’m sure plenty of the innocent lives would’ve remained on that night.” Res said, envisioning a different version of the Paradise Lost event.

This may as well be the same thing.

But instead of killing everything in sight, Frost sought to truly save them; not grant them some perverted version of salvation. She wondered how she was able to hear the voices of the triplets despite the vast distances that separated them.

It seemed like their emotions were being transmitted through her tentacles, and the Gush Condition only continued to grow as they breeched into the 5th layer, clambering over the wall like a gargantuan colony of golden tubifex worms.

Fear was always the first emotion that struck the Instruments. Their resistance imposed on the Suppressors, and their conviction caused the Depravers to stagger where they stood. It was the Breathless and the exploding hearts that cared little for their strive.

Their act of self-destruction sought to bring Frost and her companions down with them.

But it would take more than that to bring down a Moon, let alone the others who were poised to become so much greater.

Like Jury; the Aspiring Beholder.


< “One by one we wondered on our starless nights. Our woes of the missing stars angered them, because they told us not to believe in what doesn’t exist.” >


 

< [Collective Leap] >


Frost should have kept these thoughts locked away. The Corrupted launched another attack upon them as if in response to their collective hope. Fragments of the shredded, exploded hearts began to float into the sky like a reverse monsoon.

They amalgamated into hundreds of massive moons, each more than ten meters in size. That, combined with the black shadows and the pulsing attack of Beaten Desires made it appear as if the world itself was on the verge of ending.

It smothered the light of the false star, and then, in one swift motion, the giant lumps began to free fall, as if they were snipped free from their invisible strands.


< “Stories circulated about our few stars in the skies. They said that they were ghosts of the past. Unbeknownst to us was how true those stories were. We collectively reached for dead stars.” >

            

    
        135. Leitmotif

    
    
    
    
                It became clear that these giant clumps were the source of the Heart of Ours 25,000 ATT.

They bombarded the city like fleshy meteors, bursting through the black haze of Shattered Dreams that enshrouded everything including the light.

The rays of light only shone whenever the meteors broke through, or whenever Res attempted to clear them out using her electric beams. The upper half of the spire remained hidden from plain sight.

Craters of red mist remained. Pieces of the walls were ripped straight from their foundation, showering the world beneath in debris. The helpless souls could only stand there and watch their impending demise.

The termite mounds collapsed like dominoes, and the exploded chunks of hearts were recycled by the same reverse rain that dragged them into another array of spherical, pulsating clumps.

There was a metaphor in there somewhere. There had to be. For every action there was a meaning, especially when it came to the Corrupted. But if Leitmotif was the one controlling the attacks, then the motivation behind this action confused Frost.

She was under the impression that Leitmotif was searching for more Instruments. It made no sense for him to start killing them off unless he no longer had a need for them. Regardless of his motivations; it did not change that he needed to be killed.

Unforgivable…

“BHODIE! WE’RE HEADING INTO THE TOP LAYER! START GETTING EVERYONE OUT OF HERE WHILE WE DEAL WITH LEITMOTIF!” Frost commanded as they clambered onto the final wall, watching the world around them crash and burn. “Tch! And they’ll still find a way to blame me for all of this.”

“This attack wasn’t mentioned in the reports!” Res announced, fighting with the utter cacophony that rendered the music near inaudible. “Most of it was the heart aching effects and the heart bouncing disease!”

The Instruments still sung their song despite the calamity. They were whipped into total submission till death claimed them.

Frost could not wait to get her hands on that musician, and that fish.

Her tentacles folded down into a giant tail to reduce her surface area as they scaled the walls. Stray meteors were whipped, bitten, clawed, and zapped by electrical attacks as Jury sprung from ball to ball, seemingly teleporting before their very eyes. 200 AGI was ludicrous.

Also, Ignis had an ingenious way of combating the Collective Leap. But first she had to ask Frost just what the hardest part of the body was, or at least the strongest to manipulate.

She planned to create an extension of herself to swat the balls out from the sky.

Naturally, that was the Musculoskeletal system, which was essentially the umbrella system of both the skeletal and muscular systems. As obvious as it should’ve been, Frost could not judge someone who was essentially a child. Not to mention that much of Elysia was ignorant of the body and its functions in the first place.

Ignis didn’t think twice and used her most powerful skill.

[Extended System]. This encompassed 12 major body systems. There were 11 from what Frost knew, but the 12th was the umbrella Musculoskeletal.

This was what Ignis utilized at every step of the way, hence her flesh and bone-made blade. It required over 5,000 points of biomass, which was 10 times that of the simpler [Weaponized System – Musculoskeletal].

“She’s curious about your world. How can complex knowledge like that be considered normal?”

Getting there was hell even for my world. We don’t have healers so that knowledge became a necessity, rather than an accessory. But if you go back far enough in Earth’s past then you’ll find so much brutality. Trust me. It makes the Scarlet Healer’s methods look like a joke in comparison.

Frost was uncharacteristically hypercritical of Earth’s development. Or rather, she was highly tuned to the concept of civilization itself thanks to the Civilization Affinity. It made Ignis stare back at her for a moment.

She could have sworn she saw her smile.

Ignis was now primed for the task ahead having accumulated a surplus of biomass.

“Give her as much clearance as you can!” Nav warned.

“Don’t get close to Ignis!” Jury relayed as they reached the final stretch of the final wall. “She has a giant attack ready! Don’t get caught by it!”

“Show us what other secrets you’re hiding behind that cute and scary face!” Cer urged her on as Ignis positioned herself ahead of the group.

Once near the wall’s summit, Ignis visually warned them with a controlled burst of steam.

It vented through every pore in her body right before the steam suddenly engulfed her entire body. Then, it enshrouded the upper portion of the wall. The superheated cloud damaged them but only minimally.

It became impossible to detect the crashing meteorites, though that mattered little now.

A looming shadow waved within the plumes of steam. The silhouette of something massive emerged from Ignis’ small body. Frost held her breath instinctively as the last dozen meters approached. The heartbeats of the others travelled along her tentacles with resounding thumps as the steam paved way to a massive, colossal skeleton dipped in layers of sinew and muscle.

The sheer weight alone was impossible for Frost to handle, causing Ignis and the giant upper half of the skeletal entity to topple over into the 6th layer. But she did not crash into the innocent lives underneath.

What prevented this were columns of bones, which impaled the ground far beneath and held it in place.

These stilts were unbelievably thick, and they pivoted around as they hung Ignis in the air. Protruding from her back was an enormous skeletal being that carried the eyeless skull of a human. Attached to it was the body of a spider, armed with a pair of massive arms that reached into the sky and began swatting the balls away with tremendous power.

Every movement caused the air to shudder as steam shot from the connective sinew.

Frost could only imagine the sight that the Instruments were greeted to. There was no way it inspired them with hope. Fear easily gripped them, causing them to scatter along with the Suppressors and Depravers,

Fear festered in the hearts of the Corrupted. It could only be mended by the diabolical Unwilling Unity Corrupted attack.

The Breathless were an odd creature that offered nothing save for their stats. Etched Coin only stole Beaten Desires, and she gained no extra ability from them.

They solely existed to be eaten.

By now the bonus stats granted by Frost’s stolen version of Beaten Desires reached 200 across the board, save for RESIST and AGI.

“Look at that! Not bad Ignis! Show them what a level 160 ex-Corrupted’s all about!” Cer shouted in excitement, bathing in the glory of Ignis’ power. “Yeah. Keep running! Didn’t think you’d be up against more than just 3 Moons and the Amalgam!”

“That’s still a Demi-human? Aha… Ahahaha. Look at how high we are! They all look like ants!” Poena cackled. “None are getting hurt anymore. So sad. [Cleanse]! [Cleanse]!”

They fell from their tremendous height and entered the final layer with a tremendous crash.

Bhodie was no more than one of the ‘ants’ in the footsteps of these giants. But they were not as cruel as their opposition to trample on them. Ignis remained connected to her 40-meter construct and defended the city with a pair of skeletal hands.

They exceeded one hundred meters in length.

“Meateor shower…”

Nav, there’s a time and a place to crack puns! NOW ISN’T ONE OF THEM!

They took a split second to scan their surroundings. As anticipated, the 6th layer’s Instruments were named the Soprano, and consisted of only women. Their singing and screaming voices were pitched so highly that it caused their ears to ring.

They were Bhodie’s problem now.

“That’s the central dome ahead!” Frost beamed her glowing eyes towards the direction of the single largest structure in the city.

It was like a stadium, and it spanned over a few hundred meters.

Beautiful emerald marble glistened to what little light peered through the darkened clouds above. The structure strongly resembled the baroque style of architecture as vivid imagery of musical notes and chiseled statues littered its foregrounds; all made in the image of a single figure.

It was of Leitmotif, no doubt.

He was far more disgusting than she realized.

“Bhodie. Start getting everyone out of here! I don’t care how you do it, but we’re counting on you!”

“It will take a bit! Please take care of the monsters! And remember that we’ll be in the mud of your feet!” Frost released Bhodie to do her work.

While she didn’t know how quickly the Painted would be able to clear out the 6th layer, Frost had no choice but to take the plunge and entrust this mission onto her.

Because if she didn’t stop Leitmotif then countless more would perish to the Heart of Ours.

The Nex Megalopolis was the next target.

The group pushed forward alongside Ignis’ massive skeletal form. Frost viscerally imagined the catastrophe that would inevitably follow in Leitmotif’s footsteps if he reached the Golden Index.

Everyone she saved would lose their new homes all to that one selfish insect.

Her emotions were bellowed by the thought. It was a miracle that she had yet to reach the Fourth State. She had to wonder just what sort of emotional storm was needed to reach that level.

They slipped through the mounds and entered a clearing populated by nothing but Leitmotif’s statues. Frost, out of sheer spite, thrust her Touch of Golds into every direction and swiped them, devouring them in the process.

Ignis did the same as her legs scuttled with them, crushing whatever Corrupted entity dared to tread in her path.

Not a single crumb of Leitmotif’s existence was to be spared, whether it be his body or his belongings.


“How miserable are you? To face one lone orchestrator with your unmelodic ensemble. Do you see the disharmony you have caused to our homes!? This heart of mine will show you the error of your aspirations!”

 

Frost salivated at the thought of eating this foe. Her rapidly accumulating emotions whetted her appetite to no end. It had been a while since she was afflicted by this primal drive.

 

< [Beaten Desires] >

 

< [Shattered Dreams] >

 

The combined attack instantly cladded their vision in darkness. But no matter how many times they were engulfed by this jet of darkness; it would be cleansed away by the light of their strength.

The heart ache they experienced was tremendous now.

Moving their legs became difficult, as did breathing. But none dared to surrender to their pains. Every single one of them had gone through a nightmare that led them to where they were now. Their convictions in their hearts, their courage and sacrifices that needed to be made just to exist were not going to be toyed with.


< “Every waking hour was spent listening to their voices. Every sleeping hours was spent listening to their hearts. Civilization prospered, but we did not.” >

 

“And you think your ‘harmony’ is going to help the Nex Megalopolis!? By killing Carpalis!?” Frost roared as they climbed one last stretch of pearlescent stairs, dashing through pillars of marble as Ignis followed, her bony legs ploughing straight through the ceiling.

The tethered Touch of Golds severed the walls, pillars, and everything they touched like a wire pulled through cheese. This place was destined to be destroyed if an all-out battle were to take place.


“It is not harmony! It is our symphony! Have you no sympathy for us!?”

 

“Sympathy? For what? Pretending that the world is against you because no one wants to acknowledge your music!? Do you even know why!? Look at how much you’re hurting them!” Frost spited his audacity.

Eventually, the ground became a uniform black and green-checkered floor, which led to a grand auditorium that appeared far larger than it should have.

“This looks familiar.” Ber noted.

“It’s like the reception of Act X but it has elements of ImpulseWorks written all over it.” Res uttered in surprise. “… and they wouldn’t fill their stages with people either. Not the Act X we know. This reeks of ImpulseWorks.”

“Look at how decorated they made everything. Aren’t you trying too hard!? Stealing skills and tech wasn’t enough for you thieves, huh!?” Cer shouted, grinning at this bizarre discovery.

“ImpulseWorks still uses this sort of decoration? With all the marble? I thought they were lewder now.” Poena was deaf to the situation and rambled on about their perverseness.

It was difficult for Frost to imagine an Atelier that focused on… well, those kinds of desires.

“Hello again, Mr. Leitmotif~! Can you let me heal your brain again? It still sounds like it’s still damaged.” Poena hummed.


“Repulsive. The Scarlet Healer was in your possession as well. What a diabolical existence. A murderous healer, much like yourself. That is true disharmony. The unfairness that we must all deal with. Demi-humans becoming Moons? The agonized few becoming Blessed by that floating rock?”


A disgusting, disfigured figure stood in the center of the vast stage. He was like a human stuffed inside the carapace of an insect. Parts of his human self could be seen exposed from various chinks in his exoskeleton.
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“And more so with you, Amalgam, who can manifest the Corrupted that we so deeply wish to become!”

 

Leitmotif spoke whilst outstretching his arms as if presenting a beautiful song. Frost felt sick to her stomach to hear that this insect wished to become a Corrupted.

Or as he called it, the truest him.

“Ignis wants you to hurt him. No one should have to experience becoming a Corrupted. It makes no sense to her why someone would want to become one. That true self isn’t right. It’s a twisted version. As the Scorched Girl, all the worst parts of her were set alight for all to see.”

Ignis, deep down, was a sincere girl. But because of her grievances, she became a literal representation of someone who burnt or hurt everything she touched. While it was true according to her past, it was but one section of a greater whole.

Maybe… the Realization criteria was all about countering a person’s self-destructive nature or thoughts. To make them realize that they were better. But Jury’s case was strange, and Snap also didn’t really fit in this category.

Not that it mattered now, because even if Frost was given the chance to help Leitmotif realize himself, she wouldn’t. Not after everything he’s done. As forgiving as she believed herself to be, Frost had zero tolerance for people like him.

There was no salvation left for him.

            

    
        136. Hearts at War

    
    
    
    
                “So you’re aware of how they’re made!?” Frost charged at him, sending her Touch of Golds to wrap her six-armed nemesis.

He simply stood there nonchalantly. Almost mockingly, knowing that no matter what they did he would remain unharmed.

No matter how hard she squeezed or strangled his body it did not break. Not even his fingers could be moved.

Such was the unfairness of the Invulnerability Condition.


“I wonder. But you would know, Amalgam! We are aware that people can become them. People like us are damned to these incomplete forms, never allowed to reach our full potential. Something in this world artificially hampers the growth of all but the Blessed! But that won’t matter soon enough!”


 

Their attacks were utterly useless against him. An impenetrable veil surrounded his body, absorbing the attacks as he hummed melodically to himself.

However, this did not mean he could escape. So long as Frost held onto him then he was entirely at her mercy. She dragged him into biting distance and began to gnaw at his face. Fear instantly engulfed him for a moment.

For only a split second he thought Frost had somehow gotten through his invulnerable spell.


< [Gushing!] >


“Isn’t it about time now, my Herring friend!? The Train Core will soon bring us to the gates of the Golden Index! They will all fall! Carpalis is truly a pacifist fool. But she is the greatest threat to us. We can thank our friends at… Hmhmhm. Almost slipped up! Even if we perish, we will forever return! IT IS FUTILE, AMALGAM!”


 

Frost dragged him along the marble floors, trying to crack him open like a stubborn nut. In the meantime, the others split up in search of the Train Core. The Bloody Herring was guaranteed to possess it, and with Jury’s speed, he’d stand no chance against them.

Also… She noticed something strange. Leitmotif spoke involuntarily whenever they were hit with [Gushing!]. It seemed like even he was afflicted by the Heart of Ours, as if threatening to overtake his own.

It may explain why he refrained from using [Aspirating Aspirations]. For someone invulnerable like him, she imagined that his exposure to pain was severely limited.

He was a coward.

“WHERE IS THE TRAIN CORE!?” Frost demanded, throwing him along the audience stands. Like a giant chain, she pulled him around in a massive circle, obliterating nearly every pillar along the way.


“I’d refrain from destroying my humble auditorium if I were you! You might injure an innocent dove!”


 

“SANA!?” Cer cried. “She’s alive!? FROOOOOST! RIP HIS LEGS OFF! HE HAS A HEALER STOWED AWAY SOMEWHERE!”

“Why do you have a healer!? Was she fun being tortured as an Instrument!?” Frost drew him back, clutching onto his throat with both hands as her vision turned red.


“No need for torture. But she sang quite beautifully. I wonder if you’d make a similar voice! That heavy masculine curtain you drape yourself with will be unveiled, you female dog! ANY MOMENT NOW HERRING! HERRING!?”


 

“I’d love to hear what sort of voice you’d make. Use your Aspirating Aspirations. Or are you scared of getting hurt!?” Frost taunted, salivating not at the thought of devouring him, but at his suffering.

No… his Nex. She wondered how much Nex someone like him would give.

“I’ll start from your legs and work my way to your head. Or maybe I’ll peel you like an apple. Take your time to think about it while you’re in that little bubble of yours.” She purposefully sewed fear into his heart.


“HEEERING!? THE TRAIN CORE!? IT SHOULD NOT BE TAKING THIS LONG! THEY ARE ALREADY HERE!”


 

Frost didn’t know if this was a bluff or not, but there seemed to be some sort of conflict between him and his partner in crime. The Bloody Herring alluded to disobeying a certain plan, which was no doubt their invasion of the Golden Index.

She was highly cautious of this considering the last time she followed through; she was baited into having a piece of her history stolen.

Still, it was oddly satisfying to see some semblance of fear seep through his invulnerability. She continued to swing him around like a flail, eventually tearing through the ceiling of the auditorium.


< [Shattered Dreams] >


He instantly sealed the cracks before the light even had time to spill through. He was eager, almost fearful in a way as his beady eyes behind his shuttered visage erratically glossed over the ceiling.


< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >


 

The cycle repeated. He did not use the jets of darkness to attack them. They were only used to keep out the light.

“What the hell are you trying to hide from us!?” Frost demanded, finding this all too odd for her liking.


< [Gushing!] >


“The healer will be crushed by the debris! Is that what you wish for!? To kill an innocent girl!? You don’t have to destroy my home!”


 

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Res snapped, further destroying the ceiling, and its supporting pillars. They were not so stupid to notice that this place was entirely empty. “FROST! YOU’LL NEVER HEAR FROM ME AGAIN IF YOU DON’T GET RID OF HIM! Please… Please don’t let him breathe!”

“Kill him till he dies! What did Sana ever do to you! She’s a healer!” Ber joined her, their voices echoing as the ceiling crumbled all around them.

“I AM NOT GOING TO LET ANOTHER HEALER LOSE THEIR INNOCENCE BECAUSE OF ONE STUPID WISH!” Cer screamed, lamenting over D-11’s tragic incident.

“I hate it. I hate that everything wants to take things away from us and people who did nothing wrong! Just because she can’t fight back means it’s fine to hurt them!? DOES IT MAKE IT OK TO BREAK THEM!?” Res was at her breaking point, clearly affected by the buildup of Gush stacks as Poena rushed to her, offering her aid.

“… Hold still, Moon… It’s not always we get to hear how strongly people think about us. Well, maybe not us Scarlet Healers. You must think I’m disgusting.” Poena uttered, gushing from the bottom of her heart. “But it’s comforting to hear that at least the cleaner healers are getting the love they deserve.”

It was sobering. The chaos slowed as if time was being manipulated. The sensation was always strange to her, and it always occurred in times of heightened emotions. But it was ever powerful in this instance, and for a moment, she felt Jury’s ticking heart quiver.

Jury then spoke.

“I hate it as well. People like Frost who did nothing wrong shouldn’t be punished. All they wanted to do was help. A musician makes music to help people or to express themselves. I read all about it. So why does yours only hurt people?”

The ceiling finally collapsed, revealing the light of the star beyond the shadowy veil of [Shattered Dreams].


< [Gushing!] >


“Because music resonates in the body. It must be felt. I was never acknowledged by the Green Conductor. The great Haydn, whose music changed how we viewed the profession. That bards and musicians were not useless. But only he was ever acknowledged. Isn’t it unfair? That we, no matter how hard we try, will never reach those great heights?


 

That is why we must have our wish granted. Otherwise, how else can we reach them!?”


 

I can understand that much.

Frost had similar experiences in the past. Before she became a nurse, she wanted to become a doctor. But she realized that it was far too high of a bar for her to reach, so she tempered her expectations and chose an easier profession.

Getting hung up on those aspirations only caused people to remain stagnant. Never moving. There was nothing wrong with chasing stars. But when it was done literally rather than figuratively – Then that was when it became a problem.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have tried to reach one to begin with! Realize that there’s much more down here than a big ball of burning gas! You’ll only burn yourself… And everyone else.” Frost slowly spoke, as if offering him advice.


< [Gushing!] >


“The most feared Amalgam telling me this… How cruel. To not only wish to devour me, but to also devour my aspirations. I will destroy you to secure our future. Everything… all of this is because of you!”


 

She didn’t know why she even bothered speaking to him in the first place. This was how he truly felt. Everything was her fault all because of one falsely interpreted text. Her feathers ruffled as if beating like a shaken heart.

Leitmotif was unredeemable.


< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >


 

“HERRING! HURRY IT UP!”


 

“DESTROY THE STAR! That’s – That’s the tether! It’s what’s keeping everyone connected to him! Please… Please hurry!”

Suddenly, a voice then broke out from seemingly nowhere

It was neither the Bloody Herring’s voice nor anyone Frost knew. But from the faces of the triplets, she realized that this voice undoubtably belonged to the missing healer.

It was Sana, and without warning, her body convulsed as she entered a screaming fit.


“YOU MUST NOT! DO NOT DESTROY THIS ASPIRATION OF MINE OR I’LL KILL HER –!”


 

“Don’t… DON’T WORRY. I won’t die. I won’t die! I won’t die!” Sana could only repeat these words as she clutched at her throat, appearing from one of the pillars, struggling to breathe.

Frost was not so stupid to leave Sana behind.

She snatched the girl and cradled her in a nest of Touch of Golds, keeping her close to Poena as she instantly flung herself towards the light. She also tried brining Leitmotif along, but an unknown force kept him locked to his auditorium, likely due to him being the Host of the Heart of Ours.

The tendon that was wrapped along Sana’s neck was severed, allowing her to breathe normally as Cer, Ber and Res entered the glowing nest.

They were elated beyond words to see that Sana was ok.

“Sana!” Res exclaimed.

“Train healer!” Ber smiled.

“Remember us from that train trip!? Guess this is our way of saying thanks for the coin!” Cer grinned.

“You… You… It’s you…” Sana nearly burst into tears, seeing familiar faces in her unfamiliar hell.

Ignis cut herself free from her construct, following suit now that they had a definite way of taking Leitmotif down in one fell swoop.

Sana wouldn’t lie.

As a healer, they were incapable of lying. From this truth alone Frost entrusted everything in this final stretch as they climbed the spire to reach that false star.

It was time to put an end to Leitmotif once and for all.

Then, it would be the Bloody Herring’s turn.


“HEEEEERIIIIIING!”


 

Leitmotif disgustingly shrieked at the disappearance of his closest aid.

            

    
        137. Change of Heart

    
    
    
    
                Nothing could stop them now. A kilometer climb was all that separated them from the brimming star. Leitmotif’s woes fell on deaf ears as Frost propelled everyone across the final stretch.


< [Shattered Dreams] >


 

< [Beaten Desires] >


 

< [Gushing!] >


 

The Dark clouds, the dreaded shockwaves, and the heart-manipulating attack only bolstered Frost’s drive. Involuntary spouts of shouted desires echoed along the cavern’s heights. Their voices were chaotic, but the passion they possessed drove their hearts forward.

“This is the end of your paradise! Climb, climb, CLIMB!” Cer shouted from within the safety of Frost’s nest, accompanied by Ber who followed with:

“Just like when Paradise was lost! Make this another Paradise Lost event! Make them pay!”

“No one deserves to keep suffering like this. Sana. The blind girl – Everyone – This underground complex of Hearts has no right to rob people of their own hearts!” Res clasped onto Sana’s hands, comforting the healer as the woman sobbed:

“I wanted to help them, but I couldn’t! I’m sorry! All my serums were gone! I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough!”

“Tch… 700 meters! EVERYONE! HIT THE STAR WITH EVERYTHING YOU HAVE!” Res led the charge as a brilliant array of magical attacks cut through the clouds.

Her beams drilled into the faraway ceiling, hailing them with debris as the meatballs of [Collective Leap] began to shoot upwards at them.

“NOT A CHANCE! WATCH US! YOU JUST KEEP DOING YOUR OWN THING AND LET US HANDLE THE FRONT!” Cer maniacally yelled, drunk on both the effects of [Gushing!] and the adrenaline of battle.

As deranged as her shout was, it managed to encourage Frost, causing her to break into a small grin.

The Touch of Golds wrapped them tightly, defending them from the hailing rock. A dozen were dedicated to the climb, which saw them thrust them forth with immeasurable speed whilst the rest created an umbrella on both polar ends.

One was to punch through the shadows and to block out the intensifying light, and the bottom was to prevent the meaty clumps from reaching them.

Particles of gold and black engulfed Sana to protect her from all forms of the Heart of Ours attacks. How she managed to make it this far was a miracle, and the triplets could not be any happier to see the healer alive.

But they were still not out of it yet.

“JURY! HOLD ONTO YOUR LOVER OR I’LL TAKE THAT LIBERTY FOR MYSELF!” Cer randomly exclaimed, causing Jury to suddenly latch onto Frost, embracing her from behind.

“No one is going to take your heart away from me! No one is allowed to interfere with our hearts! I’ll always be with you no matter what happens!” Jury gushed with her heart’s brimming desires.

I’m not the only thing you can gush about, you know?

“Her heart must be filled only with you. 400 meters left!”


“You do not know what you’re doing! Is this what you want!? This city won’t be the only one that will fall! You will shatter empires! Regions will become poisoned by your touch! It will all crumble because of YOU!”


 

Frost did not give him the privilege of hearing her voice. His desperation was unbelievably disgusting. By now the star had become so bright that the umbrella ahead caused the Touch of Golds to become slightly transparent, and her shaded hands to reveal the bones and veins hidden beneath.

Not even her eyelids could prevent the light from searing her eyes.


< [Aspirating Aspirations] >


 

Suddenly, their bodies convulsed. Frost’s heart rattled in her chest as their collective heartbeats pummeled her tentacles. A combined scream of anguish filled the air as Frost’s Touch of Golds subconsciously climbed, all the while they grasped at their hearts, battling their deepest, constricting desires.

Frost… Did not know what this compulsion was, however. No one screamed out theirs, but Jury and Res once again were affected the strongest judging by their highly unstable heartbeat. She held onto Jury’s slipping hands and kept her close.

Jury struggled to keep herself conscious.

“300 meters!”


“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! STOP ALREADY! YOU MUST KNOW THAT… That We’ve already been seeded into the greatest civilizations across Elysia! To protect them from you! That city at the borders of Grandis and Brandar was destroyed because of you–!”


 

“THAT’S NOT TRUE!” Ignis suddenly hissed, her gentle voice hardly matching her enraged face.

The violent battles seemingly ceased, as if paying respect to Ignis. She never really spoke to begin with. Her heart was always sealed and only very small portions of it ever came to light. Frost knew little about Ignis as well, despite how close they seemed.

She even feared that Ignis held a grudge against her for failing to save her father.

However...

“They helped us… They helped me! I lost everything and hurt everyone around me in my despair! But she still stuck out her hand to try to save me and papa when no one else would!”

Ignis clutched onto Frost’s Touch of Golds, then, she reached for Frost’s hand and clasped it with all her might.

“The Impuritas – You monster – You took it all away! The people I watched from my window… The people who were turned to blobs and walls… The parents couldn’t recognize their children because of you! I became a blob and cried that papa would never take a monster into his arms! But he did… Papa… Papa was always the kindest!”

Frost saw a glimpse of what Ignis aspired. She was taken back to their train trip on the way to the Golden Index. That night where Ignis questioned her about her future. Her purpose after having lost everything.

“No one has to lose everything because of your selfish wish! I promise I’ll find every single one of your nests in every kingdom and uproot you! No one… NO ONE… No one…”

Ignis began shedding tears, her voice becoming bitterly hoarse as the memories of her lost home came washed over her.

“No one deserves to lose everything. What did they do to deserve it? What did papa do to deserve becoming a Corrupted?”

Ignis’ words were relinquishing. She was the first to emerge free from the effects of [Aspirating Aspirations], followed by the triplets save for Res, then Poena. Sana was hardly affected in the first place. Her aspirations were cemented firmly as a healer.

[Aspirating Aspirations]… This isn’t like the others. It sounds like it’s amplifying their desires.

“It explains Sana’s resistance, since healers lack an aspiration to go beyond what they are, therefore, they cannot be suffocated by it.”

… I’m worried about Jury and Res.

“Perhaps just like Cer and the Greed Counter, this Corrupted must resonate deeply with them. In all likelihood, they will become Determined given enough time.”

I’m hoping for it. But it’ll be better if we can kill Leitmotif and the Heart of Ours in one fell swoop.

“Precisely. 100 meters!”
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	HP : 150,000
	
ORIGIN : Impuritas


	 
	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000









This was the name of the false star. Luminare had multiple meanings. The more literal one was that of a bright light, usually in reference to the moon, stars, or sun. The other meaning, however, was to describe a person who excelled in a profession and acted as an inspiration to others.

With everything she knew about this acknowledgement-seeking insect; she could not help but to scoff at that twisted version of inspiration.

Thankfully, it had already taken considerable damage thanks to their prowess.


Lesser Luminare | HP: 30,000


 

“THE SYMPHONY OF OUR COMBINED EFFORT WILL NOT FALL ONTO YOUR DEAF EARS, AMALGAM! THERE CAN BE NO OTHER WAY! HERRING! HERRING!?”


 

“If this is the only method that you rulers can take, then neither is there any other way for me to deal with you Impuritas. Violence will be met with violence if you can’t learn –!”

Frost, still stubbornly afflicted by the Corrupted attack, reached the last 50 meters. With a mighty heave that required every ounce of willpower; she thrusted her Touch of Golds as if trying to pierce the heavens.

“– HOW TO BE CIVILIZED!”


Lesser Luminare | HP: 15,000


Its HP was obliterated in half by 3 piecing stabs. The sound of shattering glass broke from its crumbling body.

This was the end.


< [Aspirating Aspirations] >


The final bunch of Touch of Golds seized their prey and devoured the false stellar body. The intense light fizzled into nothingness, plunging the world into total darkness. What replaced the once dazzling light was a free-falling Frost.

She did not gain any abilities from the light, but that mattered little now that the tether between all of Leitmotif’s instruments was now cut.

The ceiling of the grand auditorium had collapsed completely, revealing a groveling Leitmotif who aspirated to his own desires, grasping at his heart in pure torture.

He screamed for his most trusted aid.


 

“HEEEEEEEERING PLEASE –! You – You’ve finally shown –! GAAAAAGH!?”


 

However, his aid was none other than a betrayer.

He followed in the footsteps of the fallen star he dearly admired.


“It’s not too late! The Train Core! Where is the Train Core – AAAAAAGH! HERRING!?”


 

“Silence. A foolish retainer like you is not needed when you cannot see the greater picture. I always thought the Painters were better than you sorrowful Musicians.” A mangled Bloody Herring rolled over to him, using his hands to navigate over the rubble.

Clasped in his hand was one of the red, metal blades belonging to L.S.

Frost instinctively feared for the worse, but they had no way of speeding up their fall. Rather, she had to descend at a steady pace to not instantly kill Sana should they arrive at an abrupt stop.

Her Touch of Golds hooked onto the collapsing spire, dragging down along it to maintain a safe fall rate.

The only person capable of sniping them from this far away was Res, but she was still encumbered by her gnawing heart.

“The Amalgam is here… We cannot afford to miss this chance! That’s why, oh dearest friend, I must take that heart as my own… and that seed that is rightfully mine!” The Bloody Herring exploited his so called friend’s weakness and plunged the blade into their chest.

They sawed away at Leitmotif’s carapace armor. It should not have been possible given their stat differences until Frost realized that this was the work of the Heart of Our’s Additional Suppression Requirement.

Nav! Why would the Bloody Herring kill the host!?

Frost dreaded asking.


< ADDITIONAL SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: The Host attached to Heart of Ours forfeits all DEF stats and take 4 times as much damage >


This allowed him to cut away at his chest and fish out the Heart of Ours as Leitmotif was reduced to a gurgling mess. The heart itself was tiny, and no bigger than the size of a fingernail.

How could such a small thing possess so much power?

“Do you remember the second part of that requirement? I must remind you because this battle has not yet ended.” Nav ominously warned.


 

< Heart of Ours will take equivalent damage scaled to Host’s health. Heart of Ours will perish immediately if the Host is not replaced >


 

< ‘If’ the host is not replaced >


 

Frost’s heart sunk into the coldest recesses of her gut. Her eyes were pried, and her pupils contracted to dots. She knew exactly what was going to happen next.

“It will be done… Amalgam… For the sake of my happiness...!”

The Bloody Herring attached the tiny heart onto his mangled body. Tendrils immediately sprouted from the heart, becoming increasingly thicker. Before long, a bulbous mass consumed him, causing the entire city to quake.

“… YOU… MUST… FALL!”


< [False Heart] >


It was as if the world had ended.

A supersized heart suddenly grew from the mass that encased him. It sunk into the city due to its sheer weight, annihilating the entirety of the 6th layer as an immense pressure wave sent Frost and her companions flying outwards in the direction of the barren wastes.

The hardest part had finally arrived, and before she could even gain her bearings; her heart suddenly thrashed against her chest, blurring the lines of life and death as all went dark.

The last thing she heard were the woes of countless…

… And a voice that begged her to wake up.


< “Our hearts were never ours. The rejection of the body, the mind, and the desires of all else resulted in our cities being painted picturesque.” >

            

    
        138. Onset of the Big Red Heart

    
    
    
    
                Darkness clouded her vision. No matter how hard she tried to move in her dark ocean she would only be met with a wave of cold dullness. It felt like she wore nothing. The tickling of her Coat of Prejudice and the constant tightness of her leggings were strangely absent.

… Nav…? Where am I?

Nav did not answer.

Nav? Hello? Nav…? Are you there? Jury? Anyone?

She was completely alone in this strange voyage in the dark. Minutes passed for what felt like hours in this timeless place as she tried to wrap her groggy mind around her situation but came short on any ideas.

Her mind was still skewed. Confused, as if having recently been roused from a deep sleep. Little by little, she felt a slight warmth return to the tips of her fingers.

Her hands… they felt a little larger than usual. Or normal, actually.

They felt like the same hands she had prior to arriving in Elysia.

“Hey… Um…” A timid voice suddenly called out to her.

The world immediately unraveled before her very eyes.

The darkness dissolved away as she suddenly found herself surrounded by a flower field that stretched as far as they eye could see. Small rolling hills and a beautiful backdrop of snowcapped mountains were only the beginning of this magical place.

What is this place? I can’t move my body, but I can feel everything like normal.

She stood at the top of the largest hill; her eyes fixated on a behemoth of a city beyond the flower field. It was nothing like the medieval cottages of Grandis, nor the baroque architecture of the towns and cities of Brandar.

It was like a city from Earth, but it also wasn’t. Because there was no orange glow that highlighted the horizon in this world’s sunset. Only a hazy, slightly blue darkness filled the horizon, originating from a celestial body she could not perceive.

“Are you ignoring me?” The timid voice asked as a series of soft scrunches arrived by Frost’s side.

Her head turned to look down at an unfamiliar girl. She had long hair styled into a ponytail, and round glasses that were so big that it was almost comical. Her apparel was a dress-like uniform, and she gave off the impression of a librarian.

Why did she look so familiar?

Frost involuntarily shook her head, as if controlled by someone else.

“Oh. Sorry, I was dozing off. Did you need something?” Frost spoke in a professional tone.

But more than that, her voice was no longer feminine. This voice was her male voice, yet it was a tone that she did not recognize either.

Indeed. Upon looking down at herself she realized that she was dressed in a highly militarized garb, not too dissimilar from the Hired Arm.

Then she realized…

This is a memory… This was me, right? I don’t remember anything. I can’t even make out this woman’s face.

The woman stood there, hugging a clipboard as her diamond brooch glistened like her sapphire eyes to the blue sunset. These flat plains were just like Brandar’s in a way, except there wasn’t any innate fear of being pounced on by the Impuritas judging by how comfortable they were all the way out here in the wild.

“You’re always lost in thought.” She pouted cutely. “Look at this. I’ve recorded the data for every flower here. What do you think, ____?”

My name’s censored. Yeah… this is definitely a memory. Either that, or a fever dream. I need to wake up. We’re still fighting the Heart of Ours.

The woman held out pages upon pages of illustrations, arranged like an encyclopedia. Frost was taken aback by the sheer detail as his eyes glossed over the impressive write up. He passed the paper back to her, and she cuddled it.

“… ‘What good will archiving do?’. ‘Wasting ____’s resources for a suffocating aspiration’… You know, you never told me what you thought.” She held her hands together and fidgeted in place.

Archiving? Is she… Could she be the Archivist!?

“We’re all trying to make sense of everything. Trying to save whatever we can. If that’s your way of helping, then who are they to judge?” Frost stated in a deep, foreboding voice that possessed little emotion. “Give me the names. Organizations. Positions. Time. Date –”

“A-Ah… No fighting! No violence!” The girl suddenly folded her arms into a giant cross. Her clumsiness caused the pages to spill all around them. “O-Oh no… I’m sorry –!”

“No, no. That’s my line. I’m sorry. I was trying to joke with you.” Frost suddenly broke into a small laugh, helping the woman out. “Yeah. No violence is right. But it’s not easy when no one can get on the same page.” He slowly spoke, piling the many pages together before he gently handed them over to the woman.

“… Doesn’t it get tiring? Always fighting?” The Archivist suddenly asked.

Frost did not answer her. He only smiled as the woman reluctantly took the papers away. She obviously had something she wanted to say, but she hesitated.

“Want to join me tonight?” Frost then threw a curveball at her, obviously without ill intent.

“Huh!?” The Archivist hopped.

“Stargazing. You still haven’t recorded all the kinds of stars up there. Well, what’s left of them.” Frost clarified, not that he needed to in the first place.

The two watched the blue sunset. It was difficult to tell what exactly that celestial object was. It dominated the sky, encompassing nearly their entire vision as a light blue darkness eventually permeated across the world.

It kind of looked like an accretion disk.

“Should I record more celestial bodies? But… Hmm… Uh, what good will they be if they don’t exist anymore?” The Archivist asked as they laid themselves against the bed of flowers, gazing up into a nearly empty sky.

“It’ll be proof that they did exist.” Frost said, causing the girl’s eyes to widen. “Someone is bound to stumble upon those archives one day. Imagine the fascination it’ll inspire. Us, the moons, stars, and the invisible great nothing that binds them all together. It all sounds magical.”

“You say that like magic doesn’t already exist… but… Yep. It sounds wonderful.” The Archivist agreed. “I’ll do it. Even if they keep telling me that my heart is in the wrong place. I’ll show them how far a commoner’s determination can go!”

The woman reached for one of the fleeting stars of the night sky.

And then, everything shifted to black again.


* * *


“… ost…”

Another voice called out to her.

“…gel…”

“Fro…”

The blackness dissolved, revealing a world of red. This voice belonged to Stella from what she could tell. The girl huddled over her body, shaking her in desperation as Poena could be seen rushing to as many people as possible.

Then, Ber entered her vision and placed both hands against her chest.

“Ang…”

“Frost! Angel! Wake up! Please wake up!”

“GET OUT THE WAY KID!” Ber shouted. “What was it again!? Oh, right – CLEAR!”

Suddenly, she was jolted awake by a surge of electricity. Her body cracked into the ground as she took Critical Damage, which multiplied Ber’s already doubled ATT by 5 times.

Suffice to say; it was more than enough to reel her back to reality.

“Ah… Ah… Hah… What – What’s happening now!?” Frost instantly shot upright, trying to make sense of the situation. She found herself and the others within the streets of the Triple Paw Complex.

“Our Scarlet Healer’s been cleansing us for the last few minutes! Good thing you’re already awake! C’mon Frost! Get up! Please help Res! Jury also won’t wake up!” Ber could not keep herself composed, her hands flailing all over the place as she tried to explain.

“Wait – Please Angel… Please Frost! Help my friends! They won’t stop talking!” Stella exclaimed, pointing to her friends who were lined up beside Res and Jury, half wrapped by her Touch of Golds.

… They’re still wrapped. Thank goodness. No one’s missing. Wait, where’s Sana!?

The distance that they were thrown by the pressure could not be understated. Her immediate gut instinct was to check on Sana. Such an insane amount of pressure would have instantly killed her, but to her surprise, the girl was alive and even aiding Poena with her healing endeavors.

“Chaos… It’s all just chaos! L.S and Broker are trying to get everyone to run! People are having their hearts ripped out!” Cer exclaimed, kneeling beside Res who tumbled and clawed at the earth in her sleep. “Res! Res! Wake up! Help her! HELP RES!”

“Please help my friends! Angel! Angel!” Stella clutched onto Frost’s feathers, begging her as Aster and the children laid somewhere to the side, muttering in their rest as they groveled and clutched at their hearts.

Frost could only manipulate her Touch of Golds to heal them and provide comfort; but she immediately knew that it wouldn’t be enough. Things were quickly spiraling out of control… No, it already had, and it was going to get worse.

Nav – Anything to note!? Anything new!?

“It’s the same Stolen Heart Condition. But now it has taken its well documented effect. Aspirators are emerging as we speak. Poena can repel the Condition temporarily thanks to her proficiency in [Cleanse] and [Cure Disease]! But she cannot cure it!”

Nothing short of pandemonium filled the crimson air as screams of grief, terror and anguish replaced the music of the City of Vocals. People drowned in their poisonous aspirations, unable to take control of it as they clutched at their hearts in the hundreds.

Poena was the only one who could temporarily stop this illness. However, not everyone could be saved. Further away, down the street in the direction of the City of Vocals she found an array of bouncing hearts. They only numbered in the low tens, but no one dared to go anywhere near them.

People were brought to their knees, and had their hearts burst just from mere proximity alone.
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The bouncing hearts were the Aspirators, and those stats screamed of unfairness. Even the triplets would find it difficult to kill them with those absurd DEF stats.

It had been easy so far, but now when faced with the threat that required the combined effort of all the Ateliers – She realized that no ensemble of Moons could ever dream of taking them down on a whim.

It was lucky that she was able to bolster their stats. That way she and the Hired Arm wouldn’t be the only one who could deal with them.


< “Can you feel it? The heartbeat that thumps outside our chests?” >


 

< “They were drowned by their own ambitions. So they united into one to stay afloat.” >


 

But this was not all. The reddening of the entire cavern was attributed to the colossal entity that loomed at the gates of the City of Vocals. A 200-meter-tall heart pumped with enough force to instantly shatter rock within its immediate vicinity.

The red light it emitted illuminated the dark cavern, hence the blood-like coloration that bounced on the walls and painted their bodies crimson.
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The sheer size could not be understated. If the Greed Counter was like a multistoried building; then that was essentially a skyscraper. Even though she could see its proportions, her mind refused to believe that such a colossal heart physical existed.


< CONDITION : The Big Red Heart will inflate your aspirations. If your aspirations outweigh your determination, then you will transform into an Aspirator. The Big Red Heart can only be damaged by those DETERMINED >


 

< Aspirators and those afflicted with Stolen Heart or Aspiring will infectiously convert nearby hearts that haven’t joined the Heart of Ours. The effect is stronger the closer they are to the Big Red Heart and the weaker one’s inherent determination is >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT : Know your heart. Be DETERMINED to uphold your heart’s desires to RESIST losing it >

            

    
        139. The End of a Musician

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s name was called more times than she could count.

She threw her body in ever conceivable direction, all the while the Hired Arm sent a violent volley of bullets into the direction of the encroaching Aspirations.

Behind the small wall of hearts in the faraway distance were the musicians. They ran in tow with countless innocent lives, creating living paintings such as horses and wolves that galloped across the landscape.

She knelt by Res and Jury’s side, checking for every vital sign. They were highly unstable. Their chests visually contorted and distended, their hearts thrashing within like a caged animal.

“Why… Why won’t they wake up!? What’s happening to them!? Nav!?” Frost cried.

“Their desires are likely far more powerful than anyone else’s. You’ve noticed it already. That they were strongly affected by the effects of the Heart of Ours. They are trying to combat it from aspirating them, much like how Cer resisted the False Diamond’s valuing.”

“There’s nothing we can do!? Tch… Dammit… DAMMIT!” Frost shouted at the top of her lungs, frightening countless as L.S, Broker, Perla, Ayel and the Hired Arm began swiftly herding them back into the direction of the collapsed cavern.

“Bring whatever food you can! Our last stand will be our walls! The Big Red Heart won’t be able to fit through!” L.S commanded.

“FROST! We cannot afford to bring those ones with us! SCARLET HEALER! HEALER! FOLLOW!” Broker was not willing to take any chances and demanded that Res, Jury, and the children be left behind.

Frost could not argue with him. She knew exactly how risky it would be to send them back given their abnormal circumstances. Out of everyone suffering from the Heart Wrench stacks they were the only ones who managed to hold on.

“YOU HAVE WHAT AUTHORITY TO MAKE THAT DECISION!?” Cer’s teeth crackled with electricity so powerfully that the loose rock began to levitate as she marked Broker for immediate death.

“WE ARE NOT GOING TO LEAVE RES BEHIND!” Ber joined her, her electrical claws digging straight into the earth as they prepared to strike Broker for even thinking such a thing.

But Frost, who had already had enough of all of this, instantly wrapped the duo and brought them close to her face.

“Cer… Ber… I’m at my wits end.” Frost just barely managed to contain her animosity. “Can’t you see that Res isn’t the only one suffering! You’re not the only one who has to make difficult decisions! Look around you!” She began to strangle them, depleting a quarter of their HP.

But the duo did not resist. They could only stare at Frost, then at Jury. Their ears folded down as tears suddenly welled in their eyes. It took tremendous willpower to keep themselves from lashing back. They only clawed and gnawed on her wrapped Touch of Golds, trying to cope with Res’ predicament.

Because there was a chance that they’d never see Res again.

But they also understood that there was a chance that Frost wouldn’t see Jury again either. Their emotions were mutual, but the difference was how they dealt with it.

Frost’s heart ached. Deep down, she also wanted to yell and scream. She wanted to get Jury out of here, knowing that the effects only got stronger as the Big Red Heart drew nearer.

“Uncurable. They have something that’s over tier 4. Either tier 5 or untired.” Poena warned, followed by a confirmation from Nav.

“The Aspirating Condition. There is a high chance that they’d pass on the illness. Ignis is repeatedly gaining Heart Wrench stacks just from proximity alone… Frost. Keep them close. Do not lose them.”

… I won’t. I’ll wait however long it takes for them to wake up.

She mentally vowed and placed the duo right beside Res, allowing them to spend their last moment with her until the Triple Paw Complex finally vacated.

The massive distance between here and the Big Red Heart made it difficult even for the Moons to keep a steady hold of their hearts. The number of Heart Wrench stacks only continued to accumulate, and Poena was required to be elsewhere and everywhere at once.

She could not stay here and babysit the wants of two selfish Moons.

The people already afflicted by Aspiring required a healer to keep them from prematurely dying, as their HP collapsed at roughly 5% per few seconds. This was why frost couldn’t leave them. Because if she did, then who else would be able to look after them?

And it was not like Poena and Sana possessed unlimited mana either.

“Please! Hurry! We have to go! Now!” A trembling Sana urged them to flee.

By now it was only Sana, the Hired Arm, Ignis and Poena who waited for Stella, Cer and Ber to leave. Everyone else had already vacated, and the immediate Aspirators were already dealt with thanks to the Hired Arm.

It became silent again.

Cer and Ber still could not come to terms with abandoning Res. Eventually, they embraced their sleeping sister one last time, rubbing their cheeks together like wolf cubs before they stormed right to Frost’s face with eyes brimming with electrical fury.

… No. It wasn’t fury. It was sincerity, brimming from the bottom of their hearts.

“Save Res. Please save Res…” Cer collapsed into Frost’s chest.

Something damp permeated through her coat.

“I promise we’ll never bother you again. So please save our sister.” Ber asked in a meek, feminine voice unlike her usual tomboyish one.

A pair of hands then found themselves on their head, stroking their hair and ears.

“Yeah. You can count on me. Res is a friend. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let her die. The same goes for you two. Don’t do anything stupid. Ignis, you’re in charge of them.” Frost spoke in a higher tone than normal, wearing a small, confident smile to help reassure them.

“Then what about you, Frost.” Cer asked.

“Yeah. What about you?” Ber was also worried.

“… Angel…” Stella uttered.

“I’ll take care of them all. Don’t worry about me. And don’t worry about your friends, Stella. I’ll do everything in my power to keep them alive… So hurry up and go. Poena. You’re needed there.” Frost bid them farewell.

“So you’ll power through the disease. Good luck. Take me, twin Amalgam! Plenty more waiting to be healed!” Poena clasped onto the waist of the Hired Arm, as Ignis gently pried Stella away.

“I’ll figure something out.” Frost assured them with all the confidence she could muster.

“… Save everyone.” Stella uttered before finally surrendering to Ignis. “… Please end this… I don’t want to hear them like that.”

“Stars! Stars! Stars!”

“Night skies. I want to be a star. Let’s become stars!”

“The star is gone! We have to replace it, or no one will know the way!”

They ravenously gushed, squirming like worms as they reached for the starless cavern skies. It was hard to not get emotional seeing them suffer, but in the end, there was nothing Frost could do but hope that they’d also turn out Determined.

Their farewells were abridged. Frost instantly howled in agony the moment Poena left her immediate vicinity. She clamped her teeth shut and relied heavily on Painkiller to alleviate the heart wrenching pain of Heart Wrench.

“At 100 stacks you will be afflicted with Aspiring. You are at 10 now.”

… If there’s anyone that’s going to survive, then it’d be me.

“I worry for you this time. You might not come out unscathed.”

I don’t doubt it either. I know how stupid it is. I know how dumb it must look to you. Aha… Agh… It probably looks like bravery to them. Me? Stubbornness, I think. Because deep down my body’s telling me to run.

“But you won’t run.”

“I can’t afford to.” Frost growled. “Nothing is going to change if I do. I have people I want to protect. Desires I want to fulfill. Sadness I want to stop seeing at every step of the way.” Her Touch of Golds individually wrapped Jury and Res as she gently kept the children tucked into a nested ball.

Their utters became muffled. As her tentacles broke free from the crevasses and scars that were made by her initial crash, she suddenly realized that she wasn’t alone. Hidden underneath a mound of tentacles was the bleeding body of a certain musician.


Leitmotif | HP: 500


“… Herring… Why…” He gurgled breathlessly, finally able to breathe as his HP hung on by a thread.

Frost’s feet pulverized the loose brick as she approached him, her figure entering his vision. He froze in that instant and made all kinds of incoherent noises as she nonchalantly knelt by his legs.

“Amalgam… Amalgam…? Aha… Hahaha… Torture me… In the end… It will not matter. My death will be a steppingstone for my next life.” He monologued, his voice falling onto deaf ears as Frost temporarily healed him and, without any warning, severed his legs clean off.

“20 stacks.”

Frost, true to her word, was going to devour this insect from the foot up. His screams filled the air, but there was an aura of mockery in it. Like this death meant nothing in the grand scheme of things.

She thought otherwise, however. A prideful man who thought nothing but himself would despair if death came rattling on his door. Perhaps like the Bloody Herring, he had some sort of invincibility.

That’s why Frost was going to put her maw to the ultimate test.

Disgust was but a thing of the past. She happily swallowed every torturous bite she took out of him, savoring his screeches.

“AAAAAAAAAA. Death – Will not take me, Amalgam! No matter how powerful you think you are, you cannot touch the soul like Carpalis!” She managed to piece his broken words together.

She wanted to break his spirit. The world collapsed as they knew it, and as the muffled aspirations of the children played behind her, she vowed to drive despair into Leitmotif’s heart.

Or what remained of it.

“40 stacks.”

“Devourer… Devour me all you want. I… I will return. I will be recreated by our friends! And they will know everything about you!”

She eventually reached his chest and began to sink her touch of golds into his body, filling him like an intubated patient. They ate him from the inside out as she maintained her healing to great effect, manipulating his life like he was no more than a toy.

“Then when we return… when we… What…? My… my soul…?”

Something suddenly clicked inside of him.

“Wait… Wait – WAIT – WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO ME!?”

Frost didn’t know what he was talking about. All she yearned for was to leave no traces of him behind. When she reached his upper chest, his voice became so frantic that she had to wonder just what caused his demeanor to break.

It certainly wasn’t the pain.

Perhaps there was more than just flesh that her maw could devour.

Because if his words were to be believed, then even souls were at the mercy of her maw.

“No one said anything about this! AMGALAM! SHOW ME MERCY! HOW COULD HAVE THE GEARS OVERSEEN THIS!? Did the Gears lie to me!? HERRING DID YOU LIE TO ME!? Carpalis was supposed to be the only true threat!”

“… Mercy? Show you mercy? What about the people you turned into instruments? What about the people you planned to kill on the surface?” His audacity to beg for mercy caused Frost to grate her teeth. “What about me? When I came to this world knowing nothing… When I was stabbed, thrown into that forest, and left to be judged by that bird? Did anyone give me mercy? You said it yourself. You and I aren’t any different.”

Her healing magic was frighteningly potent. There was no blood that could have circulated within his brain, and yet he was still fully conscious. Questions like how he was able to speak were arbitrary.

He was going to die. The answers were bound to be digested alongside him.

“So just like me.” She prepared to finish him off in one fell swoop, now that only his carapace head and fragments of his spine remained. “You won’t get any mercy.”

“I CAN’T DIE LIKE THIS! AMALGAM! HAVE MERCY! MY SOUL IS GOING TO DISAPPEAR! Did you steal – Did you take that soul-devouring ability from Carpalis!? There are two people who can destroy souls!? H-Heart… AMAGLAMANG! AMALAGAMAMAAAAA! Where is your heart –!?”

His head was instantly pulverized by her bare fist. A gaping hole was all that was left as her tentacles hungrily devoured the rest of his body, which was no different to a crushed melon.

Frost had reflexively ended him out of uncontrollable spite. TO still declare innocence, and to somehow pin the blame back onto her despite dancing on the palm of death left a sour taste in her mouth.

But she was happy.

Happy that Leitmotif could no longer create music.

And happy that his tone finally matched the screams of his victims.

Silence returned again. It was oddly cathartic now, despite the horrors that loomed across the cavern.

“80 stacks.”

Frost stood up, her body rocking back and forth as she struggled to maintain her balance.

“… butterflies are entering me. Hey Nav…”

“Yes?”

“Did the Archivist have a weird dream?” Frost asked as she prepared for the worst, already involuntarily lifting her hands up towards her chest.

“She did. Both your names were blanked for her. But she remembers that night you spent stargazing. You two knew each other more than I imagined.” Nav was genuinely surprised by the recollection.

The conflict of her memories of Earth and that bizarre world that made it impossible to understand the timeline of that memory. But they knew for certain that it was somewhere in the past.

“Yeah… It turns out we both came from the same world. A doomed world, apparently… I wonder what I was. Or who I was, aside from a nurse. From Earth, of course… I was Dressed in military garbs like my Hired Arm. Maybe I was a mercenary… Aha… Haha… Ahhh… Nav.” Frost’s tone softened.

She clasped at her chest, remembering the feeling of her masculine hands as she gazed up into the crimson skies.

“90 stacks. Yes?”

“I’m suddenly in the mood to see the stars. I don’t know why… But looking up at that red ceiling makes me feel sad.” Frost uttered her last words before the stacks accumulated to 100.

Her body instantly lurched forward as she felt multiple ribs snap. A pained scream bellowed from her as her heart thrashed itself. There was nothing she desired more than to protect these people, and this became the source of her aspiration.

She felt like she was drowning, and the muffled voices of the children unanimously cried:


< “We want to fill the skies! The empty skies shouldn’t be enjoyed alone.” >


 

< “That way, you can stargaze with us in mind.” >


 

< “And we’ll forever stay by your side, our unrisen star.” >


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ASTER AND THE ASPIRING STARS’ CORRUPTION EVENT HAS BEGUN >


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES>
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< We hope that our existence takes the burden off your mind >
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Then, a big red heart burst forth from Frost’s chest, deleting three quarters of her HP.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Third State >

            

    
        140. A Star's Cycle

    
    
    
    
                A bright light suddenly enveloped the children as an invisible explosion erupted. It was a nonlethal explosion, but it felt as though she was caught in the middle of an artificial supernova as her eyesight was instantly turned white for as long as a minute.

Frost’s entire mind was focused on dealing with the pain of her bouncing heart. Her Touch of Golds crushed it into a fine paste against the loose brickwork as another dozen wrapped her chest like bandages, hoping to keep her regenerating heart within.

A combination of [Grand Healing] and [Prolonged Stasis] was used to keep herself alive. The fact that three quarters of her HP was instantly depleted frightened her of the possibility of death. Her body instantly became limp, and the only thing that kept her upright were her tentacles.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH. AAH. Uaaaaaaaah!” Frost’s screams could not do justice to the immense agony she felt.

Her voice was a mix of a soundless cry and a hoarse yell. The soul-rending pain of Ignis’ Corrupted form could not even hold a candle to this. Her desire to protect everyone was quickly killing her.

And it did not help with the misery of losing Stella’s friends, right after she had promised that they’d be ok.

Their emotional instability cursed them with the dreaded Corrupted transformation. Their bodies fizzled into countless particles of light that suddenly spread thinly across the empty skies.

In that moment, a small portion of the skies were painted with swirls of light that represented the stars. A dark blue backdrop concealed the heights of the cavern directly above them. They carried a certain brushstroke texture. It was like an artwork more than anything.


< “Follow us. We’ll never leave you behind.” >


The Corrupted utter was the combined voices of the children. It wasn’t hoarse or ominous like many of the Corrupted she had faced. It was like listening to a gentle, hopeful harp. Like this Corrupted meant no harm, but the 10,000 ATT screamed otherwise.

Frost couldn’t cry even if she wanted to. Her heart wrenched for the loss as she screamed at her helplessness, and the failed promise she uttered to Stella.

I’m… so sorry…

“There is still a Realization criteria! Have hope!”

Why can people become Corrupted so easily? They said it’s never happened, but I’ve already seen it happen twice. Is it my fault, Nav? Is there something about me that turns people nearby into Corrupted?


 

< The Third State Has Manifested as Lament >


 

Frost drowned in lament. Her Touch of Golds slowly crept towards the ruined exit of the Triple Paw Complex to fend off the rapidly approaching Aspirators. Her mind was clouded in confusion, and her regenerating heart that tore at her chest only made it worse.

“I believe it is coincidence. Otherwise, so many more would have transformed into Corrupted. Their desires and emotions caused by the Heart of Ours is to blame. Not you.”

She wanted to believe Nav, but her own emotional spiral of self-loathing caused her mind to think otherwise. The tragedy of it all finally caught up to her now that her desires to protect were amplified by the Aspirating condition.

Tens of thousands had survived. The numbers were much higher than those that fell. She knew this, and even witnessed the Painters ahead manage to avoid the Aspirators.

Tell Ignis to get Poena ready. A lot more people need to be cleansed. I… will hold this line and keep them out. Until Res or Jury wakes up Determined. No matter how long it takes… I will be standing right HERE!

Frost anchored herself into the earth with several tentacles. She kept her Unlying Tablets infused with healing magic all around them, all the while she attacked the distant Aspirators with Dismissed Confession.

The Aspirators afflicted quivered in place, and upon taking lethal damage they burst like a balloon. There was no blood, only the rubbery remains of a once functional heart.


< “You were always so bright and considerate. You never complained and still looked up to us like stars… You never knew that you were always the star in our darkest nights.” >


It was a miracle that Frost was even alive, but any time she used a skill that wasn’t healing-based she’d be struck down by the pain in her chest. [Prolonged Stasis] once again returned to being her lifeline despite how weak it was compared to [Grand Healing].

Frost was destined to face the Aspirators alone for an unknown period of time. She could not even fight the Asterism Corrupted with how distant it was in the sky. But in her fall arose the Hired Arm, who opened fire upon the stars the moment a beam of light was suddenly fired into their direction.


< [Ray of Hope] >


 

< “We still want to reach you no matter how far away we are. Please hold out your hand. You’ll never have to reach far.” >


 

The attack vaporized everything that stood in its path with a high-pitched noise, but it miraculously missed everyone as well. No one was hurt as far as she could tell, and it was confirmed by Ignis.

Frost never noticed it, but her Dismissed Confession was dealing much more damage than it should have. Her MAG ATT was currently only 4,500, yet she dealt with the Aspirators far faster than she should have.

The math was not adding up.

In the end, Frost could only stand her ground and open her one hundred Touch of Golds like the massive pincers of a beetle. With one sweeping movement she clumped the Aspirators into the center and crushed them with wave after wave of tentacles.

She dominated her 100-meter circumference, guarding it for dear life as the terrain was quickly molded after her attacks. With this amount of freedom without the fear of injuring the innocent, she became an unstoppable force.

But the Big Red Heart itself was like an immovable object. A lumbering mountain that slowly inched its way to claim her heart once and for all. It was the only thing that separated them from the Bloody Herring. Once it fell… then it was just a matter of destroying the Aspirators.

Then the Bloody Herring would perish alongside the Heart of Ours.


* * *


The constellation of stars called out Stella as her heart sunk. She felt like she could hear the voices of her friends somewhere in the sky, and when she reached out towards it –

“GET OUT OF THE WAY!” Perla desperately urged.

– A wave of heat instantly cooked their faces and caught the loose clothing of countless alight. A beam of unimaginably powerful heat tore the barren fields in half, thankful just as everyone diverged from its path.

The stars simultaneously twinkled right before the attack, and the ground kicked up a tremendous amount of steam unnaturally. Perla’s barriers were of no match to the beam, and they were seemingly dissolved within.

Panic instantly ensured. Hysteria filled them all as they could only run towards the rocky wall at the deepest end of the cavern. The ceiling was considerably lower here, and yet the Corrupted star-lit sky somehow defied all logic and hovered higher than the ceiling allowed.


< “We dreamt of a beautiful star filled night. But we were always told that no such thing existed. So we all tried to fill that void.” >


 

Stella recognized those voices. They undoubtably belonged to her friends. Ignis carried the girl over her shoulder as she gazed into the direction of the light, her eyes watering as she wondered why their voices were so loud.

“It’s a Corrupted! It’s a Corrupted!”

“DON’T STOP! WATCH YOUR FEET! DON’T TRAMPLE ON EACH OTHER!”

“IT’S ALL GONE TO HELL!”

“Please help us… Please Angel! Please help us!”

The foreign language and her native tongue melded into a cacophony that inspired nothing but terror into her heart. Stella didn’t know what the implications of a Corrupted were, but their voices wove nothing but despair.

Yet… That heat was familiar to her, as were the voices. She instinctively reached out towards the light and uttered:

“Aster…? Everyone?”


< “We desperately wished to join our city skies. But we never knew that the star above was fake. What is a real star to begin with?” >


 

Suddenly, the stars illuminated to blinding levels again and fired another destructive ray of heat. Again, it was fired in Stella’s direction. Ignis acted fast and broke away as Perla marked the areas of impact ahead of time using her barriers and the searing grounds.

“It’s all you Busty Frost! Don’t let us down!” Cer exclaimed, snapping her jaw into the painted skies as the Hired Arm sniped the following stars with perfect accuracy, causing them to explode into colorful dusts and clouds. “Destroy those stars!”

“To think they’d take inspiration from my work… I don’t know whether to be proud or ashamed.” Ayel uttered, mesmerized by how closely the skies matched his artwork. “But I don’t understand. Are people able to become Corrupted?”

“That’s the existential threat that’s been lurking inside of us all along! Get running already! Don’t just stand there like a paintbrush! You’re in our way!” Ber yelled, sending slashes into the sky.

Her electrified claws were tremendously larger and carried far more power than normal. This was on top of her doubled stats, and she was not the only one who experienced this strange effect. Cer’s bites also travelled further, and the sparks generated around her fangs were extremely potent.

“You think Frost’s buffing us again!? I got another thousand ATT from nowhere!” Cer called out, which was confirmed by a rapid array of nods from Ignis, and verbally from Ber and Perla.

In fact, everyone seemingly became faster under the intensifying light of the painted stars. It was as if the Corrupted itself was trying to help them, and yet, it sought to annihilate them with that destructive beam.

“Wait… U-Um! Wait… P-Please wait. I think I know those voices!” Stella suddenly exclaimed as another ray of light cleaved through, leaving nothing but a bubbling gorge in its wake. “A-Aaah. Ouch… I – I know who they are! Aster! Everyone! Is that you!?”

The Corrupted sky then spoke, as if responding:


< “Please stargaze with us in mind. Isn’t it beautiful? A star filled sky that we were never allowed to see because we were tucked away so far under the world, ignorant of it all.” >


 

“ASTER!” Stella cried, reaching ever further for the false stars as Ignis held her tight.

Suddenly, the world shook and threw countless people off their feet. It was timed perfectly as brushstroke stars fell from the sky after having taken considerable damage. It exploded into a series of cosmic dust.

Their initial instinct was to avoid breathing it in, however –

“Light…!?”

“My body’s… It’s not hurting anymore!?”

“It feels so warm... What is this smoke?”

– It carried rejuvenating properties. The plume of purple and blue empowered them much to their surprise as Cer and Ber looked at each other in complete confusion. They recalled the tale of Snap, who was apparently a helpful Corrupted, and Jury who sought to warn people from the Skewered Beast.

Was this another Corrupted that aimed to help them?

They didn’t know, and it was difficult to accept this as a fact. Perla had faced enough Corrupted to know their terrible nature by now, let alone Cer and Ber who could read them like a book.

And that was exactly why they were confused. They had only heard the tales from Frost. Never had they seen one in person. Ever. Suddenly, another ray was aimed at Stella once again as if to prove them wrong.

It could not be a coincidence anymore. No one was stupid enough to believe otherwise. The patterns of repetition and the very fact that it was Stella’s friends who had become Corrupted was a dead giveaway of this thing’s intentions.

“Hope… Its Affinity is Hope.” Ignis suddenly uttered in her sweet voice to Stella. “Your friends became Corrupted. I’m sorry.”

Her apology was unexpected. Stella could no longer hear the surrounding chaos as Ignis’ voice nestled close to her heart. Sympathy was woven in her saddened voice.

“… U-Um… I don’t know what that means. Is that why they’re trying to hurt us?” Stella asked, still failing to understand just what truly was going on beyond the darkness of her eyelids.

“Mm. Involuntarily. They don’t want to hurt you, but they can’t help it. Your friends are trapped.” Ignis softly explained, speaking from her heart.

“How come? Are they ok? What’s going to happen to them?” Stella was desperate despite how gentle her voice was.

The girl was never a loud person to begin with. Rather, she was as passive as a brick wall, but her heart was always in the right place… Always putting after herself and the people she held dearly.

“They need to be saved. No one should become Corrupted. The Big Frost is trying to stop them from hurting you. But there’s another way to help them. You have to make them realize something.” Ignis spoke from experience. Stella did not know this, but she also sensed that this struck something deep within this warm lady.

“Everyone… Was it my fault that they became like that –?”

Ignis dodged an oncoming ray, having been warned ahead of time by Perla. AS they flew and their hairs tangled into one great ribbon; Ignis suddenly yelled:

“Don’t blame yourself like I did! It’s only going to make things worse!”


< “We didn’t know how cloudy our nights were. We didn’t know how small our world really was. For a moment, we wondered if that was how you always felt. Keeping you company was our passion. Keeping you happy was our happiness.” >


They skidded along the ground as multiple stars fell like giant raindrops. The crashing and the shattering of it all caused Stella’s heart to ache as she clutched onto her chest, tears building up in the corners of her eyes.

“Aster… everyone…”


Asterism | HP: 500,000


Celestial explosions rocked the cavern. Nebulas formed in the death of the stars as she felt the warmth of her friends slowly disappear. Stella instinctively reached out for them again, crying as she knew that they were on the verge of disappearing.

It was scary.

There was only so much she knew in the end. There was nothing more that she wanted than to be with her loved ones. They had become stars from what she gathered, and she felt them gradually disappear like small colorful sparks in her dark world.

She didn’t want them to disappear.

“Call out to them. Reach out to them. The person closest to me now did the same thing and rescued me. Even though I hurt them so much… They still held on and tried to save me. That person… Frost, she can’t help everyone. There’s only one her, and thousands of people like us.” Ignis slowly spoke.

Her words were not meant to discourage her. Rather, they were there to inspire Stella. It was true. Nearly everything was always Frost’s to shoulder. In a growing world where Corrupted hid in plain sight;

Where the Impuritas existed and fed off the innocent like Stella;

And the Ateliers that failed to rescue countless…

Ignis knew that they had to do it themselves if they wanted things to change. They all had to be as strong as Frost and equally capable. That’s why she hoped that Jury would arise as a brilliant Beholder that would outshine the others.

That way there would never be a repeat of Divas Pass, or the City of Vocals.


< “We’re so close by. Yet we’re still so far away. We hope that our light reaches you.” >


Stella then clasped at her heart as another ray of light fired upon them. She drew her conviction from every corner of her body and yelled at the top of her lungs:

“Aster… Aster… Everyone, you don’t have to become a star for me!”


Asterism | HP: 400,000


“I’m ok with staying here!” Stella yelled, her voice straining as she combatted the screaming and the sound of the crumbling ground. “I don’t… Need everyone to become a star. We’ve all been chasing the wrong ones, so don’t turn yourselves into them as well. Please… Please come back! We don’t have to keep trying to become stars!”


< “Your dedication and forbearance were always so bright, just like your smile. So we captured every moment and wore them to become like you and the star in the sky.” >


 

“There are plenty of moments you can still capture! You were all already brighter than our fake star! Aster! Aster! You were always more than just a star to me!” Stella sobbed as the rays suddenly intensified, now beginning to deal considerable damage to the terrain and people alike.

Still, no one was killed. The artwork above became a collage of so many spiraling colors despite the number of stars dwindled. There was more to the night sky than just stars and moons alone; and it was as if those cosmic clouds were creating more miniature stars in the process in a beautiful cycle beyond their reach.

“… It’s beautiful…?” Perla inadvertently whispered. “Why is a Corrupted so… Pretty?”


Asterism | HP: 300,000


The Hired Arm’s offensive only increased, as did the Moons who spared the Corrupted no mercy. But there was an air of reluctance that surrounded the Hired Arm. The dilemma of keeping the Corrupted alive verses killing should not have existed.

But knowing that that the Corrupted were essentially children was what made it difficult. Still, the Hired Arm fought on the principle of greed. So long as it was being paid for by Frost, then it would do anything she willed.


< “Please don’t make this all an illusion. The colors we were told about made us wonder how much more we were missing out on. So we wanted to become the stars among them to see what really happens up there.” >


 

< “But no matter how many stars we were surrounded by.” >


 

< “We realized that it was colder up here than down there with you.” >


 

Asterism | HP: 200,000


< “The stars… are so incredibly spread out that we can never talk to each other. It’s so lonely.” >


The bullets now began to rebound from star to star, seemingly devouring them in the process. The fallen stars broke upon entering the Hired Arm’s vicinity and were sucked up as if she were a black hole. A blue accretion disk surrounded her like a beautiful belt, which only expanded in size the more stars that fell.

And at the same time, the rays became more violent, claiming the limbs and flesh of many as it tried to obliterate Stella. If it weren’t for Ignis, then she would have died at the very first instance of the attack.

“Aster. You were always the star in my eyes! How do you think I feel down here without you or anyone! I want to stay by your side! Please… Stay by my side! I don’t care if it’s any empty sky anymore! I don’t care how many goodnights that go by without any light! I don’t care if I’m always still stuck in my own small world!”


< “There was only one variation of the night sky we both loved. It was the only one we ever knew until the kind painter and kind angel showed us what else laid beyond our tiny world.” >


 

Asterism | HP: 100,000


 

Ayel suddenly stopped in place, his hands falling to his sides as he gazed up speechlessly at the fleeting stars. There were thousands of things that went through his mind, and none could blame him for it.

L.S tapped him on passing and shot him a small, forgiving smile and a nod.

They couldn’t hear the same things that Stella could; but Ayel certainly sensed their words as the reimagining of his painting steadily came to its closure.


Asterism | HP: 70,000


The bullets became trails of light now in a darkening sky. The light of the stars had almost faded by now, but the colors remained flying high.

“We can see lots more! Together! Aster… I can’t imagine a world… I can’t imagine looking up at the sky without you so please –!”


Asterism | HP: 50,000


< “No matter how many failures, you were never discouraged. But now that you became aware, you realized how futile it was…” >


 

Asterism | HP : 30,000


< “Because we never really did know that our star was just an illusion.” >


 

Asterism | HP: 20,000


“THEN LET’S FIND THE REAL STARS TOGETHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEER!” Stella, with one final scream, let the world know where her heart lay.

This cruel subterranean world was their hell. But without Aster… then everywhere else was. The tears could not stop trickling down her cheeks as she suddenly clasped onto Ignis, sobbing uncontrollably.

The tears that fell sparkled in this dark place, like the last stars of their fake night sky.


Asterism | HP: 10,000


< “So let’s not make it an illusion anymore…” >


 

< “Stella. I ‘will’ become a star. Not a fake one…” >


 

< “But a real star. So please… Don’t give up reaching for them.” >


 

< “You’ll end up missing me.” >


 

Asterism | HP: 20


The final star fell towards Frost’s direction. As it gradually fell from the sky the spiralling form suddenly exploded, leaving behind nothing but vast clouds of compact colors. The blast threw many onto their arms and backs as the cavern was engulfed in an empowering glow for a very brief moment.

And then…

“Light…?”

“Something glowing over there.”

“It’s still alive?”

They were all at a loss for words. The clouds suddenly condensed into themselves and formed another star right above Frost’s tentacles, which reached out and cusped the light, which had taken a human form.

In the death of a star came the rebirth of another.

Ignis fell to her knees and hugged Stella. She instinctively knew what had happened, and as the light faded again, and the world returned to its reddish hue, she spoke to Stella with a quivering voice.

“You did it Stella. You did it. Aster is… She’s been Realized.”

            

    
        141. Light of Hope

    
    
    
    
                A bright light descended from the darkening skies. The series of supernovas that painted the skies were mesmerizing. They shed light in a world that knew nothing but darkness.

The dozens of painters ahead and the innocent lives gazed up into the air in fascination. For just a moment, their minds were taken off the cruelty of it all.

Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. Of all the pain she needed to endure, this feeling of relinquishment somehow managed to strike her the hardest.

They hoped to take the burden off everyone’s mind. Is it ok to believe that Corrupted with the Affinity of Hope want nothing more than to help others?

Our Happiest Moments and Asterism bared similarities in this regard. It pained her to know that even the most positive of emotions could send one spiraling down into complete self-destruction.

But… It was also through this that some people were able to realize themselves.


< Realization Criteria Reached >

< Do you wish to grant Asterism (Aster) your Blessing? >

< Yes | Confirm | Please accept it >


 

She had no reason to refuse. It took tremendous willpower to heave her Touch of Golds into the sky and cusp the falling light. She was like a reverse-blooming flower reaching out for a drop of morning dew. Her petals caught the light which eventually took on the form of a sleeping girl.

She bared no distinct features and was just a pale, fluctuating light shaped like a human. Cosmic dust spilled from her like sand seeping from a broken hourglass, releasing various rejuvenating properties that alleviated some of the pain in her heart.


< Asterism (Aster) has Successfully Been Blessed >


 

The dust eventually sucked back into her body, and she finally became a uniform blue light.

“You may be wondering why I am specifically naming Aster. It’s because –”

I know. You don’t have to say it. But I’m happy that they were still able to save someone.

“Ignis says it was all thanks to Stella.”

Stella, hm? I guess people can fight in all kinds of ways, huh. I’m glad.


 

< Asterism has been subjugated >


 

< Stats of the Asterism has been gained >


 

As Frost’s tentacles continued thrashing at the encroaching Aspirators, she lamented the loss of the rest of Stella’s friends. They had now become a part of her, and Aster was the only one who was saved and became a star of her own, disconnected from the Corrupted constellation.

The reason why Frost was able to absorb this Corrupted was because it consisted of the combined emotions of multiple people. Aster was but one part in the greater whole and saving her still allowed Frost to gain not only an ability, but also a new Corrupted Persona.


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Reach for the Stars! >

< EFFECT: Inspire the despaired and allow the impassioned to become the brightest version of themselves. Let them reach the unreachable and break through the bounds that keep them firmly in place >

< A cosmic soup surrounding an invisible body that twirls us round and round. I wish you were also here to enjoy the ride in this galactic merry go round! >


< Asterism has been added to your Corrupted Persona collection >


 

< Only one Corrupted Persona may be worn at any given time >


 

< Do you wish to wear Asterism? >


 

“From… FROM. AAAAGH…! What I’ve seen… It won’t burn everything… So maybe it’ll help them…” Frost struggled to speak as the Painters finally arrived within reach.

They hailed at her with outstretched arms, riding atop their painted animals and contraptions.

Among them was a certain multi-haired body painter.

“Do it… Give me that strength… So I can help them keep from pushing forward!” Frost hoarsely cried, and at once, hair ornaments began to clip all over her tumbling hair.

They were in the shape of spiral, brush stroke stars and twinkled with a beautiful light. Some were smaller than a fingernail, whilst others were as large as her head. Fewer stars orbited her, with countless tiny dusts twirling around her like some sort of dress-like accretion disk that extended out as far as her arms could reach.

Alternatively, one could imagine a young, miniature galaxy with Frost representing the galactic core.


 

< PASSIVE: Burdenless Heights >

< Gaze upon the stars and forget about your worldly troubles >

< Increase the stats of all allies that have a direct line of sight of you or your stars. Stats increase the higher an ally’s despair is. Don’t give up! >


 

< PASSIVE: Star Cycle >

< Even when they disappear, we can hope that new ones will arise. Thank you for showing us that it’s never the end! >

< Your stars will explode after taking enough damage. The resulting nebula will temporarily prevent the death of all those within. Only life can be made inside of them! >


 

It was difficult trying to restrain her tears from collapsing. She felt like the children were speaking to her directly through those skills and flavor text.


< PASSIVE: Nature’s Compass >

< No matter where you are, and no matter how far away from home you go, we will always be waiting there in the skies. So follow our lead and we’ll guide you right back! >

< Various stars will twinkle in the eyes of certain individuals. They will guide them when all seems lost. There must never be an eternal night again! >


 

Frost trembled. She could no longer hide her tears and they began to tumble down her cheeks as she fought on. For once… Just for once she was happy that not everything was filled with despair.

In her lament… In her despair, these children surrounded her and gave her hope. She didn’t know the nature of the Corrupted Persona, but maybe… just maybe, they weren’t completely gone after all.


 

< ACTIVE: Ray of Hope >

< May our warmth reach you! >

< Pull us into your core! Then fire a gigantic 10,000 MAG ATT beam in any direction you want! >

< Cost: Us! But you don’t have to worry! We’ll always be with you! So – Let’s watch over Stella and Aster together! >


 

The world was washed by countless tears as she kept Aster tucked close inside of a bundle of Touch of Golds. Then, through clamped teeth, she yelled at the top of her lungs:

“BLOODY HERRING! I KNOW YOU CAN HEAR MEEEEEEEEEEEE! I’LL GO THROUGH THE ENDS OF THIS WORLD IF IT MEANS BRINGING YOU DOWN! I WON’T LET ANYONE GO THROUGH THIS AGAIN! I… I… I –!” Before she could finish, and as the Painters and the people they desperately protected came rushing by in the thousands; a voice suddenly interrupted her.

“… I never wanted to see people die all around me. I knew I was always so weak. I knew that I was always the one they tried to snatch away from our home.” Res uttered, her body becoming warmer to the touch as the petals of her tentacles bloomed open, revealing the heart wrenched Moon.

She clasped onto the tentacles for support, slowly dragging herself up to her feet as her fangs remained permanently bared.

“But I still strove to become better. Even though it couldn’t be helped because of what I became, I know for a fact that countless out there were saved because of our subjugations. Ber doesn’t despise me. Cer never hated me. I love them so much that it makes my heart want to shoot right out of my chest.” A powerful electrical aura suddenly surrounded Res as her heart eventually became stable.

Then, her eyes finally fluttered open revealing nothing but pure determination within the depths of her crimson irises.

“They told me that I’d live a better life. But I couldn’t stand the thought of my sisters sleeping on the mud while I was given a warm bed. We’re not animals. We’re people. No one was going to change me –”

Res, with one might heave, glared at the looming Big Red Heart and shouted with every fiber of her being:

“– BECAUSE THIS HEART IS MY OWN! NO ONE IS GOING TO TAKE IT AWAY FROM ME! NEITHER THE HUMANS OF GRANDIS THAT BURNT EVERYTHING DOWN, OR YOUUUUUUUUUUUUU!”


< [Determined] >

 

< “In the rarest of occasions, there were people who managed to surface from their drowning sea of aspirations. They were the people that we hated the most… Because ‘our’ hearts said so.” >


< Res has become Determined. Her stats have been temporarily quadrupled for this encounter >
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< Electric Eye >
Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	
ORIGIN : Demi-Human


	HP : 300,000
	ATT : 12,000
	MAG ATT : 12,000



	ATT DEF : 12,000
	MAG DEF : 12,000
	
MP : 120,000


	RESIST : 600
	AGI : 200 (Limit)









<3 Electric Lance <3


 

A flash of blue light instantly engulfed Res as the air crackled and popped. Miniature lightning strikes riddled the ground all around her as she fired a devastating beam straight for the Big Red Heart.

And despite her ATT and MAG ATT being below the Corrupted’s 15,000 DEF limit; Res was still able to inflict roughly a thousand damage out of its 15 million HP block. The reason for this was due to the combined effects of Beaten Desires which was still active, and the minor buffs granted by her Corrupted Persona.


Res | ATT & MAG ATT: 16,000


Big Red Heart | HP: 14,999,000


Frost unfortunately could not directly help. The Condition only allowed the Determined to damage it in the first place. Furthermore, she did not benefit from the buffs like everyone else. Her Corrupted skills were focused on empowering her allies more than herself.

“What’s wrong Frost!? Don’t start crying until we’ve beating that thing! Please don’t make that kind of face!” Res yelled encouragingly, flashing Frost a rare smile.

Frost rubbed her tears away with the back of her ruined sleeve. Her perpetually bursting heart had reduced her Coat of Prejudice to no more than a tattered cloth of feathers. She appeared like a malnourished bird that was dipped in blood and rolled into a mound of glitter.

To say that Frost was worse for wear would be an understatement. It took tremendous will power to even keep herself awake. But with Res’ determination now in full effect, hope began to steadily trickle back into her heart as she waited for Jury’s turn.

“It’s going to take 15,000 hits from you, you know!” Frost tried to laugh. She really did, but all that came out was a pained groan.

“I know… But I’ll be damned if we don’t do anything!” Res yelled, freeing herself from Frost’s tentacles as she rushed into the heart of hundreds of Aspirators.


<3 Galvanic Current <3


 

Just like Cer, she possessed an electrical dash that nearly teleported her from one place to another. The hard limit of 200 AGI seemed to be universal, save for the exception that was Snap.

Anything over 100 was already ludicrous. She could not even detect Res’ movements, aside from the trail of electricity that was left in her wake.


<3 Hyperelectric Field <3


 

A massive pillar of blue light instantly shot into the air. Then, it split into eight different segments that collapsed like giant blades. They dug into the earth and began to spin and fluctuate at different heights, instantly mincing everything within the gargantuan 200-meter radius.

The fleeing Demi-humans had their fur stocked with static electricity as Frost found her feathers and hair rise to the sheer power that Res displayed. The Aspirators were of no match to her, but their numbers were easily in the tens of thousands.

And not to mention that the Big Red Heart vomited them out from a tube located high above its main body to replenish all that it had lost. The only feasible way of annihilating the Aspirators for good was to take down the Big Red Heart itself.

“… This kind of Corrupted… Needs a lot more Determined people to take it down. A Moon alone can’t bear it all on their own! No wonder they couldn’t put a dent into it! See that Frost! That’s why multiple Ateliers are needed!” Res complained. “Hurry up and wake Jury up already! If anyone’s going to take down a Woe of the Fallen Star, then it’ll be a Beholder!”

“Right… Yeah. Nav? Any word on Jury?” Frost inquired, temporarily relieved of the fighting, but not from the Aspirating condition much to her dismay.

“Give her some time. She is currently in the final stages of receiving her technology!”

“… Will she be ok?” She was worried suddenly. “Carpalis mentioned that a lot of the Beholders eventually fall victim to their obsessions. Hey… Can you reassure me, just this once? I’m kind of desperate for some relief right now.” Frost said half-jokingly, her eyes only barely kept open as she gazed upon the fighting Res.

At the same time, she allowed her Touch of Golds to heal the stragglers. At some point Bhodie waved at her, but Frost was far too disorientated to notice her.

“How can you still joke when you’re in that condition?”

“Are you forgetting… Angh… Ngh… Who the fuck… I am? You’ve been stuck with me since the Black Forest… You should know me by now.”

“But you were lamenting just moments ago.”

“I still am… Believe me Nav, I still am.” She wasn’t afraid to admit this as she clutched at her pained heart. “But there’s no way… That I am going to let it keep me anchored down. Not when Stella’s friends are cheering me on. And not when there are so many others watching us. Our backs are the last thing they can rely on!”

“That’s right! Let them keep watching us from far away! No one should have their hearts displaced because of another’s desires!” Res exclaimed, her emotions heightened by the Determination Condition. “Frost! This might be sudden but – Thank you for keeping me alive!”

“… That’ll be my line soon… I just need to stand here and wait for Jury. It’s nice… having to rely on someone else for once. Aha… Ah… Shit. I’m so tired…”

She had lost so much blood and her heart had ruptured so many times that it was a miracle that she was even alive. Prolonged Stasis had gained so many levels that she lost count of it. Frost was no more than a giant, withering at this point. Her Touch of Golds slowly began to lose its strength as she battled to keep herself conscious.

She didn’t know how long Jury would take.

But that didn’t matter in the slightest to her.

            

    
        142. Beholder Jury

    
    
    
    
                Books!

So many wonderful books spilled from thousands upon thousands of shelves. Enormous walls rising further than the eye could see offered their knowledge for a fleeting figure that rushed through countless ever-changing stairwells and shuffling floors in search of their one perfect book.

Trailing shortly behind was a timid girl who clutched onto a comedically large book by her chest. She followed Jury along, her mouth uttering soundless words as they were engulfed in a mesmerizing sea of text.

“Your one perfect book is somewhere amongst them!” The Archivist cried in a muted voice, translated only by the passing text that was highlighted amongst the open books. “U-Um! Good luck! Please keep reading the texts as they come!”

It was also through these texts that the contents of the Archivist’s dearest book were communicated to her. However random and jumbled the words were on every page of every conceivable book; the odds of creating a coherent passage that matched the contents of that book were never zero.

Frost’s story is about a lost world. Both the Archivist and Frost came from that world. She even used to be a mercenary… I think. At least that’s what the Archivist thinks. But why does it all sound so familiar? Her… or his story.

The Archivist gently pried the pages open and desperately kept her eyes sealed shut to prevent herself from reading a single word. In the meantime, Jury picked up the pace and dashed up and down beautiful wooden staircases and ran across balconies that hung kilometers above.

And that was only from the nearest floor beneath. The Eternal Library was a near endless space, and while it theoretically had its limit, one would have to spend an eternity to reach one end to the other.

Where civilization was on its last few bastions. A world of magic that suddenly came to the brink after some unforeseen event occurred. It reads just like a diary. A recollection of the past. Not the future… I don’t think.

The lighting was warm and somehow felt encouraging as Jury’s heart ticked with each second spent scouring the library for a book that resonated with her. A blue light steadily formed in what appeared to be the center of the library as Jury spent what felt like days on end running as fast as she could.

On occasion a floating book would deliver warm tea, cookies, and a fluffy blanket for Jury to rest. The passage of time had no meaning here, but Jury never stopped counting the ticks of her beating heart.

Because each tick was a second that passed without Frost by her side.

Time is weird. The timeline of Frost’s story and the Archivist doesn’t make any sense. Frost was alive on Earth. So why does the Archivist remember that version of Frost? Why does Frost also remember that strange world? How did they meet in the first place?

The Library never experienced nights or days.

Its ever-changing nature only made it increasingly difficult to understand which way was up or down, left, or right. At some point Jury and the Archivist were running on a plane that ran upside down to the rest of the world, and other times they traversed a floor that ran parallel to the rising shelves.

… And why do ‘I’ also know about that world. Is it because of the Black Forest? A starless sky matches the Black Forest. But at the same time… I can’t help but remember the warmth associated with this text.

Magical could not even begin to describe this place. The books that had nourished Jury with knowledge failed to explain the non-Euclidean spaces present within the Library.

Surely, any normal person would have had their mind rendered from the unfolding scenery alone as the Library became increasingly disordered with each passing day.

“Of a world fallen. I asked her who could be forgiven, and who could come along. They struggled against the greed. The heartache. The wars, and they repeated the same mistakes over and over until it all bubbled up. I can’t believe they sent me to fix it. I, who came from another world as their equivalent of a healer, became the most violent out of necessity.”

But at the same time, a structure was being formed. The central column was hollowed out, revealing nothing but a dark abyss underneath and far above. Books swam around this boundless column where rushing winds struck howled and struck hard enough to deal damage to Jury.

It was akin to tanking a head on collision with a train. Before long only this column existed as the entirety of the library. Jury sprinted around its inner rims, following the staircases as countless books spun as if stuck in a colossal whirlpool.

Why… does reading it make me so sad? Nav… Archivist. I feel like I’ve heard someone tell me this before. Jury’s heart continued to make ticking noises as the Archivist eventually caught up with her.

They came to what seemed like the edge of the world, and the only thing that separated them from the abyss a step ahead was a single, black, and white book. The search felt anticlimactic, but Jury remembered every hour spent within. It had been easily over hundreds of hours since they began their search, and since she left Frost behind to deal with the Corrupted…

Without being by her side again.

“Jury. I know who, or… er… vaguely who Frost is. But you are also somehow familiar to me. Since we first met. Are you surprised?”

The Archivist’s leather shoes gently tapped on the wooden floors as she approached Jury’s side and stared up at the towering woman. She pulled out a hand and brought it to her head, as if measuring their heights.

“Well… I do remember how tall you were. I’m sorry if it’s sudden… But the reason why I’m bringing it up now is because your heart’s weird. I meant the technology! Um… The onset of receiving a technology should be separate from the body. It shouldn’t be integral, like an organ. That only happens to Beholders after decades of exposure and attachment.”

The Archivist explained the oddity of Jury’s ticking heart, causing her to clasp onto her chest. Jury tilted her head in confusion, but a part of her understood what exactly the Archivist was implying.

“Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain was just a hair clip until it fused with her body. It takes time.”

“… Do you mean that I’ve maybe been exposed to this technology before?” Jury verbally asked.

“Not maybe. You must have. I don’t know what it is yet, or what it will be but –! I think if it’s you, then it’s ok! So open your arms out and hug that book!”

Jury spread her arms wide, and, after a small moment of thought, she embraced the book. Her body instinctively tensed up, expecting something substantial to occur.

But nothing happened. Nothing changed at all. In fact, the Archivist could almost be heard giggling to herself as she gently placed a hand onto the brooch Jury wore.

Then, she spoke for the very first time:

“Please don’t lose that precious gift. And… Good luck, Jury.”

Suddenly, the world fast forwarded until the darkness from above and below consumed her vision. When all went black she found herself floating in an empty void, feeling nothing but rushing air.

She couldn’t tell if she was falling or not. The air seemed to blow from every direction at once. Clutched in her arms was the book that promised to grant her the technology she wished.

This was her one perfect book.


< Book of Elysia >

< Excerpt >

< “Time will always be the final frontier. Whether it’s make belief or as tangible as the world we love, ruling over its powers will forever be the only way we can all remain together.” >


 

< Technology Gained >


 

<||||> Heart of Time <||||>


 

* * *


Jury suddenly found herself in a pale forest. Giant trees reached for a pale sky as her vision tumbled. The panicked breaths of a child were all that left her lips as she travelled through the forest.

She was running away from something.

“Run! Run! There’s a big scary monster in our forest!” She tried to warn whoever dared to tread within this forest, which was home to nearly a thousand Angels like herself.

Her body was near identical to that of her Corrupted self, and she confirmed it as she tripped into a puddle of freezing water. It turned out that the reason why her forest was so white was because it was caked in thick snow.

Jury never knew what snow was but hearing the scrunches and feeling the coldness bite through her skin made her realize that this was a memory. A sealed memory of a time so distant that she could not accurately decipher just what this memory meant, or if it even was hers to begin with.

Nevertheless, Jury kept calling out at the top of her lungs that a monster was here. Her home was located in a remote place, somewhere far away from the rest of the world. She remembered that much. Her voice called and called as her body bled and shivered to the cruel conditions of her home.

Hanging from translucent threads by the treetops were her Angel brothers and sisters. The monster had already taken their lives and Jury knew that she was next. She ran and ran, stumbling over twigs and rocks, and slipped onto the mud of an animal path before she eventually could run no more and keeled over in despair.

She remembered the giant creature. A giant, black, fuzzy ball that took the eyes of her closest friends. Jury never wondered why it was them, the innocent Angels, who were targeted by this monster when they did nothing wrong.

Hatching from their bodies were more of these monsters, and they spat poisonous thorns that withered the trees all around her. Jury didn’t sob or cry, instead, she only continued to blare a warning, caring little of her own life.

Frost was right.

Since the start… since the very begging, Jury was a selfless person. She didn’t know if she was going to die here, but the thought of Frost warmed her in this dreaded cold.

And then – Flames scorched the miniature black, spider-like monsters. It was a comforting flame that injured the bad, and warmed the bodies of the innocent.

Jury looked up from the mud and found a familiar back standing before her.

That person wore the same clothes as Frost’s Hired Arm, and their body was wider. Bulkier. Bigger and masculine. She couldn’t see their face as he turned around and took her hand.

Then much to her surprise, he began to work on her injuries with unconventional methods.

This man did not use healing magic, but an assortment of tool, cloths and devices.

“Tch… Look what they did to you…” He… No. Frost painfully spoke.

Jury’s eyes widened.

Those were the exact same words Frost shared with her when they first met.

Far, far back when the children of that village tormented her on that fateful day. She couldn’t believe it. If it was a dream, then she didn’t want it to end.

Her heart ached happily to the nostalgic warmth of his hands, and the voice that comforted her in her time of despair. Moreover, she was elated to know for certain that she did know Frost from a time that predated their own.

This person couldn’t be anyone else.

No one could be this kind.

Frost allowed her to climb onto his back, and from there he began to carry her out of the desolate forest. Few words were shared, but she was certain that just like their first encounter… there might have been a communication problem.

It made Jury laugh.

And it made her cry harder.

This warmth permeated through her cheek, body, and arms as she found herself being lulled to sleep on the back of her savior.

Maybe this was why she was so ready to defend Frost.

Perhaps to repay a favor from long ago.


* * *


< Jury. It’s Nav. How are you feeling? >


 

< As I thought… there’s many things to take in >


 

< Even for myself >


 

< … There is good news. You’ve finally become a Beholder >


 

< Or more specifically, a Junior Beholder >


 

< Allow me to show you your base stats >


 





	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
Jury
< Junior Beholder >


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 250,000 ^500/Min
	MP : 40,000 ^50/Min
	AGI : 85
	RESIST : 160 (+45)



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 8,000
	ATT DEF : 6,500 (+300)
	O : 160
	D : 80



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 9,000
	MAG DEF : 5,500 (+300)
	S : 0
	E : 0









< With your additional buffs, including the Diamond Counter, the False Diamond, Determined, and all other buffs thanks to Frost: your ATT and MAG ATT are as follows >


 

ATT: 68,000

MAG ATT : 76,000


< It puts into perspective just how powerful a full-fledged Beholder is >


 

< Your strength will grow in time. The maximum level cap has been raised to 250 >


 

< The rest of your Abilities, Skills and Stats will be granted the next time you are in sight of the Nexus >


 

< As for now; you have gained one Active Skill >

< Your Heart of Time requires Nex to function >


 

< I unfortunately cannot see anything more. Something prevents me from prying. But I believe you will know how to use it >


 

< I’ve let Frost know in advance, but she hasn’t responded to me yet >


 

< She’s been keeping you alive for days. There is no telling just what her condition is like >


 

< Therefore… I ask you, friend to friend – Please help her >


 

* * *


The warmth returned suddenly as she gripped at her heart, awakened by the intense pain that throbbed deep within. But this pain was not due to some Condition that threatened to tear it apart. Rather, it was because the warmth she was pressed against was slightly lukewarm.

She found herself against the exact same back as the one from her dream. Except this one was feathery, drenched in blood and tattered beyond repair.

This person was Frost. The Frost she knew, and a Frost that could barely keep herself on her two feet. Various Touch of Golds wrapped Jury against her back. With how cold Frost’s body had become she realized that it must have been for warmth.

Her body shivered, and her hair so soaked in blood that it changed to a light red.

But her voice was ever bright as she greeted Jury with what she believed to be a smile on the other side of that face.

“Welcome… Back… Aha… Thank goodness you’re ok… You’re Determined now, huh. Good… Good.” Frost’s voice wavered.

“How… How long have you and Res been fighting for?” She asked, still clutching at her heart as the ticking grew exponentially harsher with each passing second.

“5 days. The Big Red Heart hasn’t moved much… but it’s getting close. Take a look… It’s so close to reaching the False Diamond.” Frost pointed out.

Jury looked up and witnessed two titans of red and blue on a collision course. The Big Red Heart had already breeched into the Triple Paw Complex, and the Aspirators flooded through in the thousands without end.

Res relentlessly fought them on, utilizing her wide-scale electrical attacks to keep them at bay whilst those that managed to sneak through were dealt with by the immune Painters far behind, as well as the Hired Arm and Ignis.

5 days was an incredibly long time, and Frost felt every second of it. Jury could tell by the way she spoke that she suffered tremendously… far more than she ever had. Now that she noticed it, Frost wasn’t even standing. Her toes were dangling just an inch off the floor as her dull Touch of Golds hung her in place.

“… I guess… it’s your turn now. Hey… Are you ok?” Frost suddenly asked, surprising her as she clutched onto Frost’s body, begging her to rest now. “Your heart’s beating… no, it’s ticking like crazy. Are you feeling alright? Oh, right… Did you manage to gain your technology?”

“I did… I did. Please Frost. Stop talking. Just leave it all to me. You’ve already done enough…” Jury urged, plucking Frost from her place.

She cradled her in her arms like a princess. The lightness of Frost was unordinary, and she thanked it all to her newfound strength.

She had never seen Frost’s face look so tired. There were visible bags beneath her eyes, and she could barely keep them open as well. She was not on the brink of death, but she’d be damned to believe otherwise. Her exhaustion could not be described in words.

“You don’t sound like you’re in a good shape either… Is your heart ok?” Frost asked as Jury strode forward with Frost clutched close, her head nestled deeply by her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I feel like if I stop talking then I’ll actually die. I wonder… how much worse would it have been if you never saved me in the Black Forest.”

Jury shook her head.

“That’s… That’s what I want to say. You don’t remember, do you? A white forest with monsters? A crying angel that you saved with fire?” It probably sounded odd to Frost, but her lover wasn’t a person who would judge her.

She just softly smiled and turned her gaze to her own small hands.

“I don’t remember that much. But… I wouldn’t put it past me. Sounds cheesy to say it out loud… honestly… I think I’m a bit of an idiot. Well, a big idiot. I ran straight towards a child that told me to run away… Talked to a Corrupted after being told they were enemies of this world… Hell, I went straight into adventuring as a healer that only knew how to punch.”

Frost then raised a hand and cupped Jury’s cheeks.

“But I don’t regret any of it. Jury… Let’s end this. Then…”


< Your Heart of Time requires Nex >


 

< 100 Nex to function per day >

< 1,000,000 to utilize your Active Skill >


 

< Receiving Nex from Frost >


 

< NEX: 200,000 >


 

“Let’s go get some skewers.” Frost flashed her a tiny grin.

The pain in her heart began to ease as Frost transferred her Nex. The warmth in her palm returned the longer it rested on her face. Surrounding them was a storm of electricity that ravaged everything on sight.

Res fought with everything she had, and by now the Triple Paw Complex was nothing but a flattened wasteland. It was sad to think that the homes of thousands once stood there. Even if it was their hell, she imagined that it still would be sad for the innocent lives who knew nothing but their small world to see it all fall apart.

That’s why…


< NEX: 500,000 >


 

“JUUUUUURRRRRRYYYYY! WHAT TOOK YOU SO LONG!?” Res shouted ecstatically. Somehow, that big wolf was still full of vigor.

Jury smiled to herself, amused by her still lacking vocabulary despite the knowledge she had accumulated from the Eternal Library. One such knowledge was the concept of time. It was strange to her. A completely bizarre concept that somehow clicked with her the moment she peered into the countless scrambled texts of the Eternal Library.

There existed the concept of the arrow of time; a singular direction of events dictated by entropy. She learned that things could not happen in reverse because of this. But as it turned out, healers, and other things in this world defied it.

That concept from Earth had no place in this world.

But even so, it provided the foundation of her heart.


< NEX: 700,000 >


 

“I’m so sorry! Big Wolf –!”

“IT’S RES! Beholder or not, you WILL call me by my name! That’s punishment for leaving Frost alone! She’s been waiting there all this time just for YOU!”

“Hey… I had to wait for you too, Res…” Frost seemed to have at least enough energy to make one last joking remark.

Thankfully, that optimistic side of her was still intact.


< NEX: 900,000 >


 

Then, after taking in a deep breath, Jury cried out at the top of her lungs:

“RES! RES! GET OUT OF THE WAY! I’M… I’M GOING TO ATTACK IT!”

“HUH!? WITH WHAT!?”

“I DON’T KNOW… I don’t know. But I can feel it! Something brimming inside of me! Something calling out to me! That I have to destroy that Big Red Heart! IT HURT FROST AND EVERYONE INDISCRIMINATELY! I HAVE TO JUDGE IT!”


< NEX: 1,100,000 >


 

Res didn’t know what she was talking about, but she was not so dumb to ignore the warning of an aspirating Beholder. But little did she know was that this aspiring Beholder had already gone above and beyond.

A pale-blue glow shone from within her chest, causing Frost to murmur in awe. Suddenly, it was as if a portal was torn from the fabric of space itself high above Jury as a colossal barrel of a weapon not too dissimilar from the Justica Arm poked through and took aim at the Big Red Heart.

The barrel was made from an enigmatic pale stone that resembled the pearlescent object that the world called the Nexus. It pulsated with an indescribable power, and a low-pitched wine could be heard from within as various slabs of its pale exterior flipped to black.

Jury, with nothing but pure determination to obliterate the fore standing before her, unleashed a skill befitting of only that of a Beholder like herself.


|| RETROCAUSALITY – SMITE ||


 

< ATT: 2,000,000 >

< MAG ATT: 2,000,000 >


 

< Call in a predetermined strike. Whether from the past or future is up to you to decide >

< From me to you, me. Don’t let this second chance slip >


 

A beam of highly condensed energy equivalent to that of a holy smite obliterated the Big Red Heart. The buffs combined with the ATT and MAG ATT of the attack one hit a Woe of the Fallen Star-classed Corrupted.

The beam travelled further past its carcass, which collapsed the skin of a peeled banana as it struck the City of Vocals and evaporated several layers straight from the mound. It tunneled further to inconceivable lengths, and none would be surprised if it travelled around the world and returned for a second strike.

Res, who stood beside them, was left with her mouth agape. Her ears flattened at the sheer power that Jury possessed. However temporarily mattered little. She was now fighting alongside a Beholder, and her hopes bubbled within the depths of her heart.

She fell to her knees, clasping at the soil as if suddenly overcome with exhaustion. Res suddenly began tearing up as she bit her lip and muttered:

“It’s… it’s over… You did it Jury. You defeated the Big Red Heart. You did it… YOU DID IT! YOU DID IT! YOU DID IT JURY! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” She then broke out into a victorious cry.

“It’s gone… All in one attack. Aha… Hahaha… Ahhh… I want to join you as well… but, not yet… Not yet… We still have the Aspirators to deal with. And the Bloody Herring.” Frost, finally relieved from her torment, slid onto her feet as the giant weapon disappeared into the tear in space with a thunderous clap, as if loading yet another round for the next time Jury called upon its aid.

“Jury. Res… I’m going straight for him. I am not… I am not going to let him get away this time. Thank you, Jury… Thank you for clearing up these reddened skies…”

Frost’s tone changed. Even though the Big Red Heart was defeated, she still should have been afflicted by the Aspirating Condition. Yet nothing harmed her. In fact, it felt as though the entire cavern was being illuminated by a false night sky.

Nav then revealed something spectacular.


< Frost’s Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Fourth State >


 

< The Fourth State Has Manifested as Hope… All thanks to you, Jury. And tell Res I gave her my thanks >


 

< All Corrupted Zones from lower than Apocalypse-class are overruled by the Amalgam’s Corrupted Zone >


 

< Asterism’s Corrupted Zone Has Manifested >


The finale was upon them.

And it was done in a hopeful, spectacular fashion. The heart wrench was over, and in its place, came the soothing light of countless stars and colorful cosmic plumes in their night sky.

“Who would have thought that we’d be surrounded by so many stars so deep underground... Mmmm! That’s it Jury! That’s it Frost! Aaaaahhh… I’m so… So relieved! Fight yeah! Fight!?” The relinquishment that washed over Res must have been incredible.

Frost, having been rejuvenated by the manifestation set her sights to the City of Vocals.

It was time to put an end to this.

“Mhm” Jury nodded.

“Yeah. Fight.” Frost cracked her knuckles.

They’d be getting well acquainted with the Bloody Herring soon enough.
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                < The Fourth State Has Manifested as Hope >


 

< Any possessed Corrupted with the matching Affinity may have their skillset and abilities manifested as a Corrupted Zone >


 

< I believe there is only one appropriate option! >


 

< Asterism’s Corrupted Zone Has Manifested >


 

There were no greater words to hear. No greater hope than having hope itself by their side. The woes of countless depraved souls were alleviated in an instant. A fantastic constellation of brushstroke stars filled the entire cavern sky.

It wasn’t just located above them, but it extended even as far as the City of Vocals. They twinkled and shimmered as if beaconing them to raise their spirits and arms for the final push.

The scenery was something straight out of a children’s picture book, and Frost felt her heart pounded passionately as she knew that every one of Stella’s friends were up there cheering them on.

Relief flooded through the Painters and the frontline warriors who fought bravely against the Aspirators alike. The death of the colossal Big Red Heart combined with the beautiful display that seemed to lift their hearts infused their beings with hope.

Then, one by one beginning from Broker – A victorious cry broke loose and spread amongst them like a plague. Their hopes were infectious, and their dreams of overcoming the ordeal were finally on the cusp of being realized.

“JURY! RES! The Aspirators are yours!” Frost cried as she gently rested Aster against a soft pile of earth. Then, Frost rushed straight towards the collapsing carcass of the Big Red Heart, which she ravenously began to devour with all 100 of her Touch of Golds.


< Stats of the Big Red Heart gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< Heart of Aspiration >

< EFFECT: Know what will drive their hearts forward >

< Let’s never drown in our aspirations. We must be determined to rise above >


The star-like hairclips that surrounded Frost peeled and joined the stars as she finished up from the giant carcass. The entire night sky seemingly revolved around her like she was the galaxy’s core. Nebulae burst from varying stars, showering the world with its beautiful haze that neither hampered their vision nor irritated their senses.

Rather, the cosmic dust did nothing but guarantee the life of those within. No one could perish on Frost’s watch anymore. The hopes made her feel uncharacteristically giddy as her heart finally sewed itself up, somehow twice as large this time to accommodate her overflowing hope.

Nav then suddenly revealed something.


< CONDITION: All allies of the Amalgam are inspired so long as they have direct line of sight with your Asterism. Realization and Awakening criteria fulfillment chance slightly increased. If inspired enough; then a person may fundamentally reach greater heights >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Cleanse the skies of its stars >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Collapse the body that holds the stars together. In other words, you >


 

< Do you think that fish can stop you now? >


 

< When you have your very own CONDITION? >


 

< “Go get them! We’ll keep watch over Aster and the others!” >


 

Frost grinned at the prompts Nav flashed, as well as the voices of the stars.

“I wonder what’s going through his mind right now. There’s a couple of ways I’m thinking I can pick it apart. Hah… Let’s catch ourselves a fish!” Frost could not wait to strike him down.

She took a running stance and was about to anchor every single one of her Touch of Golds into the ground, wanting to slingshot herself straight for the City of Vocals.

But Jury had a better idea. With her newfound strength she was easily more powerful than Frost, and if she hugged her tight enough then she could probably snap a few bones.

“Frost! Give me your tentacles! Trust me!” Jury called out. “I’m going to hammer throw you all the way to the bad fish! Please don’t get dizzy! And – GOOD LUCK!”

She hauled a bundle of Frost’s Touch of Golds and began to spin on her heels. The sheer force and combined mass caused her to drill straight into the ground, creating a borehole that reached up to her thighs as meters of earth cracked and crumbled.

The vortex they created sucked in various dust and debris from the fragmented lands of the Triple Paw Complex. It all blended into one great soup as stars joined the giant merry go round. And then, with one final swing, Jury released Frost and sent her flying so fast that the air erupted with multiple turbulent explosions.

A trail of dust followed her like the tail of a comet as the stars surrounded her. Various Aspirators marched onwards from the barren wastes she zoomed over like a shooting star. The light of her tentacles returned all at once, and the combined illuminance caused her to outshine every star in their artificial night sky.


< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >

< [Shattered Dreams] >


 

“GET AWAY FROM ME AMALGAAAAAAAAAAAAM!” The Bloody Herring screamed in terror.

The shadowy clouds were no match for Frost. As much of the world it tried to enshroud, it did little to stop her advances. The thick stew of darkness nearly engulfed the auditorium where the Bloody Herring hid.

But little did he know that Frost possessed an attack perfect for piercing such foul darkness.

She sucked in a lung-full of air instinctively, and like a vacuum, the surrounding stars gathered around her and created a beautiful accretion disk as they dissolved into superheated matter.

Frost was no stranger to astronomy, and she immediately recognized the celestial phenomenon this attack mimicked.

A quasar. Or blazar? Same thing. So that really does make me some metaphorical black hole.

“Literal more like it. You’re eating the stars. Possibly the children too –”


 

< “Don’t listen to that lazy monotone voice! We’re happy to help!” >


 

Frost suddenly found herself laughing like all her troubles had suddenly disappeared. Somehow, the Corrupted not only had its own personality to flaunt, but could even communicate directly with Nav.

“They beat me to it. I was going to tell you that now isn’t the time but, I guess with the whole theme of hope it makes it a little more appropriate to crack jokes. Unless you weren’t kidding?”

“I shall leave that to your imagination.”

After Frost’s chest finally brimmed with a bright, fantastic light; she exhaled everything all at once and unleashed her newest attack yet.

[Ray of Hope].

A jet of intense light fired from her chest like a miniature version of Jury’s smite. It sliced through the awful clouds of [Shattered Dreams] and carved the auditorium apart, leaving behind nothing but fragmented marble behind.

And there, gasping for air in the rubble was a reconstructed Bloody Herring. His limbs were made from the fleshy material of the heart, and his fishy face looked just like a mangled angler fish.

Frost was within seconds of finally reaching her target.

“THAT POWER SHOULN’T BELONG TO YOU! WHY IS IT YOU THAT CAN MANIFEST THE CORRUPTED! HOW WAS THAT CHILD ABLE TO BECOME CORRUPTED! IT’S ALL UNFAIR!”

Held in his hands were three distinct objects. One was the Train Core, another was a golden seed-like object, and the last was an Etched Coin. It was the Minor Hyperlink.

“WITH THIS SEED I WILL STRIKE DOWN CARPALIS! I WILL EMBRACE MY DESERVED POWER, AND YOU WILL DESPAIR–!”

However, the Bloody Herring did not realize just how fast Frost was moving. Not another word could leave his fishy lips as Frost crashed straight into him like a meteorite.

“Like hell I’ll let you die that easily!” She channeled every ounce of magic into healing him as she dragged his body across the entirety of the shattered auditorium, chunks of his body peeling as if he was brought to a cheese grater.

The Train Core slipped free from his hand as the golden seed fell into his mouth, suffocating him madly. The Train Core was the single most important object to Frost and knowing that she could acquire abilities by ingesting them; she lurched forward and snapped her jaws shut around the palm-sized object.


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Spatial Distortion I >

< EFFECT: Expend all mana to create a minor Spatial Distortion connecting your last known locations within both the Epiderma and the Derma Layer. Mana cannot regenerate so long as the Spatial Distortion exists >

< Attachment may very well be the root of all suffering >


“TELEPORT! GET ME OUT OF HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEERE!” Frost ensnared him within a cocoon made from her Touch of Golds as she felt the world around them suddenly shift.

It was the same sensation that accompanied her the first time she used the Hyperlink. Her cocoon hid the outside world as she sunk her thumbs into his throat, drawing congealed blood before she began smashing fist after fist into his body, firstly pulverizing his extremities then his face.

“MERCY – STOP – STOP – HELP ME! HEEEELP MEEEEEEEEEEE –!


< [Aspirating Aspirations] >


 

< [Beaten Desires] >


“DID YOU –!” Frost cut him off, taking his tongue and jaw with a clean swipe as the tips of her Touch of Golds dug into his chest like branches.

They did not devour him. They were there to stir up his innards over and over as they regenerated themselves.

“EVER STOP –!” She laid her frustrations into him fist after fist.

“WHEN THEY ASKED FOR MERCY!?” The miracle that was healing magic was put on full display. No matter how hard she hit him the Bloody Herring was always kept with a sliver of health.

“DID YOU –!” The Heart of Hours itself, which nestled in place of his heart, could not take any damage so long as she was not Determined.

“EVER STOP TO THINK –!” But that didn’t matter. If he died, then the Corrupted itself would perish alongside him.

“JUST HOW MUCH YOU HURT THEM!?” Death, however, was far too merciful for this aspiring star that could only choke on his hopes and dreams of becoming one.

“DID YOU EVER –!” She could not feel any pity as he begged for his life.

“REALIZE THAT YOUR ASPIRATIONS –!” His death was long awaited.

“WAS WHAT DROWNED SO MANY OTHERS!?” The only thing she dreaded was the after taste that would linger in her mouth after eating this… this miserable thing.

The torturous beatdown lasted for only a minute before something tapped on her cocoon on the outside. Her rage was suddenly quelled as she kept the Bloody Herring close.

“A…auh… F-Fool… Hmhmhm … You have fallen into… one of our lairs…” The Bloody Herring was suddenly invigorated, gurgling in laughter as he mocked Frost for her foolishness.

She didn’t know where they had been teleported to, and neither what rested beyond. But the gentle tapping against her cocoon made her believe that the Bloody Herring was deeply unaware of his circumstances.

Just like Leitmotif, he carried an audacious air of confidence, most likely because he couldn’t die. It had something to do with their soul, and whether Carpalis was involved in this was up in the air. Not that it mattered now. If she wanted to kill him, then she would have sunk her teeth into his face the moment he was caught.

But did the Bloody Herring know that she could erase him at the snap of a jaw? Likely not.

Suddenly, they heard another sound from beyond the golden nest.

It was a familiar sound that instantly caused her eyes to widen.

“Brrrr. Bzzzt. Brrrr. *Snap*.”

Her mouth curved into a wide smile.
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                “Y-You’ve realized it now! Smile while you can, Amalgam! Have you broken down after realizing that it’s over –!?” The Bloody Herring was then suddenly silenced by a gentlemanly voice.

“Oh~! The Director was a few seconds off with the prediction. I suppose adlibbing the script should be fine.” The spoken voice undoubtably belonged to Magus.

Slits along her cocoon opened, revealing the golden-suited magician who stood there with his diamond cane in hand. Beside him was her precious companion, Snap and the Little Frost who sat atop its head with a brimming smile.

They had somehow found themselves within a treasury of some kind. The cylindrical room housed countless stacks of coins that acted as pillars to support the grand, dome-like ceiling. It was a world of endless riches and gold.

Her Corrupted Zone had also carried over to what she assumed was the Golden Index. The ceiling was quickly covered by various stars and a night sky that awed Magus, Snap, and the Little Frost.

The Bloody Herring was left confused. Who were these people? Or better yet, where exactly were they? Frost read him like an open book as Magus then added:

“Ahem! A fish will arrive at the end of a stream, he said. Such nonsensical directions! My Amalgam friend!” Magus bowed, paying his deepest respect to a familiar face. “It sounds like you’re having the time of your life in there! Lots of hope shared with your company, there, I presume!?”

Frost didn’t know how to respond. She only dragged the body of the Bloody Herring into view as the sound of knuckles meeting flesh played once again.

“Right!? T-That’s not the sound of you punching someone, is it!?” Magus exclaimed in shock.

“Brrr. Brrrrr. Brrrrrr. Bzzzzt!” Snap waved its hand left and right, somehow managing to get its message across to Magus.

“Ah…! Well, my condolences fish-man!” Magus tipped his top hat and promptly departed. “Hope itself will be taking its leave now! Have at it my friend! I shall pretend I saw nothing!”

“Hope…?” The Bloody Herring managed to utter. He was about to laugh, but in the absence of Magus arrived a certain figure that instantly caused his complexion to go completely pale.

“Hehe… Oh… It’s occupied. I’d hate to prematurely hatch this egg.”

Carpalis visage entered their vision as the Touch of Golds slowly peeled away, allowing them to now rest on the red carpets of this esteemed treasury. Her presence introduced an overwhelming pressure that caused Frost to lock up in place, like she was now within the maw of an even greater monster than herself.

“Ahahaha… hah… Don’t mind me. Keep talking. Imagine I’m not here. I’m used to it. Hehe. You should know already, right Mr. Fisher? You look like you need a hand~”

“… What’s the matter? You’re so pale? What happened to your talk about killing Carpalis?” Frost growled, hoisting him up high as Carpalis giggled, as if flattered. “You spoke so fucking mighty in front of me, but why can’t you do the same in front of Carpalis? Betraying her wasn’t enough for you. So you betrayed Leitmotif hoping to kill me. Then what?”

The Herring trembled uncontrollably; his attention focused entirely on Carpalis. None of Frost’s words reached him.

“I guarantee that a coward like you wouldn’t have followed through with whatever plan you had. Look at you tremble. You said that hope can only exist in the presence of another’s despair?” Frost tormented him, drawing her mouth close enough to snap a piece of its neck clean off. “I think I understand that now.”

“… Oww…” Carpalis tilted her head. “He’s a pain in the neck. Hehe, get it? Sorry. Frost. You certainly don’t know how to pull back your punches. I’ve been treated as plenty of things in my life…. A punching bag makes the majority of it. Heh.”

Frost, realizing that she had also been hurting Carpalis this entire time, instantly healed the Bloody Herring. But she never allowed him to leave her grasp. No matter how many times he attacked with [Beaten Desires] or [Aspirating Aspirations] he was already marked for death.

“Remorseful Amalgam~ Have you come to release your catch back into my sea? Hehe… I can see it in your eyes. Mr. Fisher must have been a slippery catch.” Carpalis outwardly took it all so casually.

If Frost was in her shoes and was pitted before a betrayer, then she would have destroyed them where they stood. It became impossible to tell just what ran through Carpalis’ mind.

But there was certainly an air of impending death surrounding her.

“T-This seed… Leitmotif’s seed… The seed he took from that Star… It-It should make me strong enough… A true aspiring star like myself t-to…” The Bloody Herring clutched at his chest, gaining some form of strength to gaze back into Carpalis’ pitch-black eyes.

He nearly frothed at the mouth, as if consumed by them.

“Liars speak in the same tongue. An Aspiring Star? To take down a Beholder? Hehehe… Oh Mr. Fisher. You would think that a liar would be able to tell other liars apart.” Carpalis did not belittle him.

Rather, she pitied him. Her tone was motherly, almost forgiving.

Then, Carpalis extended a hand to the Bloody Herring.

“You wish to become a star. Beautiful, are they not?” She uttered, never looking up to see the stars. “But an aspiring star will always keep looking up. You wish to take on a Beholder? Hehe. Good choice. I am the weakest. I wonder who set you up to kill me with that Big Red Heart of yours~”

Suddenly, the surroundings began to shift as Carpalis’ body instantly slid away as if the world around them was stretching in every conceivable direction.

“Fear not Frost~ I am aware of the blessing… or could it be a curse? I wonder. Hehe… That immortality I place upon them because I keep a fragment of their soul has been very… very painful for me.”

Suddenly, one of the golden fingers that were wrapped tightly around her waist pried open with a deafening, metallic screech.


 //////// < WARNING > ////////

 

< Your Corrupted Zone has been overruled >


 

|| The Dealer of Hands ||


 

The stars disappeared. They were swallowed by a great nothing as Carpalis’ figure slowly began to grow in this ever-expanding world.

Frost instinctively gulped.

Nav… I think I now know another reason why the Beholders are forbidden from interacting with the world.

“I have arrived at the same conclusion. Carpalis possesses a zone of influence similar to the Corrupted Zone. But it is not a Corrupted Zone per say.”

Still… It was enough to cancel out my own. Just… Just how powerful are the Beholders?

“Jury will one day reach this level of proficiency. Let’s not forget that the Arbiter is even stronger.”

Man… This world keeps on getting crazier. Shit… How – How big is she going to get!?

“Stars, Mr. Fisher… Are above Moons. Do you think you are above a Moon?” Carpalis genuinely asked as another finger pried itself away.

Each finger was easily the size of a building, and Carpalis had already amassed a size that rivalled the largest mountains known on Earth. The fever dream struck Frost with total awe as the woman pried another finger from her waist.

Her innards rumbled beneath her stomach. They squirmed like worms as blood pooled into her spotless dress from unseen wounds. Her crushed waist expanded like an inflating balloon and returned to normal.

“Hehe… Pardon my stomach. My old friend… still hasn’t gotten over me. I try to keep it all contained but she’s been taking more and more of my family… I wonder if hurting me makes her happy.” Her voice carried a resounding echo as if she were an omnipotent being.

When the fourth finger released the flooring suddenly disappeared. They were suspended in only darkness as countless stars populated the air separating them from Capralis. These stars were not painted like Frost’s Asterism.

It was as though a miniature universe was born as she gazed down at them gently from her elevated superposition.

“Do you know what a Beholder is? People must look up to see the stars. Stars and Moons look up, down, left, and right. Not necessarily always up. It is all just a matter of perspective out there~” Finally, her thumb latched off her waist and the Faustian Bargain arched over her like the tail of a scorpion.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that Carpalis’ scale was akin to that of a nearby planet. The scale was so incomprehensibly large that Frost’s mind blanked multiple times at the mere attempt of fathoming it.

“But a Beholder must look down to see the Stars and Moons. There is mockery, and then there is ignorance. Do you think you can tell me the truth this one last time?” She asked.

“… Help me… Help me… Help… Me…” His mind was shattered beyond repair.

“Hmm… You are so…” Carpalis’ form disappeared entirely the moment her figure took as step forward, then, she reappeared right before them with like it was all just a magic trick.

She was right. It was all just a matter of perspective.

Carpalis adored the look in Frost’s eyes and giggled as her Faustian Bargain perched high above the Bloody Herring’s head.

His time had finally arrived.

“… Honest. Hehe…” She gently wrapped his body with her Faustian Bargain and lifted him high amongst the stars he so desperately wished to reach.

“… My soul… My… Not my soul! NOT MY SOUL! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO –!”

“Let me give you…” Carpalis gently began in an utter.

“AMALGAM! PLEASE! YOU – YOU SAVED THE LIVES OF ALL THOSE INNOCENT SOULS! WHAT ABOUT MINE!? WHAT ABOUT MEEEEEEEEEEEEE!?”

The Golden Hand creaked as it slowly contracted, first crushing his ribs as he flailed his arms all around him in hopes of freeing himself. Not a single drop of blood spilled as he then began smashing his head against the wrist of the Golden Hand, mangling his face as despair quickly settled in.

“AMAGLAM!? Amalgam…? C-Carpalis – I CAN TELL YOU EVERYTHING! I CAN SHOW YOU WHICH ATELIER HAS BETRAYED THE NEXUS! I – I CAN SHOW YOU WHERE RINGMASTER –! AAAAGHHHGHG AAAAAAAAAH AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

“…a hand then.” These were the last words he ever heard.

Because a second later –


|| Dealt Hand – Bust ||


 

– He was crushed to death by the Golden Hand; his soul syphoned by Carpalis as a faint light travelled along the golden strands to her body where it happily disappeared.

A waterfall of blood spilled from the inconceivable heights, eventually becoming a fine mist as his body collapsed before them after seconds of silence. Frost did not think twice and instantly pounced on the body with her Touch of Golds.

As promised, she had erased him from existence.

Both physically and metaphysically.

As soon as it was all over her heightened emotions subsided.

There was nothing left to fight anymore.

Nothing to worry about other than to help her friends return. Her body nearly collapsed as her mind flickered like a strobe light.

The toll of it all came crashing down and her body could no longer hold it together.

Carpalis clutched onto her shoulders before she could tumble forward, using both her left hand and the Faustian Bargain. It was kind of warm despite its all-metal construction.

“Thank you…” Frost weakly muttered, her Corrupted appearance dissolving as the world returned to normal. “Agh… Sorry. My body won’t listen to me anymore.”

“Hehe. I’m used to people leaning on me all the time.” Carpalis said, allowing Frost to nestle against her shoulder as her Golden Hand slowly reattached itself against her waist. It crushed her bones and organs, and yet Carpalis didn’t bat an eye. “It’s been some time, hasn’t it?”

“… long enough that I’ve started to miss this place… Hey… How did you know we were going to be here?” Frost had to wonder as she felt something fuzzy nuzzle up against her arm.

It was Snap. It placed his head against Frost’s arm, trying to comfort her as the Little Frost explored her tattered apparel with a saddened emote floating above her head.

“That would be the doing of our ahem friend, the Director. The weasel left us a script a week back detailing an inference of fate.” Magus said, tapping away at the floor as he spoke with slight disgust at having to mention the Director by name.

His card-like face then revealed a giant spinning water wheel, depicting the wheel of fate tarot card as he cleared his throat and took an esteemed posture.

“I believe he mentioned that he’d pull as many strings for you as necessary. According to him, and I cannot stress that enough, those pesky Gears were unable to track you on their Fate Mechanism. Quite the mouthful, but he is a helpful fellow!” Magus explained. “That was quite the appearance my friend! Marvelous! Magnificent! It’d shower you with a thousand Star cards but…”

His tone then sharply shifted as he took off his hat and bowed at her.

“…I wouldn’t want to tire you even more Welcome back, dear friend.”

Frost smiled at him, her eyes groggy as she appreciated the concern. Carpalis allowed her to rest upon her shoulder, all the while Snap had her sit on its head.

Carpalis explained that they had been missing for a little over a month now. They only had so much information to work on regarding their disappearance. It also didn’t help that Snap and the Little Frost couldn’t communicate with them at all, aside from Magus who only knew very simple gestures.

As for how the Minor Hyperlink took them here of all places?

“Someone snuck in a counterfeit coin into our Casino. We’re still searching for the perpetrator… hehe.” Carplis uttered, causing Frost to groan.

Cer… That coin Sana gave her…

“It worked out in the end.”

I guess that’s one way to look at it. Haaah…

It baffled her how time was influenced by the Corrupted Zones. First the Black Forest, and then the Heart of Ours. Not to mention that they both operated very differently from the real world’s own time.

Maybe Jury might know something… Jury… Ah! Wait, I have to go back and get them. I wonder if they’re already finished.

“They’re waiting for you. I’ve let them know to gather at the ruined auditorium. Your Spatial Distortion Ability will allow them to return.”

Good… Haah. That’s a relief.

Multiple trains of thought still ran wildly in her mind as she tried to find the strength to stand, but the fuzziness of Snap and the warmth of Carpalis made her want to sleep right then and there. Of course, she possessed the will to resist such temptations and eventually stood on both feet.

“… Is it ok if I open a Spatial Distortion here? A lot of people… are going to be coming through. Er… Carpalis –”

“Another Archetype has mentioned that would be a possibility...” She glanced over at Magus who nodded back. “So we’ve made facilities available to receive them immediately. Hehe… never underestimate hope… and my love for a growing family.”

Frost couldn’t find enough words to thank her. Carpalis was willing to house every single displaced person from the Derma Layer. Her kindness was something else, and she could no longer see this Beholder as anything other than a friend now.

If the Impuritas hated her, then that was all the more reason to trust her.

“Hey… I’m sorry.” Frost ended up uttering out of habit.

“You can be very cute, I’ve found… Amalgam. Hmm. Does your chest feel heavy? Your shoulders are stiff. Stand straight for me… ahaha… Hm?” Carpalis neatly wiped Frost’s face for her and tamed the protruding cowlicks.

Then, she placed a hand onto Frost’s head.

“In times like this… When I was once in your place… no three? Five? Twenty? How many times has it been…? Haha… But do you know what I wish someone said to me every time I reached the end of a grueling journey?” Carpalis suddenly treated her like a child. Frost was certainly one given the disparity between their ages.

She had to wonder just what Carpalis was going to say. The silence was oddly comforting, as was her hand. Somehow, the weakness in her body numbed as she patiently waited for her to speak.

Carpalis gently patted her head and uttered:

“Good job… You made it. You did your best.”

Her words were simple.

So simple that anyone could have said to her.

But Frost found herself slumping forward again. The burden in her chest suddenly disappeared as her shoulders drooped. Her eyes swelled as her throat suddenly clogged up. Why did being praised… make her feel so happy?

Was it the acknowledgement? The sincerity? Or maybe she was just happy that someone understood that despite how she looked, she was also deeply burdned by everything that had happened.

Frost had only been in this world for so long. Despite everything she’s been through; getting used to it all was a tall order. The tears tumbled down her cheeks uncontrollably as she tried to avert her gaze, searching for somewhere to look at as Snap instantly wrapped itself around her.

The Little Frost clutched onto her waist and bawled her eyes out.

She was happy that she could finally cry.

“… A… Ahh…. Ahhh… H…haa… Agh… *Sniff*… A-ah…” Her voice was muffled by Snap’s fuzz. The last time she had to let it all out was all the way back in the Black Forest. She promised herself that she wouldn’t break down again, but Frost, in the end, was still… mostly human.

“Happiness and hope come in many forms. Despair can come from a buildup of bottled emotions. They must be periodically relinquished. That’s what makes us very alive. I learned that the hard way both personally, and from a close friend of mine. Frost. Someone’s heaven must never be the source of another’s torment. They are my words to live by, and another Beholder’s up there.” Carpalis didn’t speak in her usual creepy, drawn-out voice.

It was normal. Motherly. Gentle and beautiful.

Frost didn’t know how long she cried for, or how long she stayed there cuddled with Snap and the Little Frost. As soon as her composure returned, she mustered enough strength to create the Spatial Distortion.

Everything was finally arriving at a closure.


* * *


< Stats from the Bloody Herring gained >

 

< No abilities unfortunately. But you gained an abnormal number of stats. Could it have been caused by the seed? >


 

< But there is more >


 

< Heart of Ours Has Been Subjugated >

 

< Heart of Ours has been added to your collection >


< You may manifest the Active and Passive Skills of the Heart of Ours when the Will of the Amalgam allows >


 

 

< Stats from the Heart of Ours gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >

< All Unique Abilities of the Heart of Ours Have Been Condensed >


 

< ABILITY: Leader of Hearts >

< EFFECT: Know what strings to tug in their hearts. Whether for good or bad, right or wrong, or for one united drive ultimately depends on you >

< Our desires were spoken through hearts unbelonging to us >


 

< Also, please do check back with Snap. It has found two distinct Corrupted Items for you to collect >

            

    
        145. Closures

    
    
    
    
                A circular distortion in space appeared within the treasury of the Golden Index and the ruined summit of the City of Vocals. They were intrinsically linked, and Jury had the pleasure of herding everyone through the portal.

They were disorientated by the shifting world. Everyone simultaneously held their breaths as tens of thousands of people found themselves wondering if this was truly the end. They didn’t know where they were, aside from the Golden Index personnel and Frost’s friends.

Were they in yet another twisted subterranean world? Was their encounter with the Big Red Heart only the prelude to something worse? Uncertainty filled their hearts as L.S, Broker and Frost’s companions moved towards the front where they were met with a brigade of colorfully dressed men and women.

They wore suits, sleek one-piece dresses and decorated fur coats. L.S and Broker were motioned to join them, and after a brief exchange, they turned to face all countless thousands and delivered one clear phrase, which was amplified by a strange unforeseen magic.

“We’re home.”

The adventurers and the civilians of the Nex Megalopolis couldn’t believe it. There was no sudden cheer or burst of enthusiasm. Rather, it was an emotional rollercoaster that saw even the hardest of adventures cover their eyes and embrace one another, truly glad that it was all finally over.

The people of the Derma layer didn’t know how to react. What were they talking about? Why were all these people crying? Was it a bad thing? Were more painful experiences yet to come?

They were afraid, but plenty more had their hearts filled with optimism. It turned out that the emotional burst of their saviors was infectious. A good kind of disease, in a way, unlike the Big Red Heart that they all feared.

Then, they saw her. The Angel in black, accompanied by another taller Angel and a smaller one. All three of them were sat atop a mythical golden spider that demanded their attention not because of its ferocity… but because of how gentle that creature presented itself.

Jury, Ignis, the Moons… even Ayel, Perla, Stella, Sana, and a sleeping Aster, who was held in the arms of Perla, joined them all at the front as Frost prepared to address everything to them all. In the meantime, various subgroups of the Golden Index could be found weaving through and picking out the Painters, escorting them off to the side.

At the same time people pushing trolleys of delicious necessities could be seen flooding into the grand treasury. Despite how many people there were it hardly filled even a fraction of this magnificent place.

All these people were Blessed, given how they were able to directly communicate with the despaired and disheveled, offering them their aid as a small brigade of healers could be found weaving through with nothing but earnest smiles.

It turned out that there were many more Angels than they realized existed in this strange place. Since Caraplis controlled the majority of the Guilds, she issued a quest that required healers for this specific purpose.

It was either that or directly consulting with Inflow Direct. This was the easier choice.

Frost still had not fixed her broken apparel. An oversized overcoat and a few rounds of [Cleanse] fixed her miserable appearance. She took a deep breath and saw countless wary faces stare at her, expecting nothing but the worse.

And so, she gave them all a comforting smile and spoke from the bottom of her heart.

“It must be scary being somewhere unfamiliar. After everything you have lost. Your homes. Friends. Family. Loved ones. I’m sorry. A lot of the devastation was caused by us, whether directly or indirectly. Even if it meant that we were able to get rid of those monsters, it doesn’t change that we also irreversibly hurt many of you.”

She began in a somber tone. As victorious as they were, Frost could not pretend that people did not die along the way. The one hundred adventurers and civilians was but a fraction of the thousands that disappeared on that day.

“I’m sorry. We’re all sorry. I know my words aren’t enough on their own. I’m sure it’ll be difficult to overcome your pain even as time passes. But right now I can guarantee that your suffering is over.”

Her voice reached them. Many had already begun crying, whilst others were still confused on what to think. In their culture Angels were the most sacred of beings. They were trusted existences that could do no evil, so it was bizarre hearing one apologize to them for their wrongs.

Yet at the same time, it was also what made her words resonate even deeper within their hearts. Frost felt as though her words were harping on invisible strings. A small pulse of a golden glow flashed in their chests one by one.

She didn’t know what it meant. But gold had become the universal color of hope, therefore, she had to believe hope was slowly welling within their hearts.

“You were treated as livestock. Many for most of your life. Your senses were robbed. Your freedom stolen, and your happiness trampled. That won’t happen ever again. It’ll be hard getting used to this place. The Golden Index will do everything they can to make sure you live happily without fear of losing parts of your bodies again.”

Carpalis had already arranged appropriate accommodation and housing for them. The City of Diamonds was large enough to house another few hundred thousand if required. The number of Golden Index personnel was considerably lower than most Ateliers, and their citizens were even smaller.

They had all the room in the world…

… And Carpalis’ heart was sort of like a reflection of it. Big, spacious, and inviting. But because of that it also brought attention to the ill-natured.

There was no longer any reason to distrust her.

“It’ll take time before you can call this place ‘home’. Please don’t worry about that. They’re willing to wait for as long as it takes before you warm up to them. Until then, know that you’re safe now. Welcome to the Golden Index… and welcome to the world above.”

The entourage broke into an emotional outburst. No words could describe Frost’s own emotions as she watched thousands weep, fall, and ponder on their future. It was all uncertain to them still, but at the very least they believed that for now… Everything was ok.

Soon, the masses moved towards the bright light at the end of the treasury. They were finally exposed to the vast world beyond their subterranean hell.

They couldn’t believe just how vast the skies were as the colorful, exuberant Golden Index personnel escorted them in multiple groups towards their new homes somewhere within the City of Diamonds.

When Frost looked up at the summit of Carpal Tower, she could have sworn she saw Carpalis and Magus waving down at them.

I don’t want to cry again.

Frost thought to herself, nearly out loud as the Little Frost nestled onto her lap. Her golden eyes glistened as she stared up at her, smiling cutely as if trying to cheer her up.

At the same time, the Big Frost sat a little off to the side behind her, giving room for Jury to hop up and join them.

“Nicely done.” Jury hummed, drawing Frost into her chest. “I don’t think I’d be able to speak to so many people like that. Are you ok?”

“Better now that I can relax like this.” Frost grinned past her exhaustion. “Haaaaaaah… It’s… been a month, huh? A bit under two more and we’ll be right back up there.” She pointed her eyes towards the floating Nexus.

“Mmm. I can’t wait!” Jury was hopeful of the prospect. Seeing the Nexus now after being stuck in the Derma layer for nearly 6 days was liberating in so many ways that Frost couldn’t even begin to describe it.

“I give that a speech an 8 and a half out of 10.” Cer cheekily said, folding her arms as their large group steadily moved towards Carpal Tower.

The brigade of Painters, Perla, Aster, Stella, L.S, Broker and both rescued healers followed in a tidy formation. No same face was ever made as awe filled them to no end. The city was beautiful and so vast that it was like an entirely different world.

The scent of bittersweet coffee, the savory scent of sizzling meat from nearby cafes and the sound of casual conversations was almost an entirely foreign concept to the Painters, nevermind Stella who couldn’t believe just how… carefree people were.

“Brr…? Bzzzzt.”

As if sensing her wariness, Snap suddenly swiped both her and Sana, plopping them onto the softest patch of fur along its back. They sank and were submerged in a sea of long, golden grass.

“A-Ah!? U-Um… So soft!?” Stelle exclaimed, tumbling in the fuzziness as Sana couldn’t help but smile.

“… Um… Thank you Mr. Spider.” Sana hummed. “It’s so fluffy. It’s not an Anid? Wow…”

“Snap. The spider’s name is Snap.” Ber corrected, her voice higher pitched than normal.

“That’s right! Snap, because if it moves fast enough then say goodbye to your neck –” Cer’s tail was instantly squeezed by Res to shut her up.

“Ahem. Snap’s named after the snapping sound it makes. Isn’t that right, Frost?” Res sighed.

Frost didn’t even need to say anything, as Snap began nodding cutely as both Alter Frosts flashed a thumbs up emote over their heads. Cer was surprisingly tame despite having three Frost’s right there before her.

Ignis then hopped up to join Frost and Jury, only adding to the allure.

But Cer was not so insensitive to know that now wasn’t the time.

Although…

“Heh. Be glad I’m generous enough to give you a one-day invulnerability period. I can see it now! Little Frost on my lap. I’m on medium Frost’s lap. And Big Frost’s staring down at me with those hungry – Ouch!? Res!? Wait, Ber!? Why’d you hit me!?”

“Knocking some sense into you Sis. What else?” Ber spoke like it was the most obvious thing in the world, causing Sana to suddenly giggle.

The triplets looked at each other, then at Sana and smiled to themselves.

“A-Ah. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh –!”

“Laugh all you want at these Jesters of the Nexus!” Ber shouted, resting her head on the palms of her hands.

“Right Sana. Keep smiling.” Res assured.

“We’re as much of a laughing stock than L.S at this point. What’s a healer’s cute laugh going to do to a Moon?” Cer beamed. “Jester this, Jester that. I sure don’t miss being stuck with the rest of those trashy Moons up there.”

The conversation derailed almost immediately as the triplets gave another showing of the comedy skits they were universally known for. It caused Sana’s face to brighten up as Frost couldn’t help but to also laugh.

Then… She looked over at L.S and Broker.

“I’m sorry. To you, Broker. And especially you L.S. I ended up hurting you for no good reason.” Frost apologized from seemingly nowhere as they approached the long, carpeted street leading to Carpal Tower.

It was oddly vacant. They had it all to themselves as the Painters wandered around, curious by the bizarre contraptions, decorations and machines that threw out symbols and numbers at the pull of a lever.

“Ahaha. Sorry is all I get?” L.S said. “Let’s see. Sausage legs. Being pulled around like a dog. Oh, and don’t forget the intimidation I faced! Poor L.S being made less of a human than she already is!”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up for you.” Frost apologizes again.

“Frost. She’s rife with sarcasm. But I can imagine how difficult it must have been to work with you in her shoes.” Broker criticized, to which Frost wholly agreed. “L.S is from the Golden Thumb, and one of the few that are exempted from making vows with the Golden Pinky. That is the level of trust magnificent Carpalis has granted her. It was formally I who was supposed to touch base with you.”

“I understand.” Frost embraced the humility, sinking further into Jury’s arms.

“As I said before, it’s so jarring hearing the woman who ate a whole section of a train speak so meekly! Never mind the Big Red Heart! Oooh! Does this mean I have leverage over you? Could this be blackmail in some capacity?” L.S’s voice only continued to grow higher as she raised her arms.

Then, they suddenly fell to her sides as she fixed up her tie.

“No. No it’s no. Truth be told, I despised you for a good portion of our journey. It is in my nature to laugh no matter the situation. That way, my heart cannot be read. For benevolent Carpalis’ sake.”

L.S began.

“But you have the rare ability of self-reflection. Humility, and understanding. Enough that she entrusted you with speaking to potential future Golden Index personnel. But I have my own heart. My own trusts and beliefs. I would be truly miserable if I thought of you as something lesser after you stood in the face of the Big Red Heart for so many lives.”

Frost’s eyes slowly widened, swelling with tears again. She was happy to hear this. So incredibly happy that she couldn’t help but to smile.

“Rejoice Frost! I forgive you!” L.S concluded as they finally reached the archway entrance of Carpal tower.

And as expected, they were greeted by all of the nameless ex-slaves they had rescued over at Grandis.

“Frooooost! Hello Jury!”

“Everyone! You came back so soon!”

“Woooooah! How many more people did you collect this time!?”

“Fluffy Snap is back!”

“H-Hello!” The last one was from the Serum S cat-girl, who adorned a red-tinted dress and bowed politely at them from the entrance. She was like a maid, but judging from the color scheme, most likely a battle-orientated maid associated with the Golden Middle.

“… Thank you, L.S. And thank you, Broker for your help.” Frost said as she slowly slid herself away from Jury and the Alter Frosts. “Perla. Poena. Good work as well.”

She began thanking everyone one by one, including the Painters as she slipped from Snap’s back and faced them all one last time. The Golden Index Captains and the Painters were only here to escort them. Not that they needed to, but L.S and Broker wanted to say their goodbyes properly before they all headed off.

The Painters were trusted enough that they could partially join the Golden Index depending on how things went. As Impuritas, they could even be elevated into Exalted.

Eventually, she turned to the Painters and thanked Ayel and Bhodie for their hard work. It was difficult wrapping her mind around the fact that they were Impuritas. But it didn’t change that they were good people with hearts in the right place.

Frost acknowledged them for not what they were, but who they were. She didn’t see them as Painters. She saw them as people, just like anyone else. They were also the only ones who directly fought the stray Aspirators that flew too close to the others… as well as the ones who helped saved so many from the City of Vocals.

Thus…

“Ayel. Thank you. Bhodie. I’m impressed beyond words with how you were able to get so many people out of the city. The rest of you… Welcome to the Golden Index. I don’t think I can keep speaking on Carpalis’ behalf. She’s kind enough that she’ll let you stay for what you did.” Frost thanked, causing Ayel and Bhodie to look at each other.

“That should be our line. Without you, the rocky sky would have been the extent of the world we knew. It’s inspiring just how blue those skies are. And that rock must be the Nexus… It’s beautiful.” Ayel said. “They say the world is only as much as a person can see. Paintings allowed us to break through that notion. I’m glad that our paintings were not based on lies, like that false star. Well… This is our farewell, Amalgam and friends.”

“Goodbye~!” Bhodie winked.

But before they could even leave, they suddenly froze in place and turned to a childish voice that cried out:

“Painter! U-Um! Thank you! Thank you for letting me know what the stars were like! Thank you so much!” Stella exclaimed.

Frost could have sworn sensed Ayel smile beneath his mask.

“This… kind of acknowledgement is fantastic. I’m elated that my painting has touched you. By the way, kind Amalgam! I believe that since we’re all forsaking our old world, how about you give us a new name to go by!?” He asked as every one of the few dozen Painters turned, nodding in approval.

Let’s see. Artists? Painters of Hope? How about Masterpiece? Nav?

“You have a terrible naming sense. Don’t forget that both our names come from you.”

Huh? I think Frost is a cool name. Nav’s not bad either. What’s wrong with Masterpiece?

“Not all of them are Painters from what Ignis observed. Some are sculptors. Others can create artistic objects.”

Alright, let’s see you name something then!

Nav gave it a few seconds before it uttered:

“Objet D’art. The Painters create paintings that can be translated into reality, like objects. It means ‘work of art’ in one of the languages of your world.”

Admittedly, Objet D’art was a much better name than simply Artists. Frost liked it enough she inadvertently blurted it out, and much to their surprise:

“Objet D’art. Splendid! It rolls right off the tongue!” Ayel and the Painters… no, the Objet D’art approved of their new titles and bid their farewells, alongside L.S and Broker.

Frost was happy with their closure. L.S’ creepiness became somewhat charming, and the Impuritas Objet D’art posed to be a great addition to the Golden Index given their willingness to help people.

And they were going to need all the help in the world. Frost knew that at least one Atelier was deeply rooted with the Impuritas underneath. There were all sorts of flavors to choose from, but none stuck out more than the Scarlet Logic.

Only they were able to bring people back from the dead via replication. It was entirely possible that Leitmotif was relying on this up until he realized that Frost could devour his soul.

Carpalis could do the same, and if it interfered with the replication process, then it may be the reason why the Scarlet Logic sanctioned Carpalis after she struck down multiple Midnight and Dusk teams. This was during the war between the 2nd Branch and Scarlet Logic that cost many innocent lives.

Additionally… She recalled Cara, the Manager of the Dawn Collection Team’s words.

What is the soul, huh.

“Quite the strange question. I believe we should take this train of thought and present it to Carpalis.”

Yeah. I’d rather we get multiple heads in this. Before that… Let’s… Let’s rest.

Frost was dragged by the Ex-slaves straight into the lobby of Carpal Tower. Beautiful platters of food, beverages and all sorts of casino games were arranged like they were hosting an event. The event of course was their reunion.

“Wanna see our progress!?”

“Come on! Look at my muscles! I’m 10 percent on my way to reaching Jury’s level of muscle tone! Then, it’ll be fair game, right!?” The wolfwoman exclaimed, slapping her muscular belly.

Frost had to wonder if there was a chance for wolf Demi-humans to be afflicted with Cer Syndrome.

Ignis gently took Stella’s hands and invited her into the unknown place as Perla stayed close like a motherly figure.

“… Let’s go. There’s lots of yummy food waiting for us inside.” Ignis hummed.

“Is it ok? F-For me to come?”

“All that food isn’t going to eat itself. C’mon. But I get how you feel, aha.” Perla awkwardly laughed. “Your sleeping friend wouldn’t want to wake up to a hungry Stella, would she?”

“You’re right!” Stella’s fist curled into balls of determination.

An air of celebration filled the City of Diamonds that day.

The bereaved thousands finally found a place to call home, and the many that helped this happen were rewarded considerably for their heroics. Even the people that couldn’t fight and were merely dragged into this mess were offered all the help they’d need to get their lives back on track.

Sana was still shaken by the events and required psychological help, most in the form of respite. She was not going to return to Inflow Direct until she recovered from the horrible events, and from the death of her friend; T.C Gral.

He died a hero according to Sana. She recalled him shoving her further back to save her from the initial impact that crushed both him and the front compartment.

Hopefully Inflow Direct won’t have an issue with keeping Sana here. If they did, then it wouldn’t be Carpalis that they needed to consult.

It would be Frost and the overprotective Moons.

That being said, everything came to a close.

But where one door in life closed, another was bound to open.

Their journey within the Nex Megalopolis had only just begun, after all.

And there was still much to learn of the world of Elysia.

            

    
        146. One Closed Door is the Intro to a Brand New Story!

    
    
    
    
                “Have you heard about the Demon who travelled far away from home? Hehe…. She rode high seas of a trickling storm. Endured the pelting hailstorms of lands far away… And braved through monsoons of Regions she thought were only just fairytales… because they were told by Fairies. Get it? Fairy tale? Or is it a Fairy’s tale?”

Carpalis recited in a tantalizing voice.

Frost joined her on the rooftop of Carpal Tower. The cityscape ran so far with so many dazzling lights that she had to wonder just how large the world was. The horizon stretched further than Earth’s, reaching the first wall that separated the City of Diamonds to its lesser Sectors, all the way to the great walls of the Nex Megalopolis.

“You never fixed your apparel? It must be chilly for you Frost.” Carpalis made the nth pun about her name being Frost, causing her to smile as she pondered on the reason why Carpalis called her here in the first place.

Alone as well.

“It’s fine. I kind of like this coat. It’s pretty comfy.” Frost said, ruffling it.

She only wore a shirt and loose pants underneath. The tights were all tattered, and her Coat of Prejudice was so worn out that she couldn’t feasibly wear it unless she required its lie detector ability, which turned out to be highly unreliable.

The truth was not an objective thing. It was murky and constructed of pure subjective thoughts that could be interpreted as objective. If someone believed the lie, then that was their truth. The ignorant and uninformed were also susceptible to the same fallings.

Frost was in the middle of catching up with the ex-slaves not too long ago. They had gained professions and jobs within the Golden Index, with some training to become combatants of the Golden Middle whilst others took administrative jobs. The bunny-woman not only became a bunny-suit dealer, but also a stand in supervisor for the upper floors of Carpal Tower.

The cat-girl on the other hand was more or less a mix of a combat maid. Kind of like what Cer was like for the better part of their trip to the Derma layer, except the cat-girl could actually cook. In fact, she may have already surpassed Frost in cooking.

Despite how tired she was and still currently is, Frost could never say no to a meal.

Frost touched her stomach from within the giant coat.

“It’s bursting tonight. Can you feel it in the air? Their emotions are so intoxicating… hehe… Or maybe I’m drunk? Isn’t that sunset beautiful?” She pointed off towards the setting sun.

An orange glow highlighted the distant horizon, which spanned all the way to the great mountain of Dwarhelven. The lands that rested beneath its massive visage were plunged into an early night as its shadow crept along.

“Did you know about the Nex?” Frost needed to ask once and for all.

“You asked many things but the nature of Nex. Emotions are what drives it. Without Nex, our technologies cannot operate. Hehe… Ateliers exist for that reason. Before there was an organized structure, there were kingdoms of the old, and further back: bearers of these powers were revered as Gods. Our… beginnings were chaotic. It’s reasonable now… but it can be better.”

Carpalis eagerly gazed into the darkening skies, but no matter how dark it became the stars never appeared due to the immense light pollution of the city.

“350 years ago, huh?”

“It was worse further back. Some of the Beholders of today were from that era where cradles of civilizations first emerged. Others had influence long before they became Beholders. Beholder E. comes to mind… Hehe… As does Marduk, an old self-proclaimed God.”

“Beholder Marduk is how old?” Frost was morbidly curious.

Morbid, because she could not fathom anything living for over a hundred and fifty years. The number of generations they would have seen come and go would have been incredible.

“Several hundred. Or nearing a thousand. Difficult to comprehend an existence of that timespan, but so are the cosmos. Haha… Oh. It’s time.” Carpalis merely blinked and the entire City of Diamonds fell into complete darkness.

Every conceivable light was snuffed simultaneously. But in its absence they were greeted by a beautiful stary sky.

“I’ve been told they never had the chance to see them… hehe… but they don’t know many of those stars are already gone. It’s like a window to the past.” Carpalis hummed, before she took a small, delicate lens and peered through it.

Her perpetual grin softened all of a sudden.

“That’s how light works unfortunately. Nothing we can do about that, but on the bright side that’s a couple billion years before we notice them dying out.” Frost wasn’t too bothered by the very real existential crisis that was a dying universe.

They would have been long gone before anything could have changed, although, she would be lying if she said that it wasn’t sad that all things inevitably do come to an end.

Even if it does take an incomprehensibly long time.

“Oh? But have you peered through this window to the present?” Carpalis chuckled, passing the beautiful, glistening lens to her.


< Your Appraise Object level is too low >


“Huh?” Frost gently took it and peered through the glass, wondering what was so special about it. “… W-woah… What… wait, wait wait – what am I looking at exactly?”

“The present.” Carpalis simply stated.

She was greeted with a sight she could never forget.

There were countless blue stars and a universe thriving with celestial bodies; far more than what could be seen by the naked eye. The lens allowed her to somehow see the worlds beyond in the present, bypassing the limitations of light itself through an entirely anomalous process that defied all Earthy logic.

Her knees became weak, and her mind was frozen by the sheer beauty of it all. She realized that the universe itself was thriving, and while they were seeing ghosts in the naked eye, what they didn’t realize was that countless celestial offspring were repopulating the great void more than ever.

Hope. Hope welled in her heart. After the memories of a dead universe, she could not be happier to see that this one was so very much alive.

“Star-tinted Lens. The process of creating Atelier Items such as this is a head scratcher.” Carpalis itched her head, before she gently took the lens back and pocketed it into a Dimensional Storage. “It is a precious gift from our friends at ImpulseWorks. If you are seeking to repair your Corrupted equipment, then it is best that you head there. They’ll gladly arm you well for the future.”

She pointed her eyes towards the giant city that depicted many hearts along its walls, and one colossal one that oversaw the Sectors of the City of Hearts.

“I’m assuming we can trust them.”

“They’re considered our allies. Hehe. Unless they’ve gotten tired of my always giggling to myself. Haha… Or because I refused to show them my skin. Good luck there.”

“Skin?”

“The City of Hearts is otherwise called the City of Lust. You will be thoroughly investigated. Hehe… I am formally going to send you there carrying all favors I possess to leverage them into accepting you into their cradles. Please don’t make too much of a mess of them if they get too touchy. Hm… I really… really hope this mess doesn’t continue to any more than it has.”

Carpalis suddenly set her sights upon the City of Spades, the territory of the Scarlet Logic. A cold breeze suddenly swept by. Carpalis’ hair was as stagnant as stone, as were her apparel as if they were weighted.

“We have a traitor in the midst. It will take some convincing to get other Ateliers on board against the Scarlet Logic. You must have arrived at that conclusion already… hehe… Their replication process has one fatal flaw, and that is the soul. Without it, they lose themselves entirely. Poof. Vanished… It’s painfully sad.”

She then turned to Frost and held out her hand. Frost took it and they suddenly shook on an unspoken promise. Frost knew exactly what Carpalis wanted, or rather, what she didn’t want.

War. Carpalis feared war.

“Let’s hope to avoid another Atelier War.

Hehe… Because I fear that our precious city will burn into the ground this time around.”

A potential Atelier war wouldn’t merely just be with the 2nd Branch and the Scarlet Logic this time. In all likelihood, it would involve every present Atelier of the Nex Megalopolis if they found out that the Scarlet Logic were working with the Hearts and the Dungeons they all despised.

And more than that,

They had the Impuritas on their side to make up for the multifrontal war.


* * *


Frost eventually returned to the lobby where she was met with Snap. It presented her the two Corrupted Items she had yet to investigate.

The first was a small pin badge shaped like a red love heart. Upon closer inspection she found that the heart was made of many thousands of tiny hearts, which animated like water trickling down a wall.






	 
	
< Badge of Fragmented Aspirations >


	 



	 
	
< A thousand collective beats will sound like one >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object
	
AFFINITY : Civilization


	TYPE : Accessory



	DEF : 250
	
MAG DEF : 500


	RESIST : 0









EFFECT: Resistance to the Civilization Affinity. Wearer’s heart cannot be swayed or tugged. Impose your heart upon others to fragment them. If target was an enemy, then they will fight for your heart until they have taken 10% of their total base HP. Target’s RESIST must be lower than 100 to take effect.


The second object was a pair of black gloves made from velour or a similar type of material. She couldn’t exactly tell what it was, but it was delightful to touch. The gloves fit almost perfectly, and the cuffs around her wrist were made of a fur somehow softer than Snap’s fury.

Before Frost could even put on the second glove Snap rubbed its head against her ungloved hand, nearly pushing her over in jealousy.

“You’re so cute!” She happily embraced it.






	 
	
< Dream Shatterer >


	 



	 
	
< At some point, reality will come crashing back >


	 



	
ORIGIN : Object


	AFINITY : Civilization
	TYPE : Weapon



	
ATT : 3,500


	 
	MAG ATT : 4,500









EFFECT: Instantly awaken the unconscious and remove all Torpidity stacks at will. Those on the receiving end of your attacks may never pass out or lose their mind. They must witness reality come crashing down till the bitter end.


Frost finally received a weapon after all this time. But it kind of bummed her that it was just a glove, meaning her fists were still essentially her weapon. Not that she complained. A hefty boost to her ATT and MAG ATT was a welcome addition to her already unstoppable stats.

The only next logical step from here would be to eliminate an Apocalypse-classed Corrupted.

Then she could finally be on par with the Beholders.

But if the Big Red Heart was just a Woe of the Fallen Star, then she could not imagine the magnitude of devastation that Apocalypse Corrupted hailed.


* * *





	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
Jury
< Junior Beholder >


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 250,000 ^500/Min
	
MP : 40,000 ^50/Min


	AGI : 85
	RESIST : 160 (+45)



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 8,000
	
ATT DEF : 6,500 (+300)


	O : 160
	D : 80



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 9,000
	
MAG DEF : 5,500 (+300)


	S : 0
	E : 0









< PROFESSIONS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	BODY VERSATILITY: 100LACERATER: 40
TAIL EVOLUTION: 20
	DIVINE WORKS: 50
OMNIDYNAMIC: 30
	 
	 









< ACTIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	
Lacerate IV [0/10]Tail Whack V
Body Manipulation VTail Evolution II [0/10]
Retrocausality [0/10]Localized Entropy [0/10]
Doppler Strike [0/10]


	Angel Feathers III [0/10]
Dynamic Resistance III [0/10]
	 
	 









< PASSIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	
Sharpened Claws VGrowing Tail
Acrobatics VSharpened Fangs V
Neurotoxin III
Slipstream IV


	Deflecting Feathers II
Perfect Physiology V
	 
	 









< ABILITIES >





	Their Innocence | Realized | Amalgam’s Blessing | Beholder | Heart of Time













	LEVEL : 180
	 
	
Ignis
< Weaponized Symbiote >


	 
	 



	NAME : Ignis
	HP : 260,000 ^20/Min
	
MP : 25,000 ^10/Min


	AGI : 60
	RESIST : 500



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 1,600
	
ATT DEF : 5,500


	O : 150
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 1,400
	
MAG DEF : 5,500


	S : 40
	E : 0









< PROFESSIONS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	EXTERNAL SYSTEM: 30
WEAPONIZED SYSTEM: 120
	SHAPESHIFT: 30
BODYCRAFT: 10
	SYMBIOSIS: 40
	 









< ACTIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	External System III [0/10]Weaponized System V
Devouring Slash II [0/10]
	Complex Machinations II [0/10]Hardened Shell I [0/10]
Reinforce! I [0/10]
	Acrid Micro Secretions III [0/10]
Implausible Sensory Makeup [0/10]
	 









< PASSIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Auto Reconstitution VBiological Understanding I
Efficient Heat Dissipation III
Oppressive Gaze V
	External Skin V
Material Mimicry I
	Heightened Senses IIIResemblance V
Perfect Mimicry (Cat Demi-Human)
	 









< ABILITIES >





	Realized | Amalgam’s Blessing | Symbiote | Siren’s Voice













	 
	 
	
Moon
Cer


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Electric Fang >

Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil



	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Demi-Human
	HP : 50,000
	ATT : 3,000
	MAG ATT : 3,000



	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000
	MP : 10,000
	RESIST : 100
	
AGI : 55











< Unfortunately, this is all based on what the Moons were willing to tell us. They only wish to reveal all relevant Skills. Maybe if we Realize them one day, we’ll be able to confirm their skills >


 < ACTIVE >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Electric Fang VUltracharged Field V
Galvanic Current V
Wolf Bite V
	Static Defense V
Matching Current V
	Electric Sensitivity V
Detection V
	 









< The stats do not match up with their levels. But this is not unheard of. They are only limited by their level. Skills can still increase despite this >


 

< Cer does not want to show you her Passive Skills. Neither the other triplets. It is not that they are hiding things from you >


 

< There are simply things that shouldn’t be unveiled >


 

< But let’s pretend that ‘allergy to baths’ is here >


 

< ABILITIES >





	Moon | Serum S (Galvanic Blood) | Serum H | Charged Blood Tether | Jesters! | Atelier Jaw









 





	 
	 
	
Moon
Ber


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Electric Claw >

Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Demi-Human
	HP : 50,000
	ATT : 3,000
	MAG ATT : 3,000



	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000
	
MP : 10,000


	RESIST : 100
	AGI : 55









< ACTIVE >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	
Electric Claw VSupercharged Field V
Galvanic Current V
Wolf Scratch V


	Static Defense VMatching Current V
Reflexive Defense V
	Wake Up Shock V
	Electric Sensitivity VDetection V
Cook IIIButcher I
Forager V
Sewer II









< Ber is a little more willing. It shows that they weren’t born fighters. Circumstance have merely carved them into who they are now >


 

< ABILITIES >





	Moon | Serum S (Galvanic Blood) | Serum H | Charged Blood Tether | Jesters! | Atelier Claw













	 
	 
	
Moon
Res


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Electric Eye >

Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil


	 
	 



	
LEVEL : 200


	ORIGIN : Demi-Human
	HP : 50,000
	ATT : 2,000
	MAG ATT : 2,000



	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000
	
MP : 20,000


	RESIST : 100
	AGI : 55









< ACTIVE >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Electric Eye VHypercharged Field V
Galvanic Current V
Electric Lance V
	Static Defense VMatching Current V
Ionizing Shell V
	Pack Leader V
	Electric Sensitivity VDetection V
Telescopic Sight V









< PASSIVE >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	
Ionizing Gaze V


	 
	 
	 









< ABILITIES >





	Moon | Serum S (Galvanic Blood) | Serum H | Charged Blood Tether | Jesters! | Atelier Eye













	
Snap
< Observer of Happiness >











< … Snap requests that you do not pry >


 

< As a friend, I will comply >


 

< Snap hopes that you will one day understand >


 

< By the way, when will we be leaving? Our next destination will be none other than the City of Hearts! >

            

    
        Special 1: How Do You Translate 'Snap'?

    
    
    
    
                A month ago, while Frost and hundreds of innocent lives found themselves lost within the bowels of the Derma layer, the highest powers of the Golden Index held a distinguished meeting within the summit of Carpal Tower.

The tower was evacuated for the declared emergency as all 4 Underbosses of the Golden Index stormed through the floors with haste. A heavy march of stomps bombarded each silent floor as they speculated just what this sudden emergency was.

“There must have been an attack on the city!” A woman dressed in a green business suit exclaimed as they cradled mounds of paperwork. Green, transparent arms flung out and caught any stray paper that dared to attempt an escape.

This woman was the Golden Thumb Underboss; Evergreen. Her eyes were as green as her messy hair that resembled the silhouette of an evergreen tree. Her skin was on the darker side, but it was slightly lighter than Jury’s.

Evergreen was essentially the highest-ranking individual of all the Golden Thumb and commanded accordingly to Carpalis Will. The same was true for the other esteemed individuals who answered Carpalis’ call, which resonated from the gemstone rings they wore.

“Did you hear that crack of thunder!? Something moved so fast that the brickwork lifted across one of D-Q’s main streets!” A man adorned in a red business suit and a comedically thick tie.

He was a mountain, with a body built like an Adonis. It was the kind of body that warriors aspired to achieve. In their dreams, that is. His veins were like serpents, and they bulged right through his super tight suit as he carried along a tiny cup of coffee, caring not to spill it on Carpalis’ magnificent carpets.

Additionally, he wore an oversized hat that completely covered his head.

This man was Secure-80; and was one of a hundred individuals that were chosen to undergo rigorous training for the role of the Golden Middle Underboss. Suffice to say, his name designated his number and although it wasn’t his real name, the man wasn’t bothered enough to revert it.

Rather, he was proud to wear the name Carpalis had bestowed him with… even if it was supposed to be temporary.

“Glorious Carpalis rarely summons us directly. It must be of paramount importance! Hurry!” Another man dressed in a formal blue suit bearing multiple ties which hung all the way down to his knees exclaimed.

This person was none other than the Golden Ring Underboss; and focused primarily on closing deals with large entities including and not limited to companies, bands, mercenaries, and even settlements beyond Brandar.

His name was Paciscor, and he had a relatively normal appearance compared to most of his peers. Thanks to this, dealing with foreign entities was slightly easier.

“… I have a bad feeling about this.” An extremely low-pitched voice spoke, which was coupled by an eerie echo.

The last individual was a man dressed in a fabulously pink suit that resembled someone one would wear in a wedding, or a funeral depending on how one looked at it.

Insignias of white clovers were woven across his entire suit; a flower representing promise. This man could not be anyone other than the Underboss of the Golden Pinky, who specialized in personal promises.

They were also responsible for the disappearances of those that failed to uphold them.

Between every clover was a cypress; a flower that represented death. The man did not allow a single inch of his skin to be revealed, and his head was nothing but a black void, topped with a pink top hat.

His name was Promised Oath and was easily the most mysterious out of the 4 due to the nature of both his work and his powers. To require all 4 of them at once brought the severity of the situation into perspective.

They were all among the very few level 200 Exalted.

As the color schemes of each floor flickered and changed, they further speculated on the issue at hand.

Was it another Atelier War between the 2nd Branch and Scarlet Logic?

Did yet another Dungeon disappear in the blink of an eye?

Did another Golden Index personnel betray them? If so, then just how high were their rank?

Or worse: Did something happen to Carpalis?

The only three times they were summoned was during the Atelier War; the attack of the Big Red Heart, and the very same day that saw the city of Paradise collapse. The latter was the unlikely scenario, but they could see the 2nd Branch launching yet another offensive against the Scarlet Logic.

“Whatever it is, we must not falter! Magnificent Carpalis needs us!” Secure-80 exclaimed as they reached the final few floors.

They could hear the sound of scratching through the floors and walls. They came from within Carpalis’ final floor. It sounded like the clattering of multiple legs; like there were spiders crawling within the walls.

Then, they heard Carpalis’ voice.

“Oh no… Is this… the end?”

It sounded like she was in pain.

“GET READY TO FIGHT!” Secure-80 howled with a frightening battle cry that caused the second last floor’s poker tables to fly across the room as they stormed up into the final floor.

They were suddenly met with a horrifying sight.

An eight-legged monstrosity raised its two front legs high above its head, ready to pounce on Carpalis as a small child also lifted its arms up. To them it looked as though the child was surrendering or begging for help and was being held hostage on the head of the giant golden beast.

Magus; Carpalis’ Consigliere, was gripped with emotional trauma as he clutched at his card-like head, possibly suffering from an injury or worse, a mental attack. The 4 weren’t going to take any chances and prepared for a legendary battle as Carpalis also lifted her arms up and stretched in one direction, mimicking the beast.

“I, Hope itself, cannot even decipher the language of another hopeful being? Could I be any more useless?” Hope itself was drunk on despair.

“…. I can’t… stretch any further… Snap… hahaha… are you indirectly calling me… old?” Carpalis lacked the flexibility of a normal person due to her Faustian Bargain, which crushed her waist.

The legendary beast, which went by the name of Snap, shook its head in a ‘no’, as did the child who flashed a strange picture above her head that depicted a panicked version of herself.

“Madam Carpalis! We’ve arrived!” Evergreen exclaimed, drawing attention to them.

“Hehe… Quick. Do the interpretive dance.” Carpalis told Snap, who instantly began shuffling left and right whilst waving their front two hands up in the air, trying to get some sort of message across.

It was…

“Cute.” Promised Oath deeply uttered beneath his breath.

“Adorable.” Evergreen nearly spilled her paperwork, fascinated by the dance and the speechless child.

“A golden Anid?” Paciscor was more curious about the spider itself, having never seen such a fuzzy spider before, never mind one of gold.

“I see… Ma’am Carpalis. May I speak?” Secure-80 asked, folding his arms as Carpalis sluggishly tried to match Snap’s movements.

She didn’t even look like she was trying, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Carpalis was… physically inept despite being one of the all-mighty Beholders. It was one of the reasons why she was always regarded as the weakest.

But a Beholder was still a Beholder… even if someone’s grandma possessed better flexibility than her.

That being said –

“You may…” Carpalis allowed.

“Did you call us here to help exterminate that?” He genuinely asked, causing Snap to instantly back off to the furthest end as the child hopped down and threw her arms out, trying to protect the spider. “… I suppose not.”

“Translation. Hehe. You’ve heard by now that we’ve lost 2 Captains to a disappearing dungeon… A trusted friend of ours is also with them. Ahaha… Through Snap we can communicate with them. But… I don’t speak Snap.”

“Snap… Language… Done.” Evergreen shuffled through the paperwork, and just by merely looking at the contents she was able to change what was written.

She added an addendum that reminded her to update the list of known languages with ‘Snap’. Their attitudes suddenly shifted for the better after hearing that Snap was their link to communicating with those affected by the disaster.

Suddenly, there was a combined effort into deciphering the dance which resembled the playfulness of a jumping spider. Except this spider could essentially teleport at will.

The greatest minds were put to work as they took their seats around the poker table. Their presence alone reignited Magus’ passion as he closely studied Snap’s every movement, stroking an invisible chin.

They began with high hopes and boundless energy.

In the next hour, they had to readjust their approach seeing that they had gotten nowhere.

In the following two hours they were tapping on the desk and shuffling through cards, half awake as only Carpalis, Snap and the Little Frost possessed the mental fortitude to continue chipping away at the communication hurdle.

After 12 hours all 4 of the Underbosses were left entirely hopeless about the situation.

As for Magus he had to wonder if he really was the Archetype of Hope, as he contemplated his own existence.

All thanks to one spider.

“Brrrr. Zzzt. Brrrr.”

“… Bzzzzzzzz…” Magus buzzed defeatedly.

“Brrrrr! Bzzz! *Snap*!”

“Bzzzzzz. Brrrrrrrrr… oooooh… Carpalis… I have failed as Hope…” He slumped into his seat dejectedly.

Carplis didn’t reply. She had turned her attention to the Little Frost now, who tried communicating through a deck of cards. She arranged them in foreign characters unlike anything she had ever seen. The issue with the Blessing of the Nexus’ auto translative magic was that it could not translate anything written; only things that were spoken.

The only time that written words were translated was only if the writing itself carried auto translating properties, like what many stores use for their signs.

This was where the Scribe Profession came into play and were a necessity for the Golden Index, who catalogued every conceivable transaction within the Nex Megalopolis.

“BBBBRRRRRRRRRRR!” Snap suddenly rushed at Magus, waving its hands frantically as if something had suddenly clicked.

“Brrrr. Bzzzz. Brrrrr… Wait… Brrr? Bzzz. Brrrr. Br?” Magus’ invisible brows furrowed as if he too arrived at an epiphany.

“Brrrrr. Bzzzz. BBBBBBBBBBBBRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

He exchanged a gaze with Snap, slowly rising from his seat right before he slammed both palms against the table.

“UNDERGROUND!?” He exclaimed, somehow managing to piece Snap’s message together.

The Little Frost threw him a thumbs up, as did the emoji above her head.

“*Snap* *Snap* *Snap*”

            

    
        147. The Golden Guild

    
    
    
    
                A precarious future awaited Brandar. Potential battles. New encounters. Friends. Foes. Tasty food…

But what about respite?

Frost wanted to tone it down a little now. Her mind was fresh off the emotional highs after her beatdown with the Bloody Herring. Truth be told; she would have liked if they didn’t kill him off immediately. But unfortunately, due to the nature of the Heart of Ours, they had no choice but to end him in spectacular fashion.

Of course, if the situation called for it, then she’d have to come off the backburner.

After a healthy night’s rest – Her first night rest since arriving in Brandar – She was summoned by Beholder Carpalis for a special ceremonial induction within one of the inhouse Guilds of the Golden Index.

The details were spared since she only received the message through Jury, who had woken up hours earlier to prepare for this induction. From what she knew, the induction was a vital process that enabled a person to become an Adventurer.

Normally, the Blessed were exempted from this for two reasons. The first was that the Blessed were already inherently Adventurers themselves and could have their progress tracked via the Guilds. The second and more obvious reason was due to the destruction of the Hyperlink Networks.

This made it difficult to track and verify who was who outside of the Guilds without the aid of the Golden Thumb or the Blessed. Since their disappearance the Nex Megalopolis had adapted and introduced a foolproof pen and paper system that allowed Adventurers to carry what was essentially their physical ID on them.

The worlds changing fast, huh.

“It’s a living world. Did you expect it to wait for you?”

Frost shook her head as she followed a highly reflective marble road with Snap acting as her fuzzy vehicle.

They entered a massive clearing that stretched for over 2 kilometers in every direction. It led towards a monumental structure that was built like a hybrid between an airport and a castle.

It reminded her of the Common Hub of the Nexus, save that this was far larger than it should have been, and she saw countless thousands patrol its grounds and loiter around the many wonderful fountains that dotted this otherwise absent plane.

The place oozed with equal portions of majesty and eeriness. The sheer scale was unnatural and was frankly impossible to create even with modern engineering. If H.P Lovecraft was an architect, then she imagined that this structure, the Golden Guild, would have been one of a thousand ‘monsters’ in his bizarre portfolio.

Seeing so many happy faces was a nice change of pace. People of all kinds of races, apparel and color roamed this vast place whether alone, in groups or as a family. Children played in the small fountains, and she could have sworn she just saw one get swept off their feet by the excited jets.

Couples could even be seen here whether holding hands or sharing an intimate moment without a care for the world. As simple as the marble field was the beauty of the highly reflective floor easily made up for it, although, when she peered off to the edge of Snap, she found a rather… peculiar problem.

Good thing no one’s wearing a skirt.

“Can you care to explain?”

The entire floor’s practically a mirror. Look at it this way. Say I want to tie my shoelaces. I’m either looking at my own backside or someone else’s. I can see people doing it on purpose as well.”

The thought disgusted her, but it did not detract from the peerless beauty of the place. At the right angle it was as though they were walking on clouds. Optical illusions tampered with her sense of depth as she felt as though she was staring down into an endless blue pit.

“Any idea who makes those structures?” Frost asked.

“Caldera Industries. They manage the infrastructure of Brandar, Dwarhelven and the Caldera Region. Possibly the facilities of the Ateliers, and they are the reason the Nexus floats.”

Frost’s eyes were drawn to the staggering reflection of the Nexus, her eyes climbing up until her head reared back to face the monolithic structure.

“Controlling gravity lets you do all kinds of things, huh. What’s structural integrity again?” She sighed with a sarcastic tone. “Man… I bet architects would love that kind of technology. You know, we have a saying. An architect’s dream is an engineer’s nightmare… And by the way Nav. I should have learned new Skills. What happened to them?”

“Would you mind waiting until we’re ready to depart?”

“Not at all. Maybe I’ll finally get something other than [Punch] for a basic attack.” She sighed again.

The fact that [Punch] was a skill in the first place baffled her to no end. It turned out that just because you were transported into another world of magic doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll be able to use magic like the rest.

Not that she could complain, however. She was strong enough as she was. Frost felt like an overlevelled character wandering in a social hub, appearing weak given her apparel which was no more than trousers and an oversized coat, but was in fact the only endgame player present.

They eventually entered the building through one of its many gaping entrances, which were held by countless pillars like an ancient Parthenon. The marble faded to a reflective gold surface as she found herself submerged within a mesmerizing hall filled with the brim with more facilities than she could count.

One major section held booths manned by green-dressed Receptionists. She felt like she was simultaneously within a bank and a shopping mall as Snap scurried along, driving her towards a corner where Golden Index personnel were most concentrated.

No one else brought in pets or mounts into this place, but Frost was exempted, and these people were informed of her arrival, courtesy of Carpalis and her trusted aids. Some raised their hands, as if reflexively trying to call out to her to stop, but they were quickly reprimanded by Golden Middle Soldiers.

Frost was granted unrestricted access from what she could tell. No one batted an eye. Carpalis’ orders were absolute. However, that didn’t mean there weren’t any interactions to be had.

“Woah… It’s the legendary creature big boss man was talking about.” A Golden Middle woman uttered, mesmerized by the eight-legged ball of fluff.

“Isn’t that the Color Ma’am Carpalis entrusted the speech to?” Another whispered to their comrade.

“A Color. Black Dove, wasn’t it? So that’s the Black Incandescent Color.”

“… Those eyes are something else…”

Word had spread faster than she realized. The name of the Black Dove was already known within the City of Diamonds, mostly thanks to the thousands she had rescued referring to her as such. And besides, it was hard to miss her, even without her iconic feathered coat.

Her eyes were easily her second most defining characteristic, but she also had to wonder how else they knew it was her.

“She’s as short as they say.”

“Messy hair. Built like a healer.”

“Feels like she’s staring at me… and she’s not even looking at us.”

As per Frost, she was not the kind of person who liked to passively participate. And so, she ended up kindly waving at them with a gentle smile. Unbeknownst to her was that there was another characteristic that defined her.

“What… a scathing smile… those eyes… I’m drowning.”

“Woah. So pretty. Those eyes aren’t kidding around!”

They’re really honest about their feelings, huh.

“No point in hiding them when no one’s here to judge.”

Yeah. Good point.

There were two schools of thought, if it could even be called that. One side characterized her by her damming eyes, but not in a bad way. At least she hoped so. It was kind of like how Frost herself loved her own eyes… Just not to the point where she’d let the world know.

Or in other words, they had Cer Syndrome.

The other side was more mentally sound and was astounded by her golden eyes.

As it turned out, her eye color was mostly unheard of. The expired Angelic race was mostly associated with golden irises, although Frost was too human to be considered one. Demons very rarely had golden eyes. Carpalis was one of them, though it was only her pupils that were golden.

I’m still a human on the surface at least.

As humorous as it was to be thrown into the center of attention, it ultimately amounted to nothing. But knowing that more people were aware of her status as a Color would certainly make it easier when interacting with the Ateliers.

Because the name of the Amalgam still meant nothing to them.

            

    
        148. Frost's Stats

    
    
    
    
                After numerous twists and turns, and an indoor bridge that impossibly spanned over the lobby with minimal supporting structures, she eventually reached her destination.

A pair of oiled oak doors were left open in anticipation of her arrival. She was greeted by many floating lights within a relatively large, rectangular room. It was shaped like a room for mass prayer, except there weren’t any seats found anywhere. An altar-like fixture was the only notable structure within the otherwise gorgeous room.

It sat at the furthest end, atop a small platform where she saw Jury, Ignis, the Moons and Carpalis gather around the altar. The triplets were the first to notice her, and Cer was about to open her mouth until Res cupped it and silently gestured Frost to keep silent.

Is this the ceremony they were talking about?

“It’s the registration ceremony. It was not required for the Blessed until recently. The Nex Megalopolis has adopted physical multilingual IDs. They benefit the non-Blessed more and places less of a burden on the Blessed who constantly needed to identify people.”

Makes you wonder why it took them until now to do that. Knowing how this world works, nothing changes until they’re forced to. Isn’t that why the Nex Megalopolis was created in the first place?

“Precisely. A united city built out of necessity in the case of another Paradise Lost event.”

Hardly united when there’s 5 independent cities fragmented by walls and their own interests. At least the Golden Index has the right idea with building the guilds.

Frost and Nav were stuck in a world of their own as Snap stealthily arrived at the foot of the altar. The ceremonial induction was a rather simple procedure that required a person to place their palm upon an orb.

Afterwards, their levels would be approximated by the orb depending on various stats, and they’d also be given an Adventurer Rank pertaining to their skills. The orb itself was not needed for the non-Blessed, but because the Blessed could not see each other’s stats, it became a necessity.

How exactly it measured them was unknown, although Frost was interested to see how close the approximations were since she had the bizarre ability to see the stats of a Blessed.

Jury was the subject of this process, and Carpalis acted as her supervisor.

She needed to visually confirm the outcome and validity of their status as a registered Adventurer, and to personally testify that their IDs, which were called Guild Plates, were legitimate.

There was always an option to bypass this process, but it was unfortunately turned down by Carpalis. As much as she trusted them, she wanted to see it for herself. If someone asked her if they were legitimate Adventurers then she would be unable to tell them ‘yes’.

Carpalis was many things, but a liar was not one of them.

“That’s it… Hehe… colorless as expected. Incandescent Soul… For beating a Woe of the Fallen Star and as another fellow Beholder… Unbound Rank it is until the Hyperlinks return. Then… Maybe I’ll return to the Nexus to congratulate you on your, haha… graduation. Level 200.” Carpalis said, motioning Ignis to step up next.

“How was it?” Frost asked, hopping down from Snap to join them.

“Therapeutic! I’m sorry we left early. I didn’t want to wake you up after you slept so soundly. You needed that rest.” Jury apologized for leaving her behind, not that Frost really minded.

“Can you two please stop flirting for a second?” Res hushed. “Ignis. Please place your hand on the orb. Squeeze it as hard as you can. Don’t be afraid of breaking it.”

Ignis did as told, and after only a minute of strenuously testing her grip strength, Carpalis sluggishly applauded her. There was no glorious glow of light. She had seen or at least read of a similar trope in fantasy novels where ranks were calculated by an orb. Usually, they’d be triumphant and full of excitement.

Here, it was difficult to feel upbeat when they already knew the outcome.

“Unbound Rank as well. Oh mellow Moons. You don’t want another attempt?” She offered them, which they immediately declined.

Politely, of course.

They were in the presence of a Beholder, after all.

“Thank you, but we’re at our maximum level already. The last instance was only 20 years ago.” Res spoke on their behalf with utmost respect. “Frost. It’s your turn now. Perfect timing.” She politely smiled.

“Yep. I just need to squeeze it, right?” Frost climbed the shallow steps and stood before the altar, facing Carpalis on the other end. “As hard as I can?”

“Preferably without your gloves on… Those are a Corrupted Item, aren’t they? And that badge?” Carpalis pointed out.

Indeed. Frost wore the Badge of Fragmented Aspirations, pinned to the left side of her chest.

“The Heart of Ours dropped two Corrupted Items this time around. Is there a specific number of items guaranteed to drop after a Corrupted dies?” She asked, removing her gloves, and storing them into her Dimensional Storage as she reached for the transparent orb.

“Drop? That is a humorous way of calling a harvested Corrupted Item.” Carpalis cackled. “It depends on the Corrupted itself. I know of a Monsoon that revealed 5 items. Each was a blade with different markings. The material of the defeated Corrupted can be turned into other anomalous items… I suggest inquiring with ImpulseWorks. Your Guild Plates will be ready tomorrow before you depart.” Carpalis explained throughout the minute Frost spent gripping the orb with all her might.

The orb held up well much to her surprise, although, her hand had left an imprint.

“Color. Unbound Color. It’s official now, Black Dove. From tomorrow, at the very least.” Carplis hummed, making a strange face as she playfully poked the orb. “No level from what I can perceive. It’s cold. Hehe… It’s been bitten by Frost.”

“How… Sorry. How is ImpulseWorks going to know we’re with you?” Frost had to ask, refitting her gloves.

“I will present you with a personal request. I have a good friend there who can help you with the restoration of your Corrupted Items… and if you’re creative, then you can utilize those Corrupted materials you’ve been holding onto. Haha… Unless you want to eat them?”

“We just have to enter the City of Hearts, huh.”

“Not necessarily. Retrofitters will be everywhere. We know a few who can lead us to the right people.” Res stated. “Even with Beholder Carpalis’ favors, we’ll have a hard time getting it confirmed.”

“Yep! Res is right! What are the odds of her friend, which mind you is that bitch – I mean, that damned pervert –”

“The Body Violator.” Ber corrected Cer.

“Yeah! That! The Scylla tentacle woman. The Impulse Fabricator. Fuck. That. Aquatid. Listen. Beholder Carpalis. I know we’re just Moons but think about Frost! Think about Jury! What about Ignis!? Think about us!”

“… Is there something wrong with Kissira?” Carpalis sounded sad as she asked this, wondering why they were so hateful towards her close friend.

Frost felt sorry for Carpalis.

“EVERYTHING! Wanna know how I got these scars on my jaw!? You can’t see them because they’re healed but –!” Cer suddenly locked up.

“She’s so touchy! We just wanted Atelier Items but she felt us up like –!” Ber was also frozen stiff.

Suddenly, a bolt of lightning struck them, causing their tails to shoot up as Res swiftly held onto their smoking collars and began to drag them towards the exit.

“I am so deeply ashamed of their conduct. Please pardon us and thank you for being so forgiving, Beholder Carpalis.” Frost could tell that Res was on the brink of bursting out as veins popped around her forehead.

Then, as soon as they left, and the doors were gently shut –

“ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME!? WHAT’S WRONG WITH YOU TWO!? I CAN’T BELIEVE I’M RELATED TO YOU IDIOTS!” Res’ muffled voice ran through the ceiling and floors of the megastructure.

It wouldn’t be a surprise if they weren’t the only ones who heard her brutal reprimanding.

Frost did find it funny, but couldn’t help but empathize with Res. Those two never seem to learn. At all. It didn’t help that punishing them was more of a reward, especially to Res and Frost was not cruel enough to separate them.

Surely there was a better way to go about it.

That being said, the induction was over, and tomorrow would mark the beginning of their next major step into the world of Elysia. But before that, they still had time for one other thing.

“Don’t you think it’s time to shed your skin?” Carpalis ran a hand along the hems of Frost’s coat. “Hehe… My fashion sense… is lacking, but I think you need a do over. Your eyes scream special… but your apparel shouts ‘stowaway’.”

“New clothes! Mhm. I think changing my image will also be a good idea.” Jury brought up, tugging at her Mantle of Sin. “It’d be bad if I’m mistaken for the 2nd Apostle again.”

“The Scarlet Logic might be on the prowl, so seeing you in that will probably stir some old feuds and bad blood. Good idea.” Frost agreed, nodding to herself before suddenly surrendering to a sigh. “Ahhhhhh shit…”

“What’s wrong?” Jury peered in close worriedly.

“Jury, you know exactly what’s wrong. It’s worse now that I remember what my old body looks like.” Frost admitted, mentally preparing for another trial she needed to overcome in this newfound body of hers.

Carpalis tilted her head.

“Old body?” She asked.

“It’s a long story. Funnily enough, you’ve already read through it, along with every Beholder up there.”


* * *


< I think now will be a good time to reveal your stats. Before your impending trial >


 

< The Third Milestone Level Has Been Reached >


 

< HP and MP have greatly increased >

< New Professions have been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been Granted >


< A new title has been granted >


 

< Title has been revoked >

< The title you earned was Braveheart >


 

< The Amalgam >

< It still continues to eat all titles >


 

< The Brawler Profession has reached its third milestone >

 

< Bonuses to ATT and DEF stats gained >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills gained >


 

< The Appraiser Profession has reached its first milestone >

 

< No additional Bonuses >


 

< The Counter Offensive Profession has reached its first milestone >

 

< Bonuses to AGI and RESIST gained >

< Additional Passive Skill gained >


 

 





	< LEVEL : 151 >
	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 9,550,000 ^45/Min
	
MP : 120,000 ^45/Min


	AGI : 90
	RESIST : 380



	AGE : 0
	ATT :  11,200 (+3,500)
	
ATT DEF : 8,350 (+250)


	O : 75
	D : 29



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	MAG ATT : 9,000 (+4,500)
	
MAG DEF :  7,000 (+500)


	S : 220
	E : 65








 

  


< PROFESSIONS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	BRAWLER: 75
CONFLAGRATOR: 0
	COUNTER OFFENCE: 29
	THE OTHERWORLDLY HEALER: 220
LEADERSHIP: 0
	
APPRAISER: 27COOK: 38
COMPREHENSION: 0











< ACTIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Punch VDouble Punch II [5/10]
Goodnight [0/10] Armor Piercing [0/10] 
Magnitude [0/10] Inferno [0/10]
Liquid Fire [0/10]
Thermal Propagation [0/10]
	Solemn Counter II [9/10]
	
Grand Healing VCure Disease II [8/10]
Prolonged Stasis IV [8/10]Area Heal II [8/10]
Cleanse III [9/10]Corporeal Restoration II [5/10]
Inspiration! [0/10]


	Home Cook III (8/10)Appraise Object II (7/10)
Non-Euclidian Interpretation [0/10]









< PASSIVE SKILLS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Tooth and NailSevere Combo
Fight, Never Flight!
Origin of Flames
	Fine Line
Instinctive Drive
	Hyper Saturated BloodMedical Attention Please!
Ultra CoordinatedMana Profusion Painkiller
Heart of Hearts
	Dimensional Storage II (24kg/40kg)
Comprehension I









 

< MASTERY EFFECTS >





	OFFENSIVE
	DEFENSIVE
	SUPPORT
	EXPLORATION



	Punch V: Omnipresent Maw
	 
	
Grand Healing V: Black Dove’s Commitment


	 









< ABILITIES >





	
Archetype of AmalgamationBlessing of the Amalgam
Eyes of JudgementLanguage of Judgement
Unwavering WickString Theory
Touch of the Black DoveThe Language of Greed
Nex AccumulationReach for the Stars!
Spatial Distortion I
Leader of Hearts











            

    
        149. Their First Proper Kiss

    
    
    
    
                Frost and Jury found themselves walking along one of many colorful isles. Walls and pillars of clothing climbed to ridiculous heights. They couldn’t even imagine a world with more clothing than the mall-like building.

It housed so many kinds of apparel that it was like a world of its own.

Ignis returned to Carpal Tower along with the Triplets and Carpalis. There was no reason for her to gather new clothing considering she was able to make her own, although she still could have tagged alone.

"You and Jury haven’t spent much time together. She doesn’t want to get in the way. Besides, she wanted to check up on how Stella’s fairing." Nav explained, causing Frost to smile.

It seemed like Ignis had made a new friend. Unfortunately, there was a certain other that wasn’t as thoughtful as Ignis. Cer was close to imposing herself upon them, arguing that she couldn’t wear the maid outfit any longer and wished to return to wearing her suit.

Frost wholeheartedly agreed, but Cer’s argument of wishing to go with them clothing shopping, when she already had her alternate outfit, made it obvious that she just wanted to come along for the sake of it.

Or more specifically, to sabotage their ‘date’.

Thankfully, her Hired Arm proved to be a valuable decoy. She was so effective in fact that Cer willingly bathed just so the Hired Arm would even consider the trouble of glancing over her.

But Frost digressed and softly sighed.

This luxurious mall was built directly as one of several compartments of the Golden Guild, and unsurprisingly focused primarily on clothing, costumes, and armory. Isles of suits, leather tunics, cardigans, undergarments…

Hell, even every flavor of bikini armor ran so far that Frost had to wonder just who on Earth was going to go through a selection of hundreds upon hundreds of bikini armor variants. Was it nice to have so much? Maybe. Was it necessary? Not to Frost, but then again, what did she know?

“I say that, but people are combing through them.” Frost noted as she and Jury travelled along one of the upper balconies, spotting a small crowd gather by the rows of exhibitionist wear.

“I think they’re just curious. You really do hate revealing outfits, hm?” Jury harped, running a hand through the countless wears, feeling their delicate fabric.

“Not so much hate. It’s more like a gut reaction. I’ve been living in a world where DEF didn’t exist, so it wearing something revealing in a fight is basically a one-way trip to the hospital. That isn’t going to stop someone from stabbing you.”

“You’re talking about inherent DEF, right? I guess it is weird when you put it that way. No matter how hard or soft your skin is, as long as your DEF is high enough then nothing’s getting through.” Jury gently plucked at her skin, testing its elasticity as she eyed Frost happily.

“Well, bikini armor is just another one of the mysteries of this world. Right up there with the Corrupted.” Frost jokingly said. “I can’t imagine wearing something like that.”

Despite their conversation, the mood was delightfully cozy. They both affectionally stayed shoulder to shoulder, and subconsciously matched each other’s pace perfectly. Frost found herself glancing over at Jury more than the clothing, elated that she was ok.

A part of her worried deeply that her technology would have changed her. Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. This was still the same Jury she knew and loved. They further explored the store and stopped by a food court-like area that housed dozens of food stalls.

Barbeques powered by fire magic sizzled meat on cast iron blocks caused a savory smell to cascade the air. Vegetables were rapidly shopped by multiarmed Insectids, who produced salads and medleys, all the while the hissing of steam could be heard from another stall that brewed freshly pressed coffee.

“Jury. How about we get those skewers I promised?” Frost shot her a smile.

“Skewers~ Skewers~” She hummed like her old childlike self, clasping onto Frost’s hand as she suddenly took the lead, salivating at the thought of devouring the succulent meat.


* * *


They tried on various wears. Jury had an extensive library to select from whereas Frost limited herself to anything that wasn’t a skirt, a dress or something too revealing. The Blessed were known to wear shabby gear that favored stat gains, and Frost did have that mindset as well, but there was only so much that could be gained with her insane stats.

If she lacked any decency, then going naked would be the better call. Her appearance would matter more than ever now if she wished to be recognized as the Black Dove. Though this was an easy fix with her Coat of Prejudice, she still wanted to at least present herself nicely.

Mostly because she wanted to pull herself back to a sense of normality. She didn’t want to be hard wired into the grit of the world. Doing so had already violently transformed her. Whether it was a good or bad thing was unknown, but it didn’t change that innocent people were caught in her line of fire as a result.

L.S was the prime example.

I’m doing it again…

“Frost. How does this look?” Jury rubbed her head as if sensing her worries. She held up a pale fur coat over herself, and Frost couldn’t help but to nod in approval.

“It looks great. But it’s not that different from your coat. Are you sure you don’t want an entirely new look?” Frost wondered.

“I like this color scheme.” Jury said, her mouth parting to say more before she flushed slightly red and glanced off to the side. “… I’m kind of attached to it. We made lots of memories along the way, so I don’t want to scrub my image.”

“Hey. It’s not like I’m going to see you any differently.” Frost assured. “But I’m happy you cherish those memories… Maybe I’ll do the same and just find a replacement coat.”

“You don’t want to try something else on?”

“Nooooo thank you. I know what you’re thinking, and there’s no way I’m doing it.” Frost firmly refused. “When I first arrived in this world, I only vaguely remembered my male body. Now that I know what it’s like, I guess it feels kind of weird looking at myself now.”

She remembered her hands being larger, and her frame much sturdier. The Hired Arm was a better representation of her male self, except for the blown-out proportions she possessed that out shadowed hers.

Jury suddenly took Frost’s hands and interlocked her fingers with them.

“Hmm? Jury? What’s wrong?”

“You told me that Jury is Jury. So you’re you. I remember a bigger hand as well… but so long as it’s you in there –” Jury brought the back of Frost’s palm to her lips and she kissed it, causing Frost to gulp as she surrendered to her attack. “– Then that’s all that matters. I didn’t fall in love with that you. I fell in love with this you.”

A-Ah. I forgot how assertive Jury was.

“Mhm. Thank you. Really, thank you. Er… Sorry. I’m drawing blanks.” Frost said sheepishly, her supposed indestructible confidence fizzling away. “I’m not all that used to being on the receiving end of this. I’m usually the one telling people that. That’s my job, Jury~”

Jury brought the back of her hand against her cheek and gently rubbed it across her supple flesh, further degrading Frost as she tried to compose herself.

“How do you think I felt when you told me that? I really couldn’t have been happier when you told me that this world is our home.” Jury then pulled her into an overbearing embrace, which reminded Frost just how little she was compared to her.

In fact, she was almost snatched right off the floor. Jury’s strength was about on par with hers now. She was always overshadowed by the Moons and Ignis ever since Divas Pass, and now she had finally overtaken them thanks to the ebbs of time.

… I love her so much… I hate being a bummer, but I’m kind of sad that there’s still so much I don’t know about her.

“How about you use this time to get to know her better? Get closer with each other.”

For sure. Thank you, our disembodied wingman.

“I shall add that to the list of names you have given me. It will be next to electronic GPS.”

Frost noticed other couples roaming alongside them. She was constantly reminded that they only knew each other for such a short amount of time. When she witnessed another plant a steamy kiss with their partner, Frost was alo reminded that they haven’t shared a proper kiss yet.

It was always a damp peck on the cheek or forehead. Never the lips. It made her jealous.

What’s worse was her first night spend with Jury in a proper room was uneventful. Not that she was expecting anything to develop, but she probably would have tried if it wasn’t for her condition. On the other hand, Jury was also mindful enough of Frost’s condition.

It also didn’t help that Frost slept like a boulder. Nothing was going to wake her up.

"You have an abnormal heart rhythm. What’s wrong?"

Don’t play dumb with me Nav. You can read my mind… Ugh… Forget it.

“Do you wish to advance your standing with Jury?”

Huh? Relationship. Don’t call it a standing.

Jury’s eyes fluttered suddenly, her grip strengthening around Frost’s waist. She turned red in that moment, realizing that Nav had been transmitting her thoughts to Jury this entire time.

“… Hey Jury…”

“Mm?”

“Can I kiss you?” Frost asked with as much confidence as she could muster, staring deeply into Jury’s golden eyes.

Jury then smiled.

“I’d love to.” The passion burning a hole into their hearts were mutual, and Frost rose to the tips of her toes in hopes of melding them together.

As much of a badass Frost was in the eyes of many, she was rather innocent when it came to these things. Still, she desperately clung onto her bravado and pecked Jury’s eager lips. She pulled away and was already longing for another round, her body battling with her heart, and her mind attempting to tame both.

Frost was hungry for an entirely different reason.

A heartbeat and a rapidly ticking clock clashed as their chests were held together. Frost wished she could remain like this forever, her worries, woes and lament becoming arbitrary in the face of love.

They both eventually broke away, suddenly crackling before they burst into a small fit of laughter.

“Let’s finish up so we don’t keep everyone waiting.” Jury hummed as they began picking out clothing again.

“Yeah. I’ll quickly find something.” Frost hummed before she took Jury’s hand and mashed her head against her arm. “Ahhh… Mmm… You have no idea how happy I am right now.”

“Me too. I’m so thankful you’re with me.” They passed through a dark tunnel as Frost led the way, eventually dragging them both into the light at the other end.

Frost tried out all sorts of pants, shorts, and other similar wear. In the end, she couldn’t get over the maneuverability and overall snugness tights provided. She paired her legs with black, opaque tights and shorts, which were covered by the hems of a large fur coat not too dissimilar from her Coat of Prejudice.

The collar was black, puffy, and sleek. It didn’t tickle her nape and just like her broken coat, it felt like a comfy pillow.

The hems were just long enough to reach her knees, and they were weighted to keep them permanently down. It was kind of like a dress now that she thought about, but so was the Coat of Prejudice. As long as it was a coat then it was fine. The coat itself was more accurately like a combination of a trench coat and a fur coat.

It was then finished off with back boots that reached just above her ankles. Jury wore something roughly the same, just in grey, but hers was much fluffier. She could easily be mistaken for nobility, or royalty from a distant land.

What surprised Frost in the end however was that she ended up going back to the tights.

Was it the first step to accepting her new body? Maybe, and she foresaw more events down the line that would either further her acceptance, or grate against her. She was comfortable enough to bathe and wash up, but there was still an air of awkwardness about it.

Time will tell, and Jury promised to be there with her at every step of the way.

            

    
        150. One Last Meeting Before the Departure

    
    
    
    
                Once again, the summit of Carpal Tower became the meeting place for Elysia’s greatest minds.

Two Archetypes sat adjacent from one another along a lone, glamorous poker table. A pair of Beholders then followed, taking their seats beside their trusted Archetypes. Carpalis subtly gazed at Jury with her permanently affixed grin, bemused to be in the company of this generation’s newest Beholder.

“So young… One day old Junior Beholder. You can say that you’ve just recently hatched. Hehe. Get it? Your feathers?” Carpalis joked, eliciting a polite smirk from Jury as the table went awkwardly silent.

“Benevolent Carpalis! This isn’t the time to be making such hilarious jokes!” Magus announced, scanning the table where several other members joined them. “Members of our primitive Arbiter’s Council raise your hands!”

“Is that necessary?” Frost still played along, raising her hand to join both him and Carpalis.

Those two had definitely rehearsed this.

“We must feel the unity. Snap! Dear Ignis! Big and Small Frost! Moons of the Nexus. I trust that you’re also invigorated with enthusiasm!” Magus added as he magically shuffled a deck of playing cards midair. “History is being written as we speak. This is hereby the first official meeting between not only two Archetypes, but also multiple Beholders!”

“Three Archetypes.” Nav spoke. “The Archivist declares herself present.”

Hello, Archivist. Frost greeted.

“She says hello back. Are you ok?”

Better now. I wonder if she remembers anything new.

“Partially. She remembers charting the stars and as many things as possible in a decaying world. Enabled thanks to you from what she gathers.”

So she was like an archivist in the past life as well. Do you think I was something of an ‘Amalgam’ in mine?

“That is a possibility. Although Magus’ relationship with you and myself is entirely unknown.”

We won’t know until we subjugate a Hope Affinity Corrupted.

Magus cleared his throat as if sensing being spoken of.

“4 if the Director chose to stay. 5 if the Star Child decided to also come along.” His head then transformed into the star tarot card. “Now that I have your attention, and now that we are finally here at last – Allow us to address the elephant in the room!”

Carpalis then placed a beautiful ornament onto the center of the table for all to see.

Frost blankly blinked, smiling wryly at the elephant-shaped ornament.

“Oh! I get it! You got it too Sis!?” Ber suddenly exclaimed after a moment of silence, causing Carpalis and Magus to smugly react.

“0.2 seconds before you even said anything.” Cer folded her arms, proud of herself.

“Hah! That’s Cer for you! What about you Res!?” Ber shouted.

“Please just be quiet.” Res was understandably annoyed with the emergence of these dry jokes being brought up in what was supposed to be a meeting that rivalled the Arbiter’s Council.

“Apologies. Carpalis’ wonderful sense of humor has been rubbing on me lately. Very well. Without further delay – The Scarlet Logic, the Impuritas and the fallen Star; Iscario. Are we all in favor of clumping them together as enemies of the Nexus?” Magus presented the single most important case, and he received nods unanimously as well as thumbs up emojis from the Alter Frosts.

For some reason, they were still invited to the budget equivalent of a Round Table. There wasn’t any reason to since they knew everything that Frost did, but it did at least help add to the number of members. At least in Magus’ eyes.

Two playing cards were then presented to everyone as another 5 were left in the middle. Another mock poker game was about to begin. If it was anything like the last one, then Frost wondered if they’d be greeted with something meaningful again.

“Enemies of the Nexus or enemies of Frost?” Jury brought up an important distinction, since Frost was undoubtably their target.

However, Frost had to clarify.

“Both. But I think they want the Nexus more. I was still supposed to be stuck in the Black Forest. They had a plan until they realized that Iscario failed. They wanted to get rid of you as well, Carpalis. You can erase souls and permanently kill off Scarlet Logic members.”

Frost further explained that it was possible that the Impuritas were utilizing that technology, which was then confirmed by Carpalis.

“Mr. Fisher’s soul was but a fraction of the whole thing. No matter how small of a piece I nip, it will all follow.” Carpalis revealed. “It’s sad when you think about it. Did you know that they lose a small fragment of themselves each time they replicate?”

Carpalis told them to imagine a chiseled statue of any individual as she leaned over to the elephant and prodded it with a finger.

“The soul is like a statue. It weathers in time through natural causes. Hehe… or unnatural, like Beholders. But never to the extent of the Scarlet Logic. Imagine that each piece...”

She chiseled small chunks from the elephant, removing its ears and long snout, then its eyes.

“… represents a fragment a person carries through each cycle. A chunk is lost and a new one is taken from the greater whole at its tethered site until…”

She eventually removed all features of the elephant that made it an elephant, reducing it to a quadrupedal statue with no known resemblance to any creature.

“… they slowly start to lose their sense of self. The soul is the reflection of the body… hence why they change. In some instances…” Carpalis then slotted the broken pieces together, creating an abhorrent creature. “They mutate.”

“Is it like metempsychosis?” Jury brought up another interesting question, one that managed to surprise Frost as the others wondered just what the hell she was talking about.

Aside from Magus who was familiar with the term.

Frost briefly explained its meaning. Metempsychosis was the theory of a soul reinhabiting the body of a creature of the same species or something else entirely.

Reincarnation essentially.

Frost never thought about this concept until Jury brought it up, although, there were still a plethora of other plausible ways to explain their second life, or in Frost’s instance, a potential third.

Carpalis denied the possibility of a moving soul.

“Souls will remain in an inactive, invulnerable state after a person dies. It is why hauntings happen in sites of mass deaths… Hehe. Souls do not reinhabit bodies. Ahaha… I used to be called the Reaper long before I became a Beholder. Hmm? What with those looks? Haha… My soul devouring ability has nothing to do with my Faustian Bargain. You can say that my subspecies of Demon lineage has been… preyed upon in our endless wars with humans.”

“Do you think that your species were targeted?” Frost asked. Knowing how much the Scarlet Logic feared Carpalis for this ability, there was a possibility that her kind was also hunted for the same reason.

“People can be crueler than monsters.” Carpalis didn’t admit or deny it, rather, she avoided it entirely.

Frost felt a wave of sorrow wash over her as Carpalis placed her hand onto her cards.

She then grinned to herself.

“Mercy comes in countless forms. Salvation has its own plethora of interpretations.

Death by the Wandering Healers.

Rejuvenation of desires by ImpulseWorks.

A civil helping hand from Inflow Direct.

Purpose from the Scripts of Act X.

Hope by our promise of a better future… and weaponized wrath by the Scarlet Logic… Haha… Unity… is what we’re all missing. As the Amalgam, can I hope that you make amends to our fractured selves?”

“That’s the plan. I want everyone to be on the same page. If they knew that emotions created the Corrupted, then I wonder if they’d stop.”

Frost sighed then added:

“From what we know, the Impuritas mirrors an Atelier in some way. Blood Festival, or the Animals, bear similarities to your Atelier, just like the Crimson Hunger and the Scarlet Logic. The Sect of Gears and Act X are probably another pair… What happens now will be up to us and the Scarlet Logic. They’ve lost their chance at taking you down, so please take every precaution you can Carpalis. They might get desperate.”

“I’m sure they will… and I fear we are at the cusp of another Atelier war. ImpulseWorks will be a certain ally. They have their own grit with the Scarlet Logic… Haha…” Carpalis assured.

“Act X is another reliable ally. The Director has communicated with Beholder Marionette. Whether they’re aware of your presence is unknown, but I’m sure that fellow will be willing to unravel his tongue. He wouldn’t tell me the color of the sky if I asked!” Magus suddenly complained.

“The Archivist doesn’t remember this guy at all. But… interestingly, she thinks she may have heard ‘my’ voice before.”

Your voice or your witty way of talking?

“Yes.”

Haaah.

Their cards suddenly flipped all at once, as all 5 community cards were revealed in the order of clubs, diamonds, hearts, spades and finally a blank card.

“Hearts…”

“Red hearts.”

Jury and Res were given cards that only consisted of the heart suit.

“Diamond. Heh.”

“Brrrr.”

Cer and Snap possessed cards of the diamond suit.

“Spade. It doesn’t look like a shovel.” Ber said as Ignis touched the black arrow-tipped symbol.

“Clubs…” Carpalis uttered, as she, Magus and an invisible player, the Archivist, was given cards of the same suit.

As for Frost and her Alter Frosts…

Their cards were blank.

“Page. It’s from the tarot deck. A page in general represents a new stage, discovery, or a new beginning. But don’t be fooled! There could be a literal meaning behind a page.” Magus exclaimed.

“I’m sure there is, after I was touched by one.” Frost muttered, thinking back to the flames that spawned as a result…

And now her Conflagrator Profession, which allowed her to conjure flames.


Conflagrator

< All will be reduced to nothing by your cleansing flame >


This was ominous in itself, but when paired with the prophecy and her book, she had to wonder just what happened in the past. They knew it was of a dying world, that was then set alight.

Frost was not an idiot to fail to realize that she may have had a hand in its devastation, considering Jury also recalled her using fire magic when she was a man. But this also confused her.

As the Amalgam she was supposed to bring everything together. Why would she possess a Profession that sought to burn everything?

It made no sense.

She brought the up discrepancy and revealed that the book the Beholders had read was hers. Carpalis only continued smiling at her, then, she turned to an invisible window as if peering down at her cozy city.

“Do not forget who you are right now. Your thoughts are the same kind that claimed a very close friend… and my hand. Tell me Frost. Did you save countless from the Derma layer?” She asked.

Frost nodded.

“Then why do you think you will become a destroyer? Things like prophecies… are no more than speculation. They are parasites that deprave people of peripheries. And… haha… you have a Beholder to watch over you.”

Carpalis warmly comforted her, before she changed the topic and glanced over at Jury, tilting her head pleasantly.

“You’re now the youngest… but your technology has fused with you like you have been alive for generations. It’s strange as Beholders begin with their technologies externally, but you were essentially born with it. You look so perfect, nonetheless. The younger ones… are always the ones bringing forth new changes in our brazen world. Haha…”

100 years ago, it was Carpalis who introduced the concept of currency over might.

50 years ago, it was Galia who created the Hyperlinks and substantially increased communications with all relevant members.

30 to 25 years ago, it was Marionette who created the Scripts. What they entailed exactly was unknown.

And now, it was Jury’s turn for the next big change.

“Everyone you listed are among the youngest. They’re also the ones that aren’t consumed by their technologies, huh?” Frost brought up.

“That’s correct… Jury… I think you have a boundless future ahead. I am looking forward to your return to the Nexus Frost, and your contributions to making this world more palatable for us all.” Carpalis sincerely hoped as she gracefully pardoned herself from the table and bowed. “Until then… let’s not do anything to incite a war. Or destroy the city~”

They further discussed other potential allies. It was likely that certain Caldera Industries members would also be present after the catastrophic loss of one of their Express Trains. Their target for the most part was ImpulseWorks, with the first mission being the repair of Frost’s Coat of Prejudice, and the creation of further Corrupted Items with their help.

The exact location, however, was muddled. It was not like they could just walk up into ImpulseWorks’ city, even with Carpalis’ permission. Thankfully, that wouldn’t be required.

They just needed to locate Kissira, which would be made simple by the Triplets who had all sorts of connections with ImpulseWorks. Very… personal connections. And traumas, as it turned out.

With that being said, their first meeting had finally come to an end.

Tomorrow would mark the beginning of the next chapter in this grand theatrical.

            

    
        151. The City of Hearts!

    
    
    
    
                < Entering the City of Hearts (H3) for the first time >


 

< Welcome to the City of Hearts (H3) >


 

Black brickwork roads and a world tinted in a slight red defined the City of Hearts as their train finally came to an abrupt stop. The whiplash caused their hairs and apparel to fling themselves momentarily, as did the few passengers who did not heed the warnings of the Train Conductor.

So many different faces eventually unbuckled themselves from their snug sofa-like seats and disembarked onto a busy station. Frost and her companions left their compartment last, bidding the onboard healer farewell as she tended to the injured few.

When they stepped out into the reddish glow of the station, they were stunned by the artistic beauty that the train station invoked. A giant, red-stained glass ceiling refracted the sun’s rays into a beautiful red spotlight that painted everything in a gentle red.

The train platforms were numbered with the Sectors the railway led. There were roughly 5 local railways in total, and another 5 express railways that were built along the second story above. It all reminded Frost of a modernized mag-lift railway except everything was created in a grand and needlessly decorative manner.

Frost imagined herself submerged inside of a living coral reef with all the colors, which was ironic considering the City of Hearts had the highest population of Aquatids in all the Nex Megalopolis.

“Did we just enter another world all of a sudden?” Frost quietly whispered to herself, awed by the sheer diversity of Aquatid species.

They ranged from the giant, tentacle-legged Scylia to people with squid-like hair that dangled down to their waists, and giant clams that housed ill-dressed inhabitants who simply lazily slept or watched people get on with their lives.

“No humans. I guess I’m the only one, huh.” She added, finding herself being stared at by a number of people, as if fascinated to see a human amongst them.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Heh. Good riddance. You’ll find a lot of Insectids and Aquatids here. Humans will probably be in the rural side of the city Sectors. H3 houses the majority of Aquatids as well.” Cer explained as they wove through the bustling crowds, heading towards a heart-shaped exit that led into what appeared to be a major street.

“I’m guessing it’s because Aquatids need water to survive.” Frost replied as they crossed a small indoor canal where were legless Aquatids swam in two different lanes, treating it like a highway. “These probably run throughout the entire city Sectors, huh.”

Jury could not hide her awe as her eyes rambunctiously jumped from place to place, her mouth agape at the sheer beauty of their surroundings. Ignis, despite her stern glare, fidgeted as she watched a small parade of clownfish-esque children march along the edges of the railway.

They carried stop signs far too large for a child their size, and the lead held a whistle in their mouth to scream at anyone that dared to get too close to the edge. Frost always found it weird how groups of fish were called ‘schools’ back on Earth.

But here? The term was literal.

“My pun has been stolen.” Nav complained as Frost described the world to her mental friend, eventually reaching the main roads which were far narrower than the City of Diamonds.

Furthermore, rather than the suits that were seen commonly throughout its Sectors, a lot of maid outfits were worn here. Normally, Frost would have found it weird to be worn in public, but because so many did, she ended up putting the thought to rest.

Their norm was her abnormality, and vice versa. As someone not from this world she couldn’t outright call it weird. When she asked why they wore maid outfits, Cer, the ex-maid, explained.

“I was waiting for you ask! Aquatids have a huuuuuge culture around master and servants. It’s playful here, but head over to into the ocean and you’ll end up as their servant. In a pretty horrible way as well. Don’t let that façade fool you. If humans didn’t get to the Demi-humans, then the Aquatids would’ve.” Cer spoke with bared fangs.

“Humans were basically the Demi-humans of Grandis in Aquatid settlements. Don’t know how humans managed to claim the top spot in Grandis after all their wars, but I can’t say I would’ve like being drowned and stuffed with eggs.” Ber shrugged. “Water is such a disadvantage for anything that can’t swim. You should see Cer in water! She can’t paddle for the life of her!”

“Oh.” Frost snapped her fingers. “So that’s why she hates taking baths!”

“Are you a genius?” Ber uttered in complete shock.

“Hey! What was that!? You try working for as long as we do! Our last mission was 1,000 unpaid hours trying to get rid of a cube that kept coming in and out of existence!” Cer snapped.

“Then how do you explain Res and Ber’s cleanliness?” Jury questioned.

“The curse of being the eldest. Not much I can do when I’m born a winner. Blood. Sweat. And a lot more sweat.” Cer smugly folded her arms, pointing her nose into the air as she looked up at Frost. “Huh? What’s with that look? That’s not the usual ‘I’m gonna eat you now’ look.”

“Maybe Frost doesn’t like eating sweaty things?” Ber wondered.

“Is that true!?” Cer exploded in shock, sniffing at herself. “I’m not… that sweaty…”

“Why the fuck are you shocked by that!?” Res suddenly snapped, unable to handle their antics any longer.

Afterwards, as they followed the main path and signages that pointed them into the direction of the rural, wildlife ridden lands, Res further explained that before the humans of Grandis became violent, they had to suffer their own tribulations against the Aquatids, Insectids, Anids and other monstrosities from the neighboring Gnawer and Anid Regions, as well as the oceans surrounding it.

Frost was reminded by the vitriol the villagers from the Village of Virt held towards the other races. To her surprise, their hatred was deeply rooted by the persecutions they themselves faced by those invading races.

Still, that didn’t dismiss them from what they did to the other races, and from how they treated the healers. But at least the picture was clearer now, and it was not as black and white as it used to be.

“15 slimes… was it?” Jury pondered on the assignment Carpalis entrusted them with.

Indeed. Carpalis gave them an easy quest for the sake of letting them have a moment of respite before getting into their main mission. She was awfully aware of their condition, and like a mother, she treated them like her sickly children.

Carpalis was too kind for her own good. Plus, this assignment would allow Frost to put her newfound skills to the test. But there was a bit of a problem.

“Slimes. Pfffft. C’mon. We just came back from a Woe of the Fallen Star. We practically soloed it with our group.” Cer said as they passed along the shores of an inland harbor.

“And they called us Jesters! We’ll make ‘em swallow their words!” Ber raised a fist.

“Not until we return to the Nexus.” Res sighed, smiling a little at the prospect of graduating from their ridiculous label. “A little less than 2 months left. Then we’ll be back up there.”

“Do you miss it?” Jury asked her.

“A lot. It’s nice being ignorant to the world underneath sometimes. That’s what the old me used to think. But now I think we can start making changes with both of your help.” She suddenly slowed down, slotting herself between both Jury and Frost.

Ignis tightly gripped Frost’s hand in response, as if jealous. Res then glanced up at Frost and beamed with an adorable smile.

“I’m glad we had the opportunity to rescue you. Well… sort of a rescue. Aha… I sometimes wonder if Marionette and Galia knew that we’d be able to succeed, or if we were just leftovers.” Res’ ears flattened, her head begging to be pat.

And so, she received a double dose from both Jury and Frost.

“If they can read fate, then maybe they saw far enough to realize that you were the perfect fit.” Jury hummed, pampering her as Ignis then planted Frost’s free hand onto her head, pouting cutely.

“Oh don’t mind me. I just want what Sis is having.” Ber cheekily chimed in, bunching up with Res as Cer then followed suit, quacking becoming a bundle of fluff.

“I deserve some too, right? For my good work? I know you thanked everyone already back then, but do you think words are good enough for us?” Cer grinned.

Ignis then joined in, and it became a bouquet of fluffiness.

“Me too…” Ignis whispered with her sweet voice.

As they travelled along the shorelines of the massive harbor, they were then greeted with unforgettable sceneries.

Giant, multi-eyed whales were parked by docks which were decorated in beautiful, chiseled stone and pieces of rock that appeared like heart-shaped corals. They were so massive that they needed to physically move their heads to see from the tail end to their hidden heads.

They were dyed in a bluish color that mimicked the inland sea, which stretched from H3 all the way to the adjacent H5 many hundreds of kilometers across. Once again, Frost wondered just how massive the world was since the horizon stretched far further than Earth’s.

This world was at least several times larger than Earth.

Jets of water burst from multiple pores long their backs, creating a massive rainbow that marked their impending departure.

They were boarded by hundreds without any signs of safety, and with a high-pitched squeal, the whales travelled across the harbor in the direction of the more open-ended lands up north. Lands of green and forests sprawled further ahead, and that was Frost’s destination.

“You know what they say, never get into a body of water with a whale.” Cer suddenly said, half tempted to shock the water like it was her mortal enemy.

“If you’re weak enough those high-pitched sounds can tear you apart. Can’t say that’s a problem for a Moon.” Ber gloated at their strength.

“Their sonar shreds people?” Frost questioned.

“Sonar? The hell is that? You mean echolocation?” Cer wondered, unfamiliar with the term.

“Same thing.” Frost said. “I knew submarines were capable of ripping people apart with their active sonars, but whales?”

“Depends on how loud it is. Dunno why, but water seems to amplify things like sound. Did you know explosions work better under water!? How crazy is that!? And you’re telling me that I’m insane for being afraid of water!” Cer blurted out.

“Physics at work. Water’s a thicker medium, so pressure loses less power the longer it travels compared to air.” Jury explained, familiar with this much to Frost’s surprise. “But it’s just a bath?”

“Huh!? Oh yeah, let me just tell the enemy to wait for me to finish taking a bath. Listen. The bath is a battlefield. Where there’s water, there’s danger.” Cer stubbornly defended her stance, causing Res to sigh one last time as she mentally aged a few years ahead.

“You’re so embarrassing.” Res muttered in defeat.

They wondered if boarding onto one of the whales would be ideal, but that was quickly thwarted when an additional fuzzy being entered the fray.

“Brrr!” Snap ‘purred’ with its mechanical windings.

“Right… Sorry. Mhm. We’ll rely on you then.” Frost had the bizarre ability to decipher Snap’s ‘words’, which not even the Blessed could comprehend.

Snap basically said:

“I can get you there much faster! So please don’t ride on anything but me!”

How could she refuse her adorable friend?

            

    
        152. Testing Her New Skills

    
    
    
    
                Vibrant plainlands surrounded them. Rolling hills and luscious blades of grass glistened with remnants of morning dew. Farmlands and various primitive silos and mills could be seen in the faraway distance, where Aquatids and Insectids alike collected their harvests with their cheerful kin.

Minor forests dotted the landscape, and eventually combined into a central woodland where a river ran through. They followed the shimmering stream which flowed with water so clearly that Frost’s [Cleanse] had no effect on it. She leaned out from Snap’s back and dipped her hand into the cool water, sipping onto the delicious liquid.

It was sweet, and so utterly refreshing. She wondered if it was because this was one of the few times she had drank water in this world. Blood, bodily substances, and other egregious liquids were a part of her regular diet for as long as she could remember.

The inland sea spanned westwards and continued north past another evergreen barrier of tall trees. Beyond that was H5; a Sector known for its music and was the homeland of a few of their friends.

Namely Hellen, and her daughter Alice.

She wondered if they’d get to meet again.

Aside from the Adventures, farmers, travelers, and themselves – Slimes and other forms of wildlife thrived in these plains they called home. Boars, wild dogs, horses, and many species of birds grazed, hunted or were at the pointy end of an Adventurer’s weapon.

The more passive animals like the horses were left alone, but the aggressive ones were taken down and stripped of their pelts. Those that couldn’t asked other parties for help or alternatively hauled the entire carcass back with them.

There was one minor settlement out in these rural lands, and it contained an outdoor Guild. Apparently hunting grounds, as they called these places, usually had a Guild nearby for ease of access.

Only a few dozen people were present, each minding their own affairs. They still politely hailed Frost and her companions as they passed by, and they pleasantly greeted them back with waves and smiles.

Snap was once again the main star of the attraction, gathering many eyes from both Adventurers and wildlife alike. One would think that Snap’s appearance would be frightening to the animals. While it was true to the predators, the birds cozied up onto Snap’s head.

“Like a bird on the head of a crocodile. Hey! Slimes should be right ahead. You know, I’m kind of sad that pipsqueak version of you couldn’t come along.” Cer said, referencing the Little Frost.

Both Alter Frosts were ordered to look after Stella, Ponea, Sana and a slumbering Aster. With the Hired Arm containing a quarter of her stats; she was easily the second strongest being in the Golden Index, right behind Carpalis.

As for the Little Frost? She was there for moral support. And… well, the ex-slaves, who still hadn’t come up with a single name for themselves, had taken too much of a liking to her.

But who could blame them?

They eventually arrived over the slope and were greeted with caldera-like steep filled to the brim with swaths of green, blue, and red slimes.

“W-Wow… There’s so many.” Frost was instantly taken aback by the insane number of slimes that bounced around the landscape, each in their colored herds. “Any reason they’re all packed down there?”

“Maybe they can’t get over the cliffs.” Jury said as Snap crawled around the edge of the small cliff face. Beneath them was the joyous lands where only a handful of parties found themselves in.

“There’s a path that leads down there. Slimes just clump up wherever they want at the lowest, flattest land above sea level.” Res gave a simplistic explanation. “If there’s a slope that leads lower down, then they’ll bounce there. Couldn’t tell you why. Oh, and don’t mind the red ones if they start sucking on your skin or butting into you.”

“Why’s that?” Jury wondered.

“They’re aggressive.” Ber answered as Snap found a gorge that separated the hidden world from the outside, travelling through the narrow, steep walls until they finally reached the slime haven.

Ignis looked over at Ber and pointed at herself.

“You seriously consider yourself a slime? Weren’t you a Demi-human?” Ber blurted out. “Never mind. You’re just kidding… Hehe. Not bad, kid.” She ended up smiling at Ignis.

Frost was happy that the group was growing closer by the day. Ignis never really used to interact with the group, so seeing her joke like that with Ber warmed her heart. Also, Jury used to always leave the talking to Frost, but now she was much more active and finally carried a voice of her own in their group.

Things weren’t perfect of course, but the only way from here was up.

“Let’s see. 15 slimes.” Frost pulled out a parchment of paper from her Dimensional Storage.

The golden-tinted leaflet carried hidden engravings invisible to all but Jury and Frost since they both possessed the same eyes. It was essentially a mark of confirmation or authenticity. The Golden Index personnel were able to communicate over significant distances in short, code-like forms.

This code would be relayed to a Golden Index personnel by a Golden Thumb member to be authenticated. It was one of a few measures the Golden Index took against counterfeit and forgery.

“Any slimes?” Jury asked, eager to test out her Beholder-esque skills, although those took a considerable amount of Nex to use.

1 million Nex for what was considered to be a simple attack that dealt 4 million damage in total. Frost only had around 300,000 Nex spare, and 100,000 with Jury. But her other two skills, [Localized Entropy] and [Doppler Strike] each required only 250,000 Nex.

The Moons were willing to spare Jury some of their millions of rewarded Nex, but of course:

“That giant beam is out of the question.” Res firmly warned. “That beam is bound to hit something.”

“But those other two skills? Yeah, sure. Go for it. Show us what you’re made of –!” Cer was instantly cut off by Res.

“Please double – triple check if they’ll devastate everything around us.”

“It’s ok. They’re mostly localized from what I can tell. Much weaker than [Retrocausality].” Jury assured. “But I’m not going to test it here. I’m not that crazy~”

“Crazy is an understatement… That’s the first time any of us have seen a Beholder go all out. A Junior Beholder…” Res trailed off as they disembarked from Snap, watching blue and green slimes cozy up to their feet. “It’s a miracle we haven’t been killed by any of them yet.”

“You think they have something against us?” Cer questioned.

“Yes. No thanks to you two. 15 slimes. Doesn’t matter what color. Just take them on. What are you going to try out, Frost?” Res inquired.

One of the other reasons as to why they were out here was for Frost to test out her newfound skills, as well as the Dream Shatterer. It was overkill on slimes, but the clear lands provided the much-needed space in case her skills were truly destructive.

The caldera-esque landscape they found themselves in was easily multiple kilometers across, and there wasn’t any party close enough to be caught in the crossfire. But there was one thing that made Frost hesitate.

“… can I just take the red ones out?” Frost asked, scooping up a playful, jiggling slime which had eyes in the form of a line and an invisible mouth. They were the size of giant cats, with some growing up to twice the size of a human.

“What’s the matter with you? They’re just gelatinous blobs waiting for natural causes to take over.” Cer argued. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those slime-empathizers?” She pointed to another far away group that cloud watched with several sleeping slimes.

“I don’t know why, but I feel like I’d be committing a terrible crime if I killed them.” Frost said, utilizing Scrutiny to check for their intentions. She needed a way to justify killing them. Interestingly enough, the slimes carried intention, which meant that they possibly possessed a brain or some level of sentience.

They’re somewhat transparent. But they do have a small core in the center. That’s probably where their brain is if I had to guess.

The slime in her hand trembled and bounced away when it was free from the bone-chilling effects of her gaze, which was in reality just her staring a little too hard.

That being said, Frost approached an overly aggressive red slime which pounced in her direction.
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And then, she casually punched it.

A black cloud similar to that of the Heart of Ours [Shattered Dreams] formed and devoured the slime. The acrid cloud remained precisely where her fist ended for a minute, gobbling up even the air itself.

Not a single trace of the slime was left.

“That’s insanely effective.” Frost commented, baffled by the unlisted side-effect of her gloves.

She then punched the air a couple more times, creating multiple clouds that combined into a thick smog. From what she could tell, the clouds only formed if the thing she hit was instantly killed or if she punched the air.

Hitting the rockface did nothing, although small sparks of the black cloud did form with each impact that easily carved into the walls. It was kind of like an upgraded version of Omnipresent Maw, except it served as mostly a finishing move.

Still, she foresaw great things ahead with this weapon.

Then, she tried [Double Punch], and to her surprise, the cloud appeared at the end of the second magical punch, increasing the range. It was only 10 centimeters, but, surprisingly enough, it worked on the rockfaces.

So while the surface appeared normal, a cavity was slowly being torn apart from within thanks to the Dream Shatterer. Under the right circumstances she could see it excelling against targets that were vulnerable behind a thick layer of armor.

Such was the unfairness of a Woe of the Fallen Star-classed weapon.

In the meantime, the others took this time to immerse themselves with nature. Ignis was awkwardly fond of the slimes, and even the red ones gathered by her like she was their master.

Amongst them was one slime that was afflicted by the Badge of Fragmented Aspirations. It allowed Frost to essentially impose her heart onto it, which caused it to fight other nasty red slimes before it snapped out of it when it took more than 10% of its total health.

The effect had two outcomes depending on the target. If they were not an enemy, then they would essentially wander around, quivering as if being internally torn apart by an effect similar to [Aspirating Aspiration]. If they were an enemy, then they were converted into an ally.

However, this all depended on them having less than 100 RESIST.

Jury ended up laying down on the grass, napping with her tail coiled around her like a nest as the Triplets watched over Frost with Snap’s company.

Then, Frost turned her attention to [Armor Piercing].


< ACTIVE: Armor Piercing >

< EFFECT: Cause your punches to create highly localized and penetrative impacts. ATT increased by 25% against armor. 75% reduction against flesh >

 

This essentially stopped her punches from outright shattering walls, and instead, focused her tremendous power into a small section that instantly pulverized a fist-sized hole into the rockface.

This was basically a superior version of Punch. Against armor, that is.

Next up was [Magnitude].


< ACTIVE: Magnitude >

< EFFECT: Cause your punches to dissipate energy onto your target, greatly increasing the area of effect. 5-meter radius. ATT reduced to 20% of total ATT >


 

What this allowed her to do was cleanly sheer off a section of the cliff face in a single punch. Her monumental amount of power was spread thinly across a 5 meter radius. It was sort of like the Triplet’s electric field, except this was caused by pure kinetic power.

Brawler had shaped itself into something incredible.

And now, she was left with her final combat-focused Profession; Conflagrator.


< ACTIVE: Inferno >

< EFFECT: Conjure a controlled firestorm. Deal 2,000 Damage, and 100 Cinder Stacks to those caught within the blaze >

< Cost: 1,500 MP per second >


 

Frost ensured that no one was within her vicinity as she wondered what the difference between Burn and Cinder stacks was.

“Unknown. Cinder is not a known stack. It should be Burn.”

Weird. You think it has something to do with my past?

“Certainly. The Archivist also believes so… and she’s curious. Cinder is a very fond word to her.”

Frost, ironically, caused a flaming trail to shoot from her palms. The resulting flames were controlled like another limb, and they spiraled around her like a serpent. Even the grass that caught alight were dictated by her will, rather than the rushing winds, and when she merely ceased controlling them –

– The flames disappeared all at once.

“… I have never seen that before. That’s not fire. That can’t be fire.” Res stated.

Apparently, flames could not be quenched that easily, especially if they were not physically connected with the user. Never mind the stray flames they created elsewhere. The flames were therefore described as near sentient in a way.

What was even stranger was that not only did the heat disappear entirely, but so did the plumes of smoke.

Frost made a mental note of this, and Nav had a field day with the ‘Frost and fire’ puns as she prepared to use the next two Active Skills from Conflagrator.

            

    
        153. Flirting Beneath the Clouds

    
    
    
    
                < ACTIVE: Liquid Fire >

< EFFECT: Release a torrent of sticky, liquid fire. Flames last momentarily. Deal 3,000 MAG ATT damage. Apply Severe Burn Condition if RESIST is less than 90 and MAG DEF is lower than 600 >

< Cost: 5,500 MP per second >


 

Napalm.

It couldn’t be anything other than magical napalm. The only difference was that there was no black plume of smoke that followed. It was a clean, gelatinous flame that smothered the cliffside, instantly blackening it.

The stream had launched from the palm of her hands, and it lasted for only a single second. But that single second was all it would take to render someone entirely incapacitated if they weren’t already dead.

Severe Burn was the logical condition that Burn stacks eventually became, although, this was not always the case. Frost never received Severe Burn when she fought the Iron Candle and only accumulated absurd amount of Burn Stacks.

Apparently, Severe Burn was the equivalent of a full thickness burn, or worse. It only occurred to those that were able to have their bodies incinerated by Burn Stacks, unlike Frost and the Moons due to their immense DEF and RESIST stats.

Interestingly enough, Liquid Fire did not inflict Burn stacks. It jumped straight into the Severe Burn Condition.

That being said, Frost’s last Active Conflagrator skill was [Thermal Propagation].


< ACTIVE: Thermal Propagation >

< EFFECT: Create miniature thermal explosions within your palms. Deal 500 MAG ATT damage >

< Cost: 500 MP >


This was self-explanatory. Frost held out a palm and a small, toasty shockwave erupted. It did little damage, and it was easily the most lackluster out of her newest skills. There was no such thing as a useless skill in her eyes, and only time could reveal if it was anything truly worthwhile.

Maybe it was highly effective underwater?

She felt unusually excited. Being in the possession of magic other than healing and Corrupted manifestations made her happy. She finally had ranged offensive capabilities. They were limited of course, but it was better than nothing.

And she was not going to just stop there. There were several skills left to uncover.


< LEADERSHIP >

< We must never be divided >


 

< ACTIVE: Inspiration! >

< EFFECT: Temporarily inspire allies. Grant resistance to Trepidation stacks if allies RESIST is lower than 50 >

< Cost: 200 MP >


 

The Corrupted were horrifying beings to begin with, and so were the Impuritas. But Frost had never actually seen anyone afflicted by Trepidation stacks. Unless it was similar to Burn stacks which was no more than common sense, meaning that if anyone was afraid, then they were already inherently afflicted by it.

It was sort of useless within their group, but she could certainly see it working in larger more unorganized groups. She kind of wished she had this skill back in the Derma layer. That way so many people wouldn’t have had to be afraid…

And finally, she went over her final Profession and its only Active Skill.


< COMPREHENSION >

< Comprehend the incomprehensible >


 

< ACTIVE: Non-Euclidian Interpretation >

< When active, automatically interpret and map non-Euclidean spaces imperfectly >

< Cost: 100,000 MP per minute >


 

Frost nearly choked on her breath. 100,000 MP was insane for what simply allowed her to interpret completely alien spaces that did not normally exist. At least not on Earth.

“Nav. Can you explain why this takes 100,000 MP?” She had to ask for the sake of her sanity.

“Mapping. That’s the key word. Jury had an experience with non-Euclidean spaces within the Eternal Library. What she experienced can be summarized as a scrunched piece of paper. 

Now imagine that every crimp is a flat plane of existence, and no matter where you were on that, it will always appear flat, but you’ll see everything else all around you. Up, down, sideways. Could you then tell where on that scrunched piece of paper you were at?”

Frost could marginally understand what Nav was trying to explain. Coming from a science background, she was no stranger to absurd concepts. But merely fascinating about them verses trying to comprehend them were two very different things.

“No. No way. That sounds like an impossible maze. Jury was able to find her way through that?” Her mind throbbed just trying to picture it.

“She just needed to follow the books. The Archivist states that there are people that do find themselves within the Library, but they become long lost and perish to dehydration, starvation or insanity.”

“Aren’t I glad I arrived at the Nexus. Hm… Oh. You know what, maybe I gained this skill in preparation to visit her.” Frost reasoned. “But man. Jury’s incredible, huh?”

Somehow, she felt Jury’s gaze fall onto her as if she heard that.

“Let’s see. What about my Passive Skills?”


< PASSIVE: Fight, Never Flight! >

< EFFECT: All stats increase by 2% for each 24 hours spent in combat. Combat state will be significantly more difficult to dismiss >


 

< PASSIVE: Origin of Flames >

< EFFECT: Assimilate all flames as your own >


 

This essentially allowed her to take control of any and every conceivable flame within a 15-meter radius from what she tested. The name ‘Origin’ gripped her heart with dreaded mystery.


< PASSIVE: Instinctive Drive >

< EFFECT: Your body is proficient enough to move with instinctive prowess >


 

< PASSIVE: Ultra Coordinated >

< EFFECT: AGI increased by 20 >


< PASSIVE: Heart of Hearts >

< EFFECT: Your voice can more easily reach people’s hearts >


 

< PASSIVE: Comprehension I >

< EFFECT: Comprehend basic literacy of all kinds. Marginally comprehend incomprehensible existences >


 

The last one confused her. Incomprehensible existences sounded like the Corrupted, but Nav clarified that it was likely other concepts that people couldn’t feasibly comprehend.

But that was all Nav understood. Unfortunately, much of the Comprehension Profession was subjected to mystery. Time was, once again, their greatest source of answers…

And now that Frost was done, and with 15 red slime cores collected, it was Jury’s turn to test out her two Beholder-esque skills. They first needed to leave.

Frost had gathered the attention of the other neighboring parties thanks to her dangerous magic. They risked wiping them out if Jury’s magic turned out to be another assortment of weapons of mass destruction.

Therefore, they found the largest clearing the could and had Jury stand 100 meters away from all signs of life, including themselves. She stood there for a short time after having received the Nex from the triplets, and she waved at them once before finally gazing off into the distance.

A prompt then flashed before Frost’s eyes.


|| Localized Entropy ||


 

A distant hill seemingly wavered, as if they were peering at it through a heatwave. Then, and to their immense shock, the hill itself began to disintegrate before their very eyes. Matter decayed faster than they could blink as a cloud of particles lifted into the air like a swarm of locusts. The wind carried off what was essentially the carcass of the earth itself.

A 50-meter-wide patch of flat dirt was all that remained.

“Jury says that it’s freezing suddenly. 25,000 ATT and 25,000 MAG ATT. 50,000 in total.”

50,000 damage was insane, and it toppled Frost’s Prejudice. But the cost of 250,000 Nex was equally insane, and it felt incredibly disproportionate. It was better to save up another 750,000 Nex and use [Retrocausality].


|| Doppler Strike ||


 

The attack cost 250,000 Nex, but this had a higher damage potential than [Localized Entropy]. Jury dashed from one end of the field to another, creating various afterimages of herself which followed like a trailing shadow.

The further she went, the more of these afterimages formed, and when she struck a lonely tree; every single one of her afterimages struck all at once, dealing her base ATT times the number of after images.

There were 20, and it totaled to an astounding 160,000 damage.

But this carried its own side effect. It drained Jury’s stamina 20 times over. She collapsed onto her knees at the base of the tree, instantly prompting Frost to dash over to her in no time.

“Are you hurt anywhere?” She asked, wrapping an arm around her as she began casting healing magic.

“Drained… That was… intense. Did I at least look cool in front of you?” Jury grinned, baring her razor-sharp teeth.

“Geez. Don’t worry me like that.” Frost sighed, before smiling back. “But yeah. That was awesome. I guess you can’t judge people on their base stats at all. Can you stand?”

“Mhm.” Jury said, right as Frost felt something slither around her waist.

“H-huh? Yes?”

“Come here~”

Jury’s soft, cuddly tail suddenly tugged her down onto the grass. They laid side by side as the thick tail supported Frost’s back, with the bulbous tip resting behind her head like a pillow. No one dared to interrupt. As much as she knew Cer wanted to step in, her sisters had her restrained by the arms.

“It’s pretty. I’ve noticed that there are all kinds of clouds overhead. But I like those wispy ones the best.” Jury commented, her tail vibrating slightly.

“I like the rolling ones. The giant, dark ones that eat up the skies.” Frost said, just noticing now that the tip of Jury’s tail was entirely different. It no longer appeared like an blossomed flower.

Instead, the tip was layered with multiple petals that opened and closed like a mouth. It was feathery, fleshy but beautiful in a way. Like a flower, funnily enough.

“That’s right! I never showed you what my tail can do now.” Jury said, closing the petals of her tail right as a long, thick needle sprung out, spraying a sweet liquid. “I can secrete a neurotoxin!”

“… U-Uh. Aren’t you too excited about that?” Frost wryly said. “Please don’t inject me with that. I hate needles.”

“But weren’t you the kind of person who gave people needles?”

“Well, someone has to do it.” Frost laughed. “Thick needles like that were used to inject people in the spine.”

“To put them to sleep?” Jury genuinely asked.

“Huh? No way. You are not going to go to sleep after being stabbed by a big needle like that. What are the effects like.” Frost brought a finger to it, poking the length of the needle much to Jury’s amusement.

“Paralysis.” She casually mumbled. “To put bad people to sleep.”

“I see... Wait. Did your tail get thicker? I could have sworn it was smaller.” Frost noticed, tapping on the loop that pinned her down. As she brushed her hands along the fuzzy surface, Jury suddenly moved Frost above her.

Their hairs intertwined as Frost pinned Jury down.

“What’s wrong?” Frost asked, wondering what had gotten into her. “Tired of seeing the clouds?”

“Mhm. I wanted to look up at something prettier.” Jury flirted. “And… I wanted to see what it was like to be under you. It’s nice. But –”

They tumbled in the grass again, and this time, Jury had Frost pinned down beneath her.

“I like being up here.”

Her lover dominated her in every conceivable way. Her eyes were filled with Jury, and the sweet scent of roses assaulted her nostrils, and even permeated into her mouth. The ticking and deep breaths drowned all other sounds, and the overbearing warmth of her large lover made her incredibly happy.

Jury’s tail kept her in place, and her arms anchored themselves by her head. Her assertiveness had reached a new level, but Frost was not going to let her lover take the lead so easily. So instead, she wrapped her arms around Jury’s neck and pulled herself up for a kiss, surprising her.

“How’s that for a counterattack?” Frost chuckled, right before Jury joined her in a small giggle.

“It’s super effective.” Jury hummed, eventually freeing Frost much to her disappointment. “But it tastes different from our first kiss.” She commented, licking her lips.

“What do you mean by that?” Frost asked before Jury drove her head close and pecked her on the lips.

“Skewers. Our first kiss tasted like skewers.”

            

    
        154. Wharftow

    
    
    
    
                Fire was one of several elemental affinities of magic. The elemental wheel consisted of fire, water, wind, rock, metal, electricity, and light. Each affinity had their schools of thought and discipline. There were two purposes for this.

The first was to allow a person to gain the desired affinity.

The second was to facilitate further growth into their acquired magical affinity.

All traditional-based magic, which was magic that could be acquired at any point in a person’s life, had some form of discipline, including healing magic. Healing magic, however, was the only traditional magic that was notoriously difficult to attain.

It’s said that people were born healers. There was no rhyme or reason when someone received the affinity. It just appeared.

But there was one thing all healers unanimously shared.

Their innocence, and their willingness to ‘help’ others.

Including the Wandering Healers and the Scarlet Healers, but they were a whole different topic altogether.

Why did this all matter?

Affinities were like Professions. Once received, they began from the lowest level possible. No exceptions, aside from when a person initially became a Blessed, where the Nexus needed to grant Skills and Professions that reflected an individual’s abilities as they currently were.

Like how Frost began with Greater Healer, rather than just Healer. Not all Profession Masteries ended the same. Frost’s Otherworldly Healer was unique to herself, and the same was true for every affinity and Profession.

This meant that Frost’s Conflagrator should have been a beginner Profession. But it allowed her to display mastery levels of control over fire. Exceeding them even. The Profession she gained was like a Mastery Profession in of itself, or perhaps even an Original magic considering how wildly different her flames were to conventional fire mages of the likes of Furio.

She was understandably curious about the implications. This meant that her magic was inherently beyond the realms of a mastery in fire magic, undoubtably due to her blazing history. It pinned both Frost and Jury as irregular, since Jury also began with a highly attached technology, which had effectively replaced her heart.

The flavor text of Professions reflecting the soul rang like a ghastly bell in the back of her mind.

The Archivist was also curious, considering she remembered a razed city. But she couldn’t bear to imagine that Frost was responsible for it.

And neither could Frost.

Conflagrator was bound to become insurmountably powerful in time. With each Civilization Affinity Corrupted they defeated they came all that much closer to completing the tale of Civitas Cinder.

Or in other words; the tale of the City of Ashes.


* * *


Wharftow was the name of a small settlement home to 500. Beautiful sweeping hills untouched by the urbanization of the more populated towns of the H3 Sector caused it to be a popular location for visitors, tourists and Adventurers looking for temporary respite.

It sat between the main city of H3 and the vast wildlands leading to H5 up north. Despite being situated in an Aquatid majority Sector, a fair number of humans among other races came to indulge in its stunning landscape.

Friendly faces and not a single guard were posted at its wall-less perimeter. The only protection they had from wildlife and potentially bad actors were themselves. The small town was mostly a residential place, with several inns reserved for paying customers.

Unlike the usual baroque architecture Frost was used to, this fell in line with a more medieval theme. Cobblestone foundations and paths, timber homes, and a beautiful lake where a small fishing harbor sat.

It was all relatively low magic from what Frost could tell, aside from the lanterns which were powered by magical fire stone rather than candles or oil. Aquatid men hauled their catch onto the harbor and separated the fish into various piles. One was for the inns, another for the town itself, and a very small portion for the guild Receptionists.

“As tax?” Frost questioned as they immersed themselves in the atmosphere of the town, smiling at the many faces that greeted them with small nods and waving tentacles.

Frost noticed that a few of them had lesions of some kind, and an unnatural cough. She wondered if it was normal for Aquatids since they were aquatic creatures, and maybe it was due to them being out of the water. The triplets just shrugged without a care in the world.

“They’re so friendly. I love this place already.” Jury beamed with a smile.

“It’s not tax. It’s appreciation. Receptionists do a lot of work besides just standing there looking pretty.” Cer explained. “It’s not uncommon for Guilds to become close to the town they’re built in. They’re not some kind of mining company that fucks everyone up. They’re built to help people.”

“You’re talking about Caldera Industries, right?” Frost wondered as they approached a small, single-floored building made from white stone.

It was none other than the town’s Guild, and it was by far the smallest one they had seen so far.

“They used to be a mining company until Justica Arms swayed with them to step down from their operations. Obviously, they still mine in private because where else is Justica Arms getting the crystals for their Hyperlinks from?” Cer said as Ignis stared at her.

She never failed to listen with careful ears. For someone who was still a child at heart, Ignis was highly interested in the affairs of the world.

Who could blame her? She was as intertwined with the conspiracies of this world as they were.

“Gravity wells. Ever heard of them? When a machine fails there’s a chance that its Core implodes into a black sphere that eat everything around it. A lot of the mining facilities took the villages along with them and left behind sinkholes all along the northern Regions of our continent.” Res explained in detail as they stepped through a pair of opened doors, and they were instantly greeted by perfumed wood and lively chattering.

“Galia was pissed from what we heard. Do you know just how crazy that is? A young Beholder carrying enough political weight to convince a top dog? Her tech changed a lot of things for the better. But she’s still a snake.” Cer snapped her fingers.

A few eyes naturally fell onto them.

Their presence instantly captivated men and women alike from their timber tables. The chattering was strong, but it subsided slightly as they made their way to a desk where a green-suited Receptionist awaited with a kind smile.

The clanking mugs of beer and tableware filled the air as tentacle-legged women dressed in maid outfits zoomed by, serving the tables with warm meals and cold beverages. The hems of their skirts were massive, and luckily the tables were spaced out enough to facilitate them.

Frost counted more than 20 tentacles actively gliding them around as they made loud, wet clapping sounds against the floorboards. Once again, she was enthralled by the sapient races of this world.

“Here to see the guild sweethearts~?” One of them greeted, waving a tentacle with a ribbon tied into a bow at the tip. “Just ahead~ You’re all new here. I can tell since I’ve never seen your faces before. Hmhmhmhm! I hope you have a wonderful stay!”

“Thank you~ The town’s beautiful.” Frost greeted on passing, pleased to see such a friendly face.

The triplets on the other hand, shuddered in disgust.

“Are you that easy?” Ber judged her, silently retching at the Aquatid’s presence.

“No, I’m not. I figured this town wasn’t bad. Look, I’m not naive enough to know how suspicious that would sound elsewhere. No chance a town is going to be overly friendly in Grandis without having ulterior motives.” Frost answered. “But here? What is there to gain? And besides, what can they do to us?”

“Now you’re speaking my language!” Cer mischievous chuckled, folding her arms highly. “I like that. Be strong enough to willing walk right into danger. Take a hit, destroy them, and can claim self-defense to the 6thBranch – Oww? Ignis!?”

Ignis pinched Cer’s cheeks with both her paws, staring daggers right into her eyes which instantly caused her tail to wag.

“That’s not what she meant at all.” Jury sighed, pinching Cer’s ear.

“Ouuuuuuch~”


* * *


Frost handed in the paperwork alongside the 15 Slime Cores as proof. For Guilds this small, quests needed physical proof to be completed since they did not have enough Golden Thumb members to be brought out into the field.

“15 slimes… for a group of 6?” The only Guild Receptionist said, glancing down at the order which, to her surprise, was stamped by either a Captain, Underboss or perhaps even the big Boss herself.

Frost could tell that she was just as curious as she was confused. 15 slimes for a group of 6 was, simply put, completely overkill. Frost had to stifle a laugh, only now realizing how funny it must look.

“Complete. Can I see your – *Cough* … Ahh… Your Guild Plate? Just yours is fine.” She kindly asked, receiving Frost’s Guild Plate to which she suddenly entered yet another coughing fit.

“Are you ok? I saw a lot of people with the same cough. Is there a flu circling around?” Frost wanted to figure out what was wrong with her, although –

“*Cough* *Cough* C-Color…? I-Incandescent? You’re – You’re a Color? Here? In our small town? *Cough*.”

– She knew exactly what caused her second bout of uncontrollable coughs.

“Here. Don’t worry about that. Please give me your hand. I’m a healer.” Frost assured as the Receptionist offered her hand, and much to her surprise –

“Healing magic? A healer as a Color? Uh… Wait, a healer!?” She suddenly exclaimed, causing a number of eyes to fall upon them. “Sorry! I’m sorry! My throat’s… it’s fine now. But you’re a healer –!”

“Simmer down, newbie!” A supervising Guild member commanded, causing her to step aside as another woman appeared from a door leading to somewhere in the back. “I’m so sorry about her. Matters should be private and always treated personally. Don’t ever raise your voice.”

She scolded the newbie Receptionist before she let loose of a long sigh.

“Ahem. I apologize for her misconduct. There won’t be another incident like this. But I can’t exactly blame her either. It’s been tough for a lot of us folks again.”

According to her, the town was plagued by a strange sickness that was not contagious per se, since many people didn’t get sick at all despite being in the proximity of the ill. She explained it in depth, caring little if they actually wanted to hear it or not.

Frost glanced at her companions. She could tell they all carried the same thought.

“… What a sly woman.” Jury whispered. “You don’t have to beat around the bush. If you need help, then ask.”

“Huh? It’s not our problem.” Cer muttered.

“Just get another healer. No big problem.” Ber shrugged.

This lady made it obvious that she wanted them to help. A Color’s aid would be instrumental, not to mention that she was also a healer to boot.

However, there was an interesting detail about this phenomenon.

“We can’t just go fetch another healer. You think we haven’t tried that?” She growled in frustration. “Professionalism. Sorry. Ahem… Ok. Look. In the past month we’ve called around 4 healers, but the sickness keeps coming back just days after they leave. We know the first instance was caused by a small glowing rock, but that’s been thrown away ever since.”

“It’s a curse. Might even be one of those Corrupted, I bet.” An armored man shuddered from one of the tables aside. “It doesn’t really afflict outsiders.”

“Just us!” One of the Aquatid maids approached her, showing major lesions that ran from her fingers up to her shoulders. Um – Healer? I-If you don’t mind… H-healing my arms?”

Those were not natural. They were almost like burn wounds now that she realized it. Frost easily healed her with Grand Healing. The black particles were a sight to behold, and before long, a small line formed behind the tentacle maid.

“Emission Stacks. That seems to be the root cause.”

Emission? Meaning?

“Unknown. [Cleanse] seems to work on them. But the issue is that it is a reoccurring illness.”

Stacks but not a Condition. Weird. You think it’s the work of a Corrupted? Frost glanced over at Cer. So much for Corrupted being rare. I’m going to have another long ‘chat’ with that wolf.

“It is possible. Shall we investigate?”

I don’t have a reason to refuse. The source was that object, and she mentioned that it was disposed of in one of their neighboring woodlands. I won’t do it for free though.

Therefore, Frost erected her posture and placed a hand along the counter.

“We’ll do it. But I want something in return.”

She bargained as the newbie instantly went to fetch the contract regarding this mission.

“Give us the best rooms you have in this town. Please make our stay worthwhile. In return, we’ll root out the source of this sickness. As a Color Incandescent, and as the Black Dove, you have my guarantee.”

Besides, it was also a convenient excuse to forage in a forest for a good meal. Frost’s constant hunger needed to be sated in one way or another. Fish? No thanks. She already had enough thanks to a certain herring.

“Jury’s wondering why you specifically wanted a room?”

Well… I want to get closer to Jury. In one way or another. Nothing to kill the mood like being knee deep in a plague-ridden town.

“Say no more.”

            

    
        155. Into the Forest

    
    
    
    
                The river flowed downstream into the town’s lake. Various smaller streams connected with the main river, appearing like bolts of lightning when viewed from above.

The smaller rivers travelled through the local woodlands. These forests spanned several kilometers in all directions. It seemed much smaller than it did from the outside, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

Forests were nature’s mazes, as least that’s what Frost believed.

They followed the glistening stream, the polished stones, and the beautiful sloping banks towards the mouth of the forest.

A main dirt path led deeper, and various artificial tree stumps and carved shrubbery surrounded them. The light struggled to peer through the high canopies of the thick trees. Their bark was rugged like ancient oak, but were relatively clean from filth, moss, and other forms of debris.

Small, flat-capped mushrooms grew from their bark like mini spaceships. Frost had never seen mushrooms grow on trees in person. Forests always felt magical to her. The passing rays of warmth only added to its wonder as animals trotted through, evading them and other people that foraged its shallows.

Residents of the town hired Adventurers to defend them from low levelled animals and monsters that roamed the forest. They foraged berries, mushrooms, fruits, and wild vegetables into giant baskets they held at the side of their hips.

The relationship they had with the Adventurers was heartwarming. There never seemed to be a dull moment as Frost and her companions moved through until the main path could no longer be differentiated from the natural forest grounds.

Surprisingly, more people were found deeper within the forest. She wondered how these people were able to find their way back without a trail, but as it turned out, the wind only blew in the direction towards Wharftow. The reason was up in the air, but she figured that it probably had to do with the shape of the land.

Still, it was hard for her to wrap her mind around this. In the absence of winds, the Aquatid would meditate in place and use a sensory organ that allowed them to detect large bodies of water upwards of a kilometer away.

Yes. A kilometer. How that wasn’t magic baffled Frost to no end. They used this to find the stream, and from there, they’d be led straight back to Wharftow.

And fun fact! Octopus-folks had multiple brains, one each at the tips of their 8 tentacles. This was what differentiated them from Scyila mostly, aside from their tentacles protruding from either their backs, heads, or arms.

Frost didn’t even attempt to dissect how it worked. She was not a vivisectionist, and neither did it matter. Instead, she immersed herself in the lush forest, picking berries as Ber began pointing out the tasty berries from the poisonous ones.

“When they’re bundled like this you know it’s going to be a feast!” Ber exclaimed with a vibrant smile, showing Frost, Jury and Ignis a stick filled to the brim with beads of blue berries.

“If they’re too red then someone’s going to be dead. That’s what we learned back in our village!”

“Eat these and they’ll knock you right out. Narcoberries! But they can’t do much to us.” Ber said, gobbling up whatever berries there were like popcorn.

Poisonous. Paralytic. Tasty. Sour… None of that mattered to her. She was just happy to be surrounded by so many berries.

Her knowledge of foraging was endearing.

As much as a tomboy Ber outwardly expressed herself as, there was a sweet, highly feminine side to her. Her sisters fondly watched on. A rare, silent Cer was invoked because of her sister’s outburst.

Ignis was also the first one Ber called out to whenever she found a tasty berry. Frost didn’t know why, but Ber was fond of Ignis. The two ended up strolling off on their own little side-expedition, all the while Res clasped at her tie and mumbled:

“That’s the Ber you don’t normally see. It’s hard doing the things you love doing when your life revolves around fighting.”

“Takes you back doesn’t it? To simpler times. Hey. Don’t feel sorry for us. Our story’s one of a million. We’re just a part of the lucky ones that managed to get out of there.” Cer said to Frost and Jury, pacing ahead of the pack as she turned to give them a small grin. “That was more than 30 years ago. We’ve sifted through hundreds of Corrupted.”

The creatures steered clear of them at all costs. None were foolish enough to step into the sightlines of what they instinctively knew was beyond their realm of comprehension. Bunnies froze, giant bird-eating spiders scuttled, and even bears turned on their heels to hightail it out of there.

Cer’s words were contradictory to the warning she gave to Frost long ago.

“Corrupted are rare, but that’s because we can’t detect them as easily as you. Hundreds isn’t even a big number. Do you know how many Eternal Nights we’ve fought? Maybe 30. That’s once a year on average!” Cer tried to defend her claim.

Eternal Night Corrupted appeared 2 times a year on average. This only counted the ones that were discovered. They had already come across 2 in less than 2 months, although Frost deeply considered that she may have something to do with their seemingly endless encounters with the Corrupted.

This was made worse now that the only known 3 Corruption Events had occurred directly within her presence.

Woe of the Fallen Star was speculated to appear once every few decades. Apocalypse every 100 years, and Paradise Lost? Once. Monsoon Corrupted popped up roughly in the low tens. Hailstorm and Trickle on the other hand could see upwards of hundreds per year.

Still, in a world as large as Elysia, stumbling upon a Corrupted was still absurdly rare. Except for Grandis. That was no man’s land.

All Corrupted lower than Eternal Night were not considered a threat by the Nexus. They were manageable by the non-Blessed and regular Blessed alike.

That being said, any known Corrupted were instantly subjugated. Very rarely were they suppressed. In fact, the triplets couldn’t think of a time when they had to suppress a Corrupted aside from one.

The Stuffed Teddy Bear.

“I don’t get how emotions make a teddy bear want to strangle kids.” Cer hissed. “And I know what you’re thinking. Do Ateliers hold onto Corrupted? I don’t think so. Too much of a risk in my opinion! ImpulseWorks already harvests them where they die.”

“Corrupted can generate Nex. Beholders require Nex. I wouldn’t put it past an Atelier keeping them hidden to generate free Nex.” Frost said, folding her arms. “You say ImpulseWorks harvests them, but you don’t think they might capture Corrupted?”

“I’m only willing to believe they hold onto a few. Anymore and you can tell how much of a disaster that will end up.” Res answered, but she was also curious.

The triplets didn’t know much else about ImpulseWorks. Each Atelier was secretive in their own right. ImpulseWorks harvesting dead Corrupted was plausible, but what about Nex? Frost refused to believe that an Atelier would function without Nex being at the forefront of their operations, since Beholders effectively required it to exist.

Just like Jury.

Frost succumbed to deep thought. They were bound to figure out the secrets of ImpulseWorks sooner or later. Besides, they needed their help to begin with. Her Coat of Prejudice wasn’t going to fix itself. Plus, she also had access to the carcass of the Heart of Ours in the Derma layer.

They may even be able to create something out of it.

All was tranquil and silent. They could have rushed through, but Frost wanted to relax. To take things a little slower than usual. Getting to know her companions better was of utmost priority, and when she was about to bring up the topic of everyone’s favorite food; a panicked voice suddenly burst their bubble of silence.

“HELP US! SOMEONE! IT’S A STAMPEEEEEEEEEEEDE!”

The ground trembled to the might of not one, two or a five oversized Boars.

There were 50.
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Nav flashed an abbreviated stat prompt. There was no point in showing all their stats. Not when they were so low that they were comparable to the nutritional value of a blade of grass.

Satiation was all they were good for.

Birds fled in droves as the forest began to rattle. The leaves shivered as loose pebbles danced like water on a hot skillet. The world vibrated as lines of trees obscured the entire hoard of Beefed Boars. They chased a small group of Adventurers straight into their direction.

A head on collision was inevitable.

“HELP! HELP! PLEASE HELP!”

“SOMEONE! ANYONE! I KNOW YOU CAN HEAR US! STAMPEEEEEEDE!”

“WE’RE SORRY! WE’RE SO SORRY!”

It was not long before Frost had a direct line of sight with the three Adventures, and the massive, muscular boars that gave chase. They were incredibly fast for their level and size, which was easily twice that of a regular adult boar.

Furred, snouted bulls better described those monstrosities. Once again, the term ‘monster’ and ‘animal’ meant little to her in this world where their normality were her abnormalities.

Tree trunks were pushed aside by the great beasts. All that stood in their path were trampled and ripped to shreds, leaving behind a trail of devasted earth and trees that were shoved like parted reeds.

Their raw strength was incredible. There was no way those three Adventurers were going to stand a chance against them. Frost had to wonder just how they ended up in that predicament in the first place.

“I don’t know what your customs and rules are like in this world, but I don’t think dragging a whole train of monsters right towards another group is a good idea.” She criticized with furrowed brows.

Most of the foragers were less than level 20, and the average levels of the Adventurers present were roughly 50, including those three. Two or three stray boars would be no problem for a prepared group.

But 50? It was better if they led them towards the stream and just jumped in to avoid them than to drag them and cause a potential murder.

“No way. That’s punishable by the 6th Branch. They call it ‘tagging’. Cause you’re tagging other groups into your mess. And last time I checked, Beefed Boars aren’t social animals. They like to be alone. Those idiots must’ve kicked a hornet’s nest somewhere.” Cer yawned as Frost set her sights directly upon the entire horde.

They all collapsed in an instant, and the Adventurers were left dazed by the event. Each of the boars played dead the moment they realized they were caught in the metaphorical maw of an inescapable beast.

And then, with a voice louder than the sound of countless trampling hooves, Frost shouted:

“YOU THREE! STAY RIGHT THERE! DON’T MOVE!” Her voice washed over them like a tidal wave of pure dread.

She didn’t immediately believe that they had malicious intentions, but as soon as she saw one of them turn on their heels and try to flee, she hit all three of them with Scrutiny. There was no red. Just blue, indicating that there was no ill intent.

They blinked only once, and Frost was already standing just a meter away. She reached a hand out towards them and watched them tremble. After witnessing the sudden ‘deaths’ of the boars, they could only expect the worst from this person whose gaze drilled so deeply into their souls that they felt like even their thoughts were being scrutinized.

It did not help that Ignis’ glare was just as scathing.

But it was not her intention to scare them. Quite the opposite in fact. While she was understandably angry, she did not know their circumstances. Judging from their frightened and equally relieved expressions, their malice was more likely explainable with incompetence.

“Hey. Are you hurt anywhere?” These were the first words to leave her lips. They were mellow, and her voice was warm. Frost did not judge them immediately, and instead, wanted to ensure that they were ok first and foremost.

“Fine… We’re ok… You saved us.” A short, Elven mage lady uttered, leaning on her staff as Frost cast [Area Healing]. Their wounds were minimal, but they were completely exhausted. “Too… Many… Damn…”

“Take deep breaths. You’re safe now. Calm down and tell us what happened to you all.” Frost kindly asked, her voice so starkly different from her eyes that it made the group of three wonder if this really was a healer at all.

Plus, her near all black getup was weird for a healer to begin with.

“Boars… W-We didn’t mean to tag you! There was so many, and we didn’t know what to do or where to go!” A lightly armored man, who also carried a wooden staff, apologized profusely.

He spoke in a begging manner, deeply aware of their actions and the damage it could have caused.

It was oddly refreshing. Of course, she didn’t enjoy seeing people so distraught, but it made her glad that they weren’t anything like Leitmotif and the Bloody Herring. Those unapologetically evil Impuritas did not shed a single ounce of sorrow, and they truly believed they were in the right till the bitter end.

“Light! The bright light! It was attracting them! Boars – Y-You all know Beefed Boars don’t herd up together like the smaller ones!” The third member was another Elven woman, who carried a shortened pike. “I’m telling you; we didn’t do anything wrong! They just looked at us and started chasing! If we turned, then we would’ve been done for so… S-So u-um – Coins!”

The Elves suddenly wrang out a handful of emerald, leaf-shaped coins.

“We have coins! Elven coins!” The other exclaimed.

“Or do you prefer standard coins? S-Silver’s all we have. Sorry –!” The man was then suddenly cut off by Jury.

“Calm down! We’re not shaking you down. You didn’t mean it, so it’s ok.” Jury’s words could be taken for as naive, but that was how she genuinely felt.

There was no malice, so it was ok in her mind. And besides, since nothing major did come out of it, Jury was willing to let them go. They didn’t seem like the kind that would make trouble either.

Rather, they looked like the kind that tended to attract it.

“You do understand that if it weren’t for us then someone could have died today.” Frost’s tone deeply shifted.

“I understand.”

“I know… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m telling you, it’s… It’s out fault but there wasn’t anything we could have done.”

Frost forgave them for what seemed to be totally out of their control.

These people were sincere. But there was a risk that a phantom guilt would linger in their hearts. The triplets, Ignis, and a hidden Snap watched on from aside.

She could tell that they thought they were letting them off way too easily. If this was Grandis, then they’d be paying with other things besides coins. Either that or they’d already be dead.

Brandar was a thousand times more civil, more forgiving, and ever more vibrant.

“… I guess Adventurers like you wouldn’t need coins in the first place…” The man said shamefully.

Frost ended up letting loose of a silent sigh before she reprimanded them in her own way.

“If you’re really sorry, then how about you go back to the Guild and let them know about this.”

“To turn ourselves in…” The Elven women knew that Adventures like Frost would have a sphere of influence, so there was no escaping them.

But they deeply misunderstood.

“You three can’t haul all these boars alone. Tell the Receptionist that the Black Dove sent you. It’s the least you can do. Just be careful next time. Do you know the way back?” Frost kindly spoke, causing all three of them to stare at her in disbelief.

They didn’t refute.

“Y-Yes. We know the way back. E-Elves and forests, haha… Hah… 50 boars for the Black Dove.” The mage Elf nodded, thankful that things turned out ok.

Not just the outcome, but also that no one was hurt in the end.

“T-Thank you… For overlooking this.” The human man shallowly bowed at them. “We won’t forget it.”

“I thought that was over for us.” The other Elf sighed in relief. “You’re really letting us go? Tagging is a big deal in Brandar.”

“I can still change my mind.” Frost joked, instantly causing her to shuffle off with a loud, fake laugh.

“Hahahah! W-We’ll be going now! 50 boars for the Black Dove! And thanks a lot! Not often you meet reasonable heads!” She exclaimed, dragging her companions along until they disappeared.

They were left alone with the ‘dead’ boars. Frost poked at one with a finger, dragging it along its belly. Looking at them up closely, they were kind of cute.

“Don’t you dare show them any remorse. Beefed Boars are pests. They’re a kill on sight kind of threat.” Res stated as Ignis also nodded in agreement.

Ignis jabbed one in the head using her bony appendage, and Res electrocuted another. The other boars did not even dare to move. They simply accepted the fact that they were done for.

“You let them off waaaaaaaaay too easily. What’s up with that?” Cer critiqued.

“I figured they’re not bad people. No one ended up getting hurt, so let’s not harp on it.” Frost said. “We already forgave them. And besides, what’s 50 boars going to do to us?”

“Exactly! That’s what I wanted to hear from you!” Cer exclaimed.

“Yep! They’re just four legged lumps of meat!” Ber joined her. “Only animals run on all fours!”

“Are you even listening to yourselves?” Res stared at them like they were idiots.

According to Nav, Beefed Boars were an invasive species that once thrived in the neighboring Emvita Region in the south. But due to unforeseen events, they migrated into Brandar centuries ago and ruined 30% of its woodlands.

This explained why Brandar was mostly a barren plainland. Old artistic works of Brandar depicted endless thickets and woodlands. While they were not the main culprits for Brandar’s transformation, they were certainly one of the main contributors.

But of course, they couldn’t compare to the nightly pores that swallowed the lands beyond the walls of the Nex Megalopolis.
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                Frost crushed the skull of one of the boars, devouring its head with only the touch of her hands. She wanted to get away from tasting uncooked flesh now that she could consume raw material thanks to mastering [Punch].

“Question.” Jury began as Ber simultaneously eliminated the boars with an electrical pulse. “How are you supposed to prove that someone ‘tagged’ another group?”

“Justica Arms eventually figures it out. But someone needs to report it to a Peace Flock. You know, one of the Public Defenders? Heh. I’d love to see them try to fight without their walking sticks!” Cer answered, suddenly derailing the topic.

“As she was saying, Justica Arms will arrive at the truth in one way or another.” Res answered. “But in places without a Justica Arms Branch then you’re relying on witnesses. Power. Influence. Or the usual ‘the dead tell no tales’.”

“I can imagine. Are there any civilizations like the Nex Megalopolis?” Frost asked as she knelt beside a boar and closely inspected them.

“A good amount. But nothing’s perfect. Atlas and the Nexus are about as perfect as you can get.” Res answered.

“Unless you’re a drone for a bee queen. They don’t complain despite how bad things are.” Ber shrugged. “It’s crazy in the Gnawer Region. Ants kidnapping other Ants, Ants infiltrating other Ants. Ants eating Ants. They call it pheromones or something.”

“Never smelt anything from an insect before.” Cer said.

“I’m sure your nose is working correctly.” Jury then jabbed as Frost noticed that these boars carried Emission stacks. “Did you find something?”

“Emission stacks. All of them have it.” Frost relayed. “They did say they found them close to a bright light. Know any magic that gives off Emission stacks?”

“No. But it’s the same thing that plagued the town’s people. The bright light’s suspiciously just like a Corrupted. There are lots of objects that glow. But I’ve never heard of one that makes people sick just by being around it.” Res answered as Frost marked the area with a thick, metal rope.

She then casted [Cleanse] on each boar, ridding them of their Emission stacks. She wondered if consuming animals with these stacks could transfer them to others. Frost was not afflicted since even the stacks itself were devoured by her all-consuming maw.

Then, they began retracing the devastative steps of the boar. The soil heaved like sand with each step, and the flora was reduced to a moist pile of plant matter.

“But that also reminds me. Galia has a similar coat as yours. The same goes for the 1st Apostle. I’m not trying to imply that they have a Coat of Prejudice, but it’s weird that they can fish out the truth.” Res then added. “One of these days you’ll get to meet her. I think you’ll get along.”

“I hope so.”

The group instinctively believed that they were encroaching on another Corrupted encounter. But Frost, Jury and Nav had a very different train of thought. On Earth, there were certain objects that could cause lesions and acute illness just by being exposed to them.

And being a nurse, Frost had seen such wounds and symptoms before. Radiation instantly became the primary suspect. The problem was how radioactive material even came to be in a fantasy world. But with the existence of technologies beyond imagination, who was to say that someone wasn’t toying around with nuclear power?

Still, that was farfetched. The likely answer was that it could be a byproduct of an unknown process that found its way to Wharftow. Whatever the case was, she was 90% certain that they were dealing with a radioactive object.

The gentle trickling of a slow stream could be heard just ahead. The forest floor was littered with rocks and cracked bricks. Evidence of buried ruins sprawled around them, overgrown with ivy, and penetrated by invasive roots. This section of the forest was eerily absent from all life.

The trees withered, and their leaves wilted the deeper they went. The tall oaks appeared like the depressed willows of a bog.

Suddenly, they were met with a soft glow of blue light. The rushing sound of water became stronger as they entered a small clearing where water rushed upwards from a small opening found amongst the rocks. This was the source of the stream, and as they approached, the light intensified.

“The water is humming.” Res whispered in disbelief as Ignis nodded.

Their ears twitched in unison. Frost could hear it too, as could Jury. The water glowed with an unnatural blue light, and when she went to scoop it into her hands she was met with a disturbing discovery.


Irradiated Water

< There is radiation in the water. Will cause severe illness if ingested. Emission stacks will increase the likeliness of permanently altering physiology >


Nav. Can healing magic fix people affected by radiation?

“You mean genetically? It is possible with your magic. Grand Healing restores the body to its ‘normal’ state. Alterations in physiology should not change this normal state. With what we currently know about the relationship with the body and soul, healing magic repairs the body according to a person’s soul in its most pristine state. Think of it like a template. However, weaker healing magic will have a considerably troublesome time.” Nav explained as Cer casually dipped her hand into the stream, plucking out the glowing object which was, much to their surprise, a metallic bracelet.


Ancient Irradiated Bracelet

< A bracelet created by an ancient mind. One of several self-crafted accessories said to have caused their death >


 

“I thought it was a stone.” Res said. “It’s not a Corrupted either. Weird. How did a bracelet end up here?”

“I don’t think they can look at it directly for too long. Unlike us. Our RESIST is high enough to stop whatever those Emission stacks are… but where have I…” Cer fell into a deep train of thought, waving the item around as Frost dipped her hand into the steam.

She cast [Cleanse] several times, purifying the stream from several stacks. As polluted as it was, Frost was determined to cleanse the source completely. How radiation suddenly vanished without a trace boggled her mind, but she wasn’t complaining.

If this was a game, then Frost had just found the equivalent of an EXP farm. She planned to use this to rack up as many [Cleanse] levels, and simply sat there as the group fawned over the incandescent bracelet.

What about tumors? Cancers? Frost suddenly asked.

“Those would be considered foreign bodies. Your Healing magic will not remove them. Low levelled healing magic will heal them however.”

Because it can’t differentiate them from normal body cells I’m guessing, huh. And since they’re made in the body, they can be healed. That’s interesting. High levelled healing magic has its own flaws.

Frost enjoyed her train of thought, right until a certain wolfwoman shouted:

“I remember this humming now! Isn’t this what they have in those anti-healing weapons?” Cer pointed out, causing both Ber and Res to rear their heads in realization.

“That’s Cer for you!” Ber applauded.

“Now that you mention it… You’re right.” Res was bewildered by the discovery. “… They’re supposed to be decommissioned. If you’re wondering what anti-healing weapons were used for, then don’t worry. They don’t exist anymore. To our knowledge that is.” She nodded at the fact that they were all in the dark about what truly goes on behind closed doors.

Anti-healing weaponry utilized these humming, radioactive objects to neutralize the abilities of most healers. Only the strongest were capable of overruling its effects, and this was apparently used to lure them out many years ago when they were still being persecuted.

And this was not the only form of anti-healing weaponry… and neither was it the most sinister. Due to the fact that healing magic couldn’t remove foreign objects, the most devastative kind of anti-healing weapon was none other than weapons that caused fragmentation to riddle a person’s body.

Or in Earthly terms, something akin to a fragmentation grenade, or flechette rounds.

How could someone possibly remove thousands of tiny metal shards from a person’s face? Healing would only prolong their suffering. The past was beyond brutal, and it wasn’t even that far back.

Frost therefore had to wonder just how something like this appeared here in the first place.

“A component of anti-healing weapons. It’s ancient as well. Cer. Can I please have it?” Frost kindly asked as she dragged her hand along the stream, constantly cleansing it.

Cer’s grin manifested almost immediately as she looked down at the bracelet, then at Frost with an air of superiority. She folded her arms, puffed her chest, and peered down at her with a single, mischievous eye.

“Only if you say ‘aaaah~’.” Cer said, knowing exactly why Frost wanted the object.

With no point in arguing, and with a pride she didn’t really care about in the first place, Frost went along and opened her mouth.

“Aaaah.”

“A-Ah… S-Shit. No way.” Cer didn’t expect this development and panicked momentarially before she placed the bracelet into Frost’s mouth. “I-It’s like…” She dropped to her knees, slowly feeding Frost as her slit pupils somehow turned into hearts.

But Frost was probably just seeing things.

With an exasperated pant, Cer dipped into the shallow stream, hypnotized by Frost’s maw and her judging eyes. It was made all the better by a Jury who had to wonder what sort of illness had befallen her.

“It’s like I’m being eaten~”

[image: image]

            

    
        158. Accepting Frost For Who 'She' Is

    
    
    
    
                Decontaminating radioactive residue with just the touch of her bare hands was another violent perversion of physics as she knew it. [Cleanse] was the magical equivalent of alcohol wipes, and it worked on any conceivable filth.

Radiation included. [Cleanse] was the reason why Frost remained hygienic. Her body was spotless both inside and out. Bodily waste was but a thing of the past, and she frankly couldn’t imagine going back to requiring the toilet again.

She wondered if something as simple as not needing the bathroom was why she hadn’t been able to ‘connect’ with her body. After all, she had only stopped to inspect her body a handful of time. It also didn’t help that they were met with Corrupted after Corrupted for as long as she could remember.

Frost never really took the time to inspect herself thoroughly enough to appreciate herself. As awkward as that was admitting it now of all times, it was better late than never. She had plans now that they had some free time. Most involving Jury, of course.

Why did these thoughts suddenly cross her mind?

Cer…

“Cleanse this, cleanse that. How about you stop cleansing yourself and take a bath for once.” Cer said, tugging on the waistband of her trousers.

She vented it in a futile attempt to dry off her pants. A small, steadily flame created by Frost followed closely by her side.

“It’s only fair that if I have to bathe, then you gotta!” She added, occasionally shaking her head like how a dog does to dry itself.

Frost had cleansed Cer as soon as she dipped into the stream. The murky, wet-dog scent and all other forms of impurities were magically scrubbed off her body, leaving behind a pristine Cer that carried a surprising floral scent. It was apparently her natural body odor, but her lack of hygiene was what caused her to smell exactly what she was now: a wet canine.

The reason why Cer was still wet was because [Cleanse] could only get rid of impurities. Water was not one of them. The discovery surprised Frost, but it would explain why she always felt damp even after ridding herself of blood and other toxic fluids.

She then answered Cer.

“I wouldn’t mind taking a bath. It’s has been a while.” Frost admitted, causing Cer’s face to suddenly sour as if she was expecting an entirely different answer. “Wait, do they even have baths in Wharftow? Do Aquatids even take baths in the first place?”

“You tell me. You think someone’s going to dive into a lake and wash themselves up with soap? Or are they going to do it at the shorelines?” Cer argued for what seemed to be for the sake of it.

“Maybe an Aquatid does it in the lake?” Frost answered, biting back at her as Cer growled.

“Well, you’d be wrong! What kind of race doesn’t like baths in the first place!?”

“I can’t believe you’re saying that with a straight face.” Jury whispered as a sudden thought bemused her. Her eyes then glazed over Frost as she wore a small, comforting smile. “A bath… I’d really love if we could all take one together. Or how about a swim?”

“In this stream? Is it even deep enough?” Res wondered. “Ankle deep. Knee deep at best… You know what, Frost? Why don’t you just use your feet to cleanse the water instead of having to bend over all the time?”

Frost abruptly stopped herself from replying as she erected herself. She wanted to say:

“But it’s dirty.”

The issue was that there was virtually no part of her that was filthy. She subconsciously associated her extremities, especially her feet, as filthy when it couldn’t be further from the truth.

Think of it as making wine.

“I’m stepping on water, not grapes. But that’s a good way to put it.”

They stopped by the shallow riverbank, standing along a trail of damp gravel and silt as Frost began to take off pieces of her footwear.

She began with the boots, then, with her tights. She was instantly hit with a cool breeze that swept through her thighs, as well as the appreciating eyes of her lover… and the sly ones of a certain wolfwoman.

This was the first time Cer had the pleasure of seeing them so delightfully bare.

“Soft. But I can tell they’re firm enough to crush heads.” Cer commented, instantly causing both her sisters to snap their heads at her like she was a lunatic.

“Cer… Are you ok?” Ber genuinely asked, patting her head.

“What the hell is wrong with your head? Ignore her. Uh… Jury? You’re stripping as well?” Res sighed before noticing Jury slip right out of her white fur coat.

“It’s hot.” Jury lied with a cheeky smile, stowing her wear into her dimensional storage. Unlike Frost, Jury didn’t wear anything underneath, aside from bicycle shorts which were hidden underneath the long hems of her coat, and a rather tightly fit shirt.

It was almost like a swimsuit in a way. Or something Frost imagined people wore to the gym. Jury’s large, toned yet elegant body attracted eyes like bees to a flower. Frost found herself unable to cast her eyes away.

“Don’t tell me you had this planned.” Frost couldn’t help but to laugh as Jury snatched her hand.

“I wonder what you’re talking about~” Jury tugged her, but not without calling for the others to follow them into the water. “C’mon! It’s not going to be fun just watching!”

Her exuberance surprised them. This energetic Jury was seldomly seen. They took Jury for someone a lot more serious, who only sometimes mellowed only around Frost and Ignis. But what they didn’t know was that this was the real Jury…

The same one whose enthusiasm knew no bounds, and now what there was nothing to be afraid of… and nothing to fight anymore, she was finally allowed to let loose.

“We’re used to watching. As Moons.” Res coldly said, sealing her eyes shut. “We’re too disciplined to be moved by just some water –!”

“No fair! Grrr. Fine, I’ll head in! Ber – Hold onto my suit! I’m going in butt nak –!” Cer was about to strip right until Ber clasped onto both arms and threw them down at her ankles.

“Sis. Roll up your sleeves! It’s not that deep! What happened to being the smartest wolf in the world?” Ber angrily sighed.

“Don’t get naked Cer!” Frost warned with a yell. “Just roll your sleeves!”

“What’s wrong with me getting naked!? So you’re allowed to fight nearly stark naked? But I’m scolded instantly when I want to go for a bath!? Ber! Back me up! You too Res!” Cer exclaimed.

“Uh – Y-Yeah! You tell Frost… wait. No. Sis. Just roll them up!” Ber yelled instinctively, right before took them both by the collar.

“About time!”

“Res?”

“Idiots… Just… GO!” Res shouted, tossing them both into the water.

However, both grabbed hold of Res’ arms and tugged her along. The triplets were drenched from head to toe as an argument ensued. But Frost could tell that Res was having fun despite her strenuous look.

Snap only watched from afar, keeping guard within the tree lines. Ignis dipped her toe into the water and frowned. As a feline Demi-human, she had more of a reason to fear water than Cer. Frost was about to reach out for her, but much to her surprise –

“IGNIS! Can you hear that!? The water’s calling for you!” Cer waved at her, throwing some water her way.

“No way. Water can talk?” Ber asked in surprise.

“Figure of speech…” Res sighed, right before she beamed a smile at Ignis. “C’mon. The water’s cool. Die down a little. We don’t have to fight anymore.”

Those last words were spoken with emotion that caused a lump to form in Frost’s throat. She wondered what these people would have been like if they didn’t have to constantly fight. Not having to fight anymore was a pipe dream for them. The triplets never wanted to fight, and they expressed that it was all they knew.

But that couldn’t be further from the truth. Deep down, beneath the grit that weathered them into the seemingly uncaring Moons they were, there was a very…

“You want to say that they have a human side to them.”

‘Human’ has a different meaning in this world. But… Yeah. That’s how I’d describe them. They look just like a bunch of kids playing. I wonder if they ever had any forms of respite.

“Moons likely don’t. There are only so many Moons. Many die to the Corrupted. Living for 30 years in a line of work where people die young is astronomically impressive.”

… I see.

Frost’s respite was not just hers. It was everyone’s. They splashed, chased, and tackled one another into the crystal-clear water which shimmered beneath the afternoon sun. It was always funny watching Ignis lock up the moment she was more than a meter away from someone. And for the first time, she heard Cer laugh contently.

As they made their way back to Wharfow with the news of their success, Frost sincerely wished that these happiest moments could last forever. She looked far ahead with Jury embracing her from behind and wished upon a future where people didn’t have to fight anymore.

“… are you crying?” Jury cooed, closing Frost’s eyes with a hand.

“No. You can tell when I’m about to, huh?” Frost hummed, holding onto Jury’s wrists.

“I can. I want this to last forever. But one day we’ll be back out there fighting again. So instead of looking out there…” Jury slowly twisted Frost around. She was faced with the brimming smiles of her closest friends. “You should be looking here. Let’s make the most out of it. Don’t overthink, or you’ll lose track of what matters the most.”

Her ticking heart caused Frost to sink deeper into Jury’s chest.

“Yeah. You’re right. Jury. Thank you. You always manage to catch me at the right time, huh.” Frost reached for Jury’s cheeks and squished them slightly.

They were in a world of their own for what felt like hours on end. Oh what Frost would give just to remain like this forever… As their faces drew near for a kiss – Cer’s voice shattered their trance as she presented Ignis with a certain vegetable.

“THIS IS THE ONE! LETTUCE! THE GREEN VEGETABLE CATS HATE!” Cer had found a wild-grown lettuce and waved it around like a holy blade.

Ber’s eyes widened in terror as she put herself between Cer and a confused Ignis.

“Run Ignis! It’s a lettuce! Your only weakness! Aside from water!” Ber cried, ready to fend off her sister if it meant saving her feline friend.

Res could only watch with dead eyes as she wandered close to Frost and Jury, who couldn’t help but to laugh at yet another comedic showing. Before long, the group went back on their way to Wharftow.

This time, they travelled a little closer to each other than usual.

“By the way Frost! That book of fire is yours, right? Apparently its spoken in a first person by a guy. Does that mean you were a guy?” Cer suddenly brought up, causing Frost to simply nod, much to her surprise.

There was no point in trying to hide or deny it. A small silence brewed. The group suddenly understood why Frost acted in a certain way. From the way she walked to the way she sat, and even presented herself did not scream ‘woman’ at all.

Frost wondered if their perspective of her would change. Would it sour their budding friendship? Would they think she was disgusting? These thoughts that never used to circulate her mind suddenly came crashing down all at once.

Only the sounds of their splashing steps could be heard. And then, they rapidly increased.

Cer walked past her, grinning as she analytically stared at Frost from head to toe.

“Transformation huh. Not really that weird when people themselves can become Corrupted and turn into monster. Hell, before that you have the Mycelli that parasitize people with mushrooms. What I’m trying to say is that a gender change wouldn’t be the strangest thing we’ve seen.” Cer bumped right into her. “Heh. Why, did you think we were going to chew you out? At least 2 of our companions used to be Corrupted. Including your future wife right there!”

Cer was right. A simple gender change was hardly comparable to a Corrupted transformation and even a Realization at all. Ignis didn’t judge either, since she also underwent a fundamental transformation…

And so did the triplets in some way, no thanks to Serum S and their Atelier Items that replaced their corresponding eyes, hands, and jaw. It was relieving for Frost to hear this. So unbelievably relieving that she felt lightheaded.

“… Cer. Thanks. Everyone. Thank you. I was worried because you all went silent.”

“What did you want us to say? Looking back, I guess it does make sense. But what does it matter? You don’t have anything between your legs, so it’s not like we care.” Ber stated, watching the stream widen as the harbor of Wharftow could be seen just beyond the tree lines now.

“Unless?” Cer joked, bumping right into Frost again. “Buuuuuut – that’s kind of worrying.”

“Yeah. Now that you mention it…” Res trailed off, clearing her throat. “Don’t let the Retrofitters know about it. For your own sake.”

“Not just the Retrofitters. The Impulse Artificers are going to looooove studying you. A human of your caliber? Good. Luck. That’s if you ask for a fitted Atelier Item. If it’s just a repair, then you’re safe. Don’t worry. We know the right people. Just a matter of finding them.” Cer assured. “Besides. It’s not like you need to follow any protocols. They aren’t scared of my fangs. But can they say the same about yours?”

“Still… A guy in a woman’s body. Like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Not really. Jury fits that better.” Ber said, kind of happy that Frost opened to them. “But that’s worrying. You left for Grandis as a Healer. In a village not that far away from that Infernis Capital. You’re so lucky, you know that? Could’ve been worse. Way worse.”

“I know how stupid it was. I really should have told you that I had healing magic. And I still continued to make stupid mistakes afterwards. But…” Frost turned to them all. They smiled back at her, including the perpetually angry Ignis. “I can’t say I regret them either.”

She couldn’t imagine anyone else standing by her side.

“… That’s a nice way of looking at things.” Res whispered, dragging herself forward where she covertly presented her head, her ears parting as if begging for a head scritch.

Res really liked being pampered. Ever since she opened up to Frost in the Derma layer, she’s gotten a lot more honest with her feelings. Everyone had changed in some way. Like the stream they followed, their hearts were never stagnant and were ever changing.

Frost looked forward to growing with these people. Be it until the end of their 4-month mission, or till years into the future. Whatever it was, she longed for it, and would give anything to protect their future.

As for now, it was time to turn in the quest.

And dry themselves off.

            

    
        159. A Plan in Mind

    
    
    
    
                Fishing was done differently in this world. A bait, hook and line were but a recreational device compared to the other methods fishermen employed. Humans had no place in the sea, and their primitive methods paled in comparison to what the Aquatids were capable of.

Mobile fishing nets carried by a small group of Aquatid swimmers who easily outpaced their scaly prey, tentacle appendages that rendered larger fish completely helpless to their captors, discharging miniature shockwaves that stunned the fish – the list went on.

Fishing was hardly like the passive work done from above the surface. There was no need to wait for the hook to catch potential prey. Not when one could personally hunt for them with relative ease. The Aquatids were the undisputed kings of water and employed strictly active fishing techniques.

But of course, they were only kings when compared to other sapient races.

The creatures that lurked underneath the endless depths, where the sun could never reach, and where particles fell for an eternity were on a completely different level. They were living monsters that not even the greatest thalassophobe could even begin to conceive.

It was not known how deep the oceans were. The composition of the substrates in the furthest depths were unknown.

Suffice to say, the food chain looked very different once one ventured past the depths where the light could not reach. Past the twilight zone lurked an alien world that only few Aquatid dared to tread. Very few species thrived in those depths, and fewer walked amongst them on land.

One such Aquatid species were the Ghost Jellies, who could turn so transparent that they were practically invisible. Unsurprisingly, many of these creatures were employed for dirty work, like assassinations.

Aquatids were also naturally equipped with superior regenerative abilities.

A finger came off? It’ll regrow in time. A deep cut? It won’t bleed that easily. A lesion? Nothing to worry about. This was thanks to a very thin layer of mucus that surrounded them, hence why many Aquatids smelt of the sea or fish.

But on the other side, a hygienic Aquatid can infuse their external mucus membrane with beautiful perfume.

The issue here was that the Aquatid couldn’t naturally heal in the contaminated waters of Wharftow’s grand lake. The contaminants caused their bodies to flake, and it compromised their natural immunities, leading most to develop weakness and respiratory-related illnesses due to two sources.

The water, and the contaminated food.

“HEY! DON’T EAT THEM!”

A group of fishermen were surprised to hear the voice of a human woman. The slightly short, black hair and golden eyed lady warned them about the dangers of their catch and a sickly contamination that plagued their lake.

They didn’t immediately believe her, but this was where Frost’s Leader of Heart’s Ability came into play. Unlike the Language of Greed, which she still hadn’t figured out how to use, the Leader of Hearts had and immediate effect. She could visualize the color a fluctuating string being tugged at her target’s hearts. Her voice carried the power to tug at heart string.

Not in a tearjerking nor a manipulative manner. Her voice did not control minds. It only created powerful suggestions that swayed a person’s heart whether for good, bad, or to join her efforts. Its effects were not prominent in this context since there was no dispute or clashing of hearts. Rather, she invoked this Ability just to have her voice resound within their chest like a loud heartbeat.

That way they could not afford to ignore her.

“They’re all contaminated with a disease. That’s why everyone in Wharftow’s been getting sick. Go spread the word along the harbor. I can start purifying them and your lake.” Frost assured, casting [Area Heal] to prove that she was a healer.

“Get the harbor master. Our water’s contaminated with a disease? That can’t be right… E-Er. Can it? Who’s sick? Not me. No way.” One of them scratched their heads in confusion, knowing that Aquatids very rarely became sick.

One of them promptly left, stumbling along the way. He nearly threw himself from the pier. Just what was wrong with these guys?

She didn’t know if they were feigning ignorance or were just plain stupid, because it didn’t take a genius to understand that more than just several Aquatids were plagued with the Emission stacks.

The string in their hearts was red.

“Red does not necessarily mean bad. It means their heart is opposing yours. Disbelief. I believe you may be tugging on the wrong strings.” Nav explained.

Frost was a master when it came to communication. But the Aquatid fishermen could not for the life of them grasp that something they couldn’t see was damaging their health.

“The fishes don’t look sick –”

“Listen to me. Look at me. You can’t be serious. Are you just going to ignore that you had lesions all over your arms? There’s another dozen in your harbor with them. Look around you.” Frost snapped back with a calm, deep voice as she took one of the small fishes from their catch. “This is sick. You’re eating it and that’s why you’re sick. Would a healer lie to you?”

They all shook their heads in a ‘no’, overwhelmed by the presence of this healer that dominated every conceivable sense. They were numb, and their hearts were strung along by her voice like they were no more than instruments.

But Frost was unskilled with this heart-tugging ability. If it was an instrument, then the music she played was scathing to the ears. This was reflected by the number of times their heart strings changed color.

It was never uniform, and this was proven by their indecisiveness as they just stared at Frost, not really knowing what to say or do in response.

She ultimately gave up on them.

“… Haaaah. Sorry. But you understand right?” She tried to gauge a reaction, but the fishermen just glanced at each other. When one nodded, the rest did, even though they knew nothing at all.

Frost mentally winced as Cer cackled from behind, enjoying her frustrations.

“Never mind. I’ll purify these for you… wait.” Frost, upon closer inspection, smelt something bitter. The overwhelming stench of fish had masked the scent of alcohol, causing her to mentally sigh. “I should’ve just checked your stats. Yep. There it is.”


< Drunk II >

< Expires in 12 hours >


The wobbling of that man should have been a telltale sign. On the bright side, this confirmed that Cer’s sense of smell was uncompromised. [Cleanse] could not remove conditions. Only Cure Disease could. However, as she placed a hand onto one of their shoulders, whilst kindly warning them beforehand, she was met with a damning prompt.


< Cure Disease II is inadequate for Drunk II >

 

Nav. What the fuck even is Drunk II?

“A stronger version of Drunk I. On a side note, Drunk III likely requires Cure Disease IV. They can become quite dehydrated. They’ll require IV fluids.” Nav tried to make some kind of joke with the roman numeral of 4 and IV fluids, causing Frost immense mental anguish.

Cer loved every moment of this as the others only watched on, sympathizing with Frost’s frustrations.

IV in this world? That’s a terrific way to get sepsis if you don’t have a healer around. Fuck… Drunk II? That’s up there with bikini armor. What’s next? Stink V for an unwashed Cer?

Jury ended up cackling unexpectedly as Ignis turned away from Cer, hiding a smug chuckle.

“What happened? What did I miss out on!?” Cer exclaimed, tugging on Jury’s coat. “The hell’s so funny now!? Let me laugh too!”

“I-It’s nothing.” Jury assured, recomposing herself as she cleared her throat. “Little Wolf~”

“Huh…” Cer raised a brow. “What’s that voice in your head telling you?”

They were getting nowhere with these drunkards. Frost did not prioritize cleansing the fish immediately. She just needed to get the information to spread. But the longer she looked around the docks, she noticed that nearly everyone was stumbling around.

They operated normaly despite being reduced to an uncoordinated, incoherent mess. She bid farewell to the fishermen and paced through the harbor, taken aback by the phenomenon.

“Was there a party? I’ve never seen so many drunken workers before.” Frost said, navigating through the barrels and piles of fish. There was no point in warning them. They wouldn’t be able to listen at all.

“Doesn’t happen to the Aquatids that live in the oceans.” Res explained as they turned into the main street, heading straight for the Guild. “It’s a weird sickness people get when they dive too deep. It’s disorientating, and Aquatids have slowly been getting affected by it with each generation born on land.”

“Imagine getting drunk on water.” Cer scoffed. “Just one of a million reasons you don’t mess with it... And we’re still not completely dry.”

“People die by drinking water. How do you do that? Who gets poisoned by water?” Ber added.

“… Could it be nitrogen narcosis?” Frost wondered aloud, piecing together the illness that affected divers on Earth which was akin to becoming drunk. What interested her was how the Aquatids weren’t affected by the bends.

Maybe they were just built differently.

“Nitrowhat?” Cer muttered.

“Narcowho?” Ber also tagged in.

These two…

“Cer. Do you enjoy doing that on purpose?” Jury scolded, glaring down at her as the wolfwoman’s knees trembled.

“I-I’ll think twice next time. Awesome…” Her tail wagged as her face slightly flushed red.

“Sorry ma’am!” Ber cheekily saluted.

Since they had some time before they’d reach the Guild, Frost gave them a brief explanation of her otherworldly knowledge. Res was intrigued by how depth and environmental pressure affected the body. Not that it mattered to them. Their RESIST easily prevented this from happening in the first place.

Ignis on the other hand was more interested in the biological aspect of it. She’d make a great student for sure. The cat-girl nodded ferociously whenever something finally clicked.

Finally, they reached the entryway of the Guild and proceeded to present the case to the Receptionist. None knew exactly how to deal with the lake and food contamination, but Frost had an idea.

Of course, it would take a few days to completely clean the lake. Cleansing as many fish as possible would also be a tall order. And then there would be an issue with food. But again, Frost had a scheme for this.

“You've heard about 50 boars being on their way. The town can use those for a temporary food source, as well as any fish I cleanse. The lake will take a bit of time, but it’s not undoable.” Frost did not have to ask for what they’d get in return.

Because the Receptionist already knew what they wanted.

“Additional bookings. This is bigger than we expected. W-We’ll definitely make your time worthwhile!” The Receptionist gladly exclaimed. “Thank you for looking after a small town such as ours!”

“Stop yelling. But you’re right. We owe you more than just accommodations.” The Receptionist’s boss said, smoking a long, scented pipe. “Black Dove. Never heard of a healer that goes around healing things other than people.”

She took a long whiff of her pipe and chuckled.

“What an unconventional healer, hahaha.”

That lake was bound to max out Frost’s [Cleanse] levels.

It was an EXP farm waiting to be abused.


< Cleanse III >

< Instantly remove 3 chosen stacks on self or target in contact. If multiple targets are in contact, then 3 stacks will be simultaneously removed from them all >

< Distance: 2m: 3 stacks, 5m: 2 stacks, 10m: 1 stack >

< Cost: 100 MP >

 

< Note: The Heart of Ours inflicted stacks that outclassed even radiation. Yours could not cleanse those stacks. Poena’s Cleanse must be at a mastery level. Shall we uncover what secrets Cleanse V hides? >

            

    
        160. Ber the Butcher

    
    
    
    
                Incandescent Colors were a breed of their own. Legends amongst legends. Revered at the mention of their name alone. The last Color that awed Brandar and the distant lands was the late Green Conductor whose music revolutionized the meaning of music.

It was more than just the harmonics of sound. Music moved from mere art to a respected discipline as a result. Bards, Conductors and Orchestrators were but a few of the musical professions employed commercially, publicly, and in war. Music applied beneficial conditions and buffs on a much wider scale than most magic at a considerably less cost.

The Green Conductor’s legacy however, never touched on wars. It was but a result of the world’s ingenuity when it came to bloodshed. Where he cast a great light upon the world, there was a shadow of equal proportions. This shadow was the perversive Maestros of Flesh.

Frost still found it hard to put the Colors into perspective. They were beneath Moons, but above the non-Blessed. Heroes better described them. But her face soured when she thought back to the friend of Iscario.

The Red Barron.

There was little information known about his character. He was supposedly long dead and perished alongside the Orange Disruptor in a failed operation against a Corrupted. The consensus claimed that they were assassinated, but Frost knew at least the Red Barron was still alive.

Why else would have Iscario named him outright?

The sheer political weight that a Color possessed could not be understated. While the inhabitants of the Nexus were certainly far more powerful, they were not as tangible as the Colors who interacted with the world directly, hence why they were so revered and celebrated.

Most of the world did not know of the Moons, Stars, Exalted and the Beholders. They only called them the Deities of the Nexus. Divine beings that resided within the celestial rock.

Frost firmly slapped her cheeks at the edge of the pier before she began the first stage of their cleansing operation. She cleansed her mind of the stray thoughts and focused on the task at hand.

After a short meeting with the figureheads of Wharftow, they agreed with Frost’s plan to decontaminate their lake, marine life and to heal all those injured. However, with Frost being the open person she was, she asked for their input.

It was easy to see that there was an underlaying sense of fear between their fascination and wonder. Even if she was a healer, being a Color meant that she stood at the pinnacle of might. But Frost was not a violent person. At least not with normal people.

Her plans were flawed in their eyes, and she welcomed their amendments with open arms. She initially wanted to separate the lake using giant nets created by her near unbreakable steel strands. But there was an easier alternative.

They suggested using one large, sweeping net. The dimensions were a lot smaller than she anticipated, and this was because fishes did not venture past the twilight zone of the lake. Their input saved extra days that would have been wasted if she operated alone.

Firstly, she had healed all afflicted residents of Wharftow within the first hour. The next step was to weave a net large enough to span from one side of the lake to the other. That way, they could herd the fish to a small section whilst she could focus on cleansing them, then moving to cleanse the rest of the lake.

The harbor saw much activity. Portable stoves fueled with magical fire crystals and wooden stalls armed with chopping boards were laid out. They prepared to celebrate with a feast using the 50 boar carcasses.

Not all were to be used, but they still needed to butcher them early and place them into a cold storage to last them the few days until the lake returned to its former glory. Frost remained at the pier with Jury, producing copious amounts of steel string which was passed along to Aquatids who wove them into nets.

Frost’s only role now was to keep her feet in the water and produce her string. Once again, her abilities struck people with wonder as they couldn’t believe that a human of all things, let alone a healer, could produce web like an Anid.

“Human? Anid?” One of the butchers whispered to another.

“She has limbs. She can’t be a Nilinid.” Another whispered back, causing Frost to tilt her head backwards. Her hair fell like a waterfall, revealing her golden eyes as they locked up in place.

They wanted to apologize, but Frost just smiled at them and hummed:

“Human.” She began, assuring them with an upside-down nod. “When you beat enough Octanids you start to understand how they make their string. How? That’s a secret.”

She brought a finger to her lips. Healers couldn’t lie, but her slyness and overbearing presence was nothing like a healer at all. She was an entirely different breed.

A Black Dove.

“Beat Octanids. You’re a healer…”

“What kind of healer lies?”

“Oi. Focus on butcherin’! We ain’t got all day!”

Surprisingly, not many knew how to butcher the Beefed Boars adequately. People ended up cutting themselves due to its immense toughness. Cuts could also barely draw out blood, leading many to scar the meat.

And this surprisingly riled Ber up.

Meat was not commonly consumed by the Aquatids. Regular boar meat and poultry appeared every once and a while to suit the palettes of visiting Adventures, but it was usually the Adventurer’s themselves who butchered their meat. If not, then it was a specialized butcher.

Those butchers, however, were currently drunk on water.

Ber didn’t say a word and left her sister’s side, walking past the crowd of incompetency and stared at one of the Aquatid squid women who struggled with the process. She simply stood there, staring at her with what Frost thought was fury.

But instead, it was just annoyance. Not at the woman, but because they were ruining the produce.

“Step. Aside.” Ber ordered. She was tiny compared to them, but her aura could not be matched. The woman instantly backed off politely, leaving Ber with a ridiculously long butcher knife.

She stabbed it deeply into the wood, bending the handle and allowing the knife to wobble. She inspected it with a keen eye.

“Heh. Rejoice. You’re about to witness a master class in the culinary arts! Butcher I! Keep your eyes peeled Frost! You could learn something cool!” Cer hyped her sister up with enthusiasm, causing Ber’s stern face to dramatically soften.

“When was the last time you butchered?” Res asked, a little warry. “Please let our sister do the butchering. It will be faster to rely on her.”

“Just watch. You want to impress the Adventures in your town?” Ber spoke to the small gathering as the sound of cleaving knives ceased.

She took the carcass that was laid upon the stall. Its wooden frame creaked as Ber placed both hands along its belly. Her short height caused the boar to hide her almost comedically.

“Then let me show you a thing or two.”

But no one laughed. They only watched on as the small wolfwoman manhandled the massive boar to one side, and then, with one sweeping movement, she dragged its head straight through the driven blade.

She had used it like a saw blade. The head rolled over to her sisters as blood weakly trickled from its neck. Then, she hopped once, taking the blade and cutting the boar in specific areas that caused it to profusely bleed.

15 incisions were made in what seemed like the blink of an eye, but Frost and her companions had the pleasure of watching it in real time. The crowd was stunned by her expertise, and she was met with an explosion of praise.

Ber didn’t look smug about it. Unlike Cer who was happy that Ber was in her element. She didn’t exactly revel in it either. Her expression didn’t change as she moved from stall to stall, granting them tutorials on how to butcher the Beefed Boar, as well as providing minor tips like:

“Bleed it from the neck. Not from the belly like a fish.”

“You don’t have to decapitate them like a fish.”

“Leave the organs for now. Just let them bleed. The first one will be ready by the evening. Store those ones somewhere cold once they finish bleeding.”

A wolfwoman certainly knew her way around butchering her prey. Ber was kind of like Ignis now. She didn’t show her emotions, but her wagging tail was telling of her happiness. Despite being surrounded by the Aquatid they despised, Ber allowed them to fawn over her.

They were just not allowed to get anywhere near her. She was not exactly talkative either. Frost realized that the triplets never really spoke to anyone outside of their circle. Res answered as she came to join Frost and Jury.

“A perk or a con of being a Moon. We can’t live like normal people. When you spend nearly all your life fighting you forget what ‘normal’ is, so don’t blame her too hard.” Res leaned against Jury’s arm. “I’m kidding. She’s just happy she can enjoy simpler passions again. It’s one thing being a Blessed –”

Res looked up to the Nexus, then, down at herself in the reflection of the lake.

“– And another being a Moon. They sent us on a rescue mission. To save you. We were considered throwaways. Unfit to join the Arbiter’s Council that day. But it turned out to be the best thing that could ever happen to us.” Res wholeheartedly thanked; her voice so sweet that it compelled Jury to pat her head.

The triplets all had a hidden side to them. A real them. Cer on the other hand was harder to decipher. Ignis was slowly gaining her voice, and Frost felt all that closer to Jury. Their time spent here would be worthwhile.

They watched the sun dip underneath the far away walls. The web weaving was nearly complete, and the first round of boar meat was ready to be cooked. Ber, the Aquatid maids of the Guild, Adventurers and Frost took it upon themselves to make something filling.

Frost’s Home Cook was put to shame. The meat was far too tough for her to even know where to start, and she was gladly guided by willing Adventures who fawned over the fact that they were able to help a Color. Their culinary techniques were interesting, and the spices they used came from the kitchens of a plethora of homes, and from their travels in distant lands.

Frost could only help dice the meat and create stocks. Aside from that, she allowed the Adventurers to guide her, as well as a keen Ber who had never seen any of these wonderful spices either. Her powerful sense of smell combined with her Cook III allowed her to create a beautiful spit roast over an open flame.

Her cooking method was primitive, but the flavors spoke for themselves. Five boars were able to feed 500 that night. The feast lasted well into the night and before long, the moon hung overhead right beside the Nexus.

The town slept, and all that was left were the few that cleaned up, and a Frost who remained by the lake alone. She’d be returning to the Guild in the next hour. She didn’t plan to stay here all night. After all, she had a room to share with Jury tonight.

She lost herself in a sea of thoughts, alone in silence.

Would there be any developments? Was she ready for something to happen? Was she clean? Frost stared at herself in the reflection of the calm lake, watching as a small group began moving the net.

It would have reached their side by tomorrow morning.

            

    
        161. A Moon and the Celestial Rock

    
    
    
    
                Frost touched her hair, her face, nose – Everything. She became conscious of the fact that things may go down with Jury, and she wanted to make sure that there wasn’t a single bit of filth on her.

All her attempts at patting down her cowlicks were futile. Her hair was messy as always, but she kind of liked it.

“Your heart is beating uncontrollably.”

You know exactly why.

“I do. Jury is also getting ready. Muster up the man in you.”

What a funny thing to say. I’m trying my best. Haaah. Some guy I am.

Frost looked down at herself.

I’ve never really explored this body properly. I know it’s mine. But it’s a bit nerve wracking. I’d call it imposter syndrome, but that’s not it.

“Do you miss your old body?”

A bit. But I don’t mind this body either. Jury accepted me. So did the others.

“What about you? Them aside, have ‘you’ accepted it completely?”

… I want to say yes. But I don’t know myself. Sorry. It must be weird hearing this. I’ve never had a problem before but now that we’re not fighting it’s all starting to seep in.

Frost drew circles in the water with her feet. She was uneasy, but happy. The lake perfectly captured how she felt. As calm as it seemed, there were tiny ripples running along it. She cast her gaze up to the Nexus and the Moon, pondering on her circumstance.

Then, she was approached by someone.

“What’s up with you? I thought you and Jury were getting on with it.” Cer spoke, standing right beside her. “I’m kidding. Kidding… Hey… Mind if I join you?”

“In our room?” Frost joked.

“Here obviously!” Cer laughed, plopping herself right down as her legs sunk into the lake, creating a large splash.

When it all subsided Frost’s gaze returned to the surface of the lake, staring down at Cer and herself.

Cer didn’t immediately speak. Neither did Frost. She waited for Cer to speak her mind, but the wolfwoman only gazed out into the distance. She then drew them down, staring at Frost through her reflection.

Her eyes softened and her lips parted.

“… Did I ever tell you thanks?” Cer whispered.

“I don’t remember.” Frost replied honestly, causing the woman to wag her head left and right.

“I probably didn’t, huh. Well… Thanks. For everything. I’m not kidding. I’m not trying to be obnoxious or funny. Not tonight. I never thought I’d get to see Res and Ber… go back to being themselves. I can’t think of anyone else to thank besides you.” She spoke from the bottom of her heart with a quiet, mature voice.

The Cer that sat beside her wasn’t the Jester whose life was a walking laughingstock. She felt that the reflection she saw in the water was a piece of the real Cer. The woman didn’t hold out her chest or try to prove anything. She just sat there, her feet perfectly still and submerged in the lake.

“I couldn’t be happier. Res was hurt when you were separated. I can’t imagine the kind of bond you three have… Hm. Hey, do you think Galia and Marionette should also be thanked? They’re the ones who sent you on this mission in the first place.”

“I can. But I’m not about to kick my pride off its high stool. It doesn’t change that Res opened up to you, and Ber’s getting back in touch with herself. As their eldest sister, and I really mean that… To me, there’s no greater happiness than to see them smiling. Serum S changed us. We like to think that. But really it was everything before, and after.”

Cer unraveled, gazing upon the moon which hovered just above her reflection.

“Galia… and Marionette are good people. But good intentions are enough to pave a road straight to hell. They’re snakes for a good cause. I guess my problem is that I can’t see eye to eye with them. You’ll get along just fine as you are, even if you don’t agree with things. The Wandering Healers are one of them.”

She spoke softly, unable to keep her eyes fixated on the Nexus for long.

“But this isn’t about them. It’s about us. My sisters. So thanks again.” Her ears playfully moved; her tail lying flat behind them. Cer closed her eyes. She didn’t want to open them. In that split second Frost could have sworn she saw them glisten.

And so, Frost carefully placed a warm hand onto Cer’s head. Her ears parted, and her tail gently slithered like an excited snake.

“… I think I should also be telling you thanks. The life of a Moon isn’t easy. You once told me that you hated life beneath the Nexus, but I don’t think that’s true.” Frost began, watching Cer’s hands curl up. “Being a Moon is a thankless job. So let me thank you… on behalf of everyone you’ve saved in the last 30 years.”

“Shut up… Frost… I’m begging you. Please shut up.” Cer trembled, clasping onto Frost’s hand for dear life.

“Well done, Cer. Because of you the world’s already a much better place.” Frost drew her in for a hug.

“… But what about us? Why are we so disposable?” Her voice was muffled. “Do you know how hard we tried? All our friends are dead. The healers we loved are shells of their former selves. Our brother won’t talk to us anymore… And our mother… She’s already…” Cer didn’t allow herself to cry, no matter how impossible it seemed.

Cer indulged in Frost’s warmth, remaining like this for some time underneath the moonlight. Just as Carpalis relinquished Frost with her words of acknowledgement, she did the same for her friend.

Before long, Cer calmed down without shedding a single tear. She was strong. Unbelievably so. She had seen horrors that Frost couldn’t dream of imagining and faced living nightmares so that the world could sleep at night.

They did this so there would never be an eternal night.

And if there was, then the world could sleep easily knowing that there were still moons in their night sky, desperately trying to shed their light in their dark world.

Cer further apologized for throwing Frost into the wolf’s den unprepared. They were unfit to be Receptionists, hence why they did so poorly in their induction with Frost. But Frost had already forgiven them, so there was no point in lamenting the past.

Various topics appeared in their conversation as Cer composed herself, and eventually began laughing again. Then, she asked Frost about her old world if there were any Demi-humans.

“No. But even in our world people thought of others as lesser than themselves… Even though were all aren’t that different. We both see the same sky, after all. Conflict is universal. It’s sad when you think about it. But I’m sure there’ll be plenty of people lining up to greet you if you ever came to Earth.”

“Me? How come?” Cer asked with optimism.

“Well… let’s just say there’s a lot of material of girls like you.”

“So they’re not so different from Grandis scum. No offense.” Her face soured.

“No. Er… Actually… Maybe you’re right.” Frost surrendered with a small sigh, causing Cer to chuckle as she snuggled close to Frost one last time.

“I want things to stay like this. When our 4 months period is over, we’ll be sent out again. Frost. I gotta swallow my over-bloated pride. So I can ask you something that I wouldn’t ever dare to ask the Beholders.”

Cer stood up, gazing down at Frost sincerely.

[image: image]

“Can we have a little more freedom? I still… can’t tear myself away from being a Moon. But I also want to live like a person.”

How could Frost say no? As the Amalgam, she planned to reform the Nexus in whatever way she could. The Moons suffered despite the immense strength they possessed. In a way, being a Moon dehumanized them. They became weapons more than anything else.

Frost nodded, then looked up at the Nexus, watching the moon float past it, as if breaking orbit.

“Yeah. You ran away from being enslaved. But being a Moon must not be so different.”

“I’m proud of being a Moon. But I… just… after seeing my sisters return, I don’t think we can go back to the way things were.” Cer admitted.

“Then leave it to me.” Frost assured, rising to her feet. “In less than 2 months things will drastically change. I’ll ensure it’s all for the better.”

“And we’ll make sure you’re alright. Wouldn’t want you to break down and become something worse than the Wandering Healers.” Cer said, punching Frost playfully in the arm, right before she turned on her heels and ventured off. “Have fun with your future wife! Heh. Be glad our room isn’t right beside yours.”

“Haha. There’s the Cer I know. You’re back again.” Frost laughed, causing the woman to flash her with one of the most beautiful smiles she had ever seen.

“Always been here.”

Cer disappeared into the town. She didn’t know if Cer was going to spend the night in their allocated room or explore Wharftow. Did it matter? Not at all. She was happy that this amount of freedom was enough to move Cer’s heart.

And now, Frost needed to prepare hers.

She couldn’t keep Jury waiting any longer.

            

    
        162. A Night to Remember

    
    
    
    
                A luxurious double storied lodge sat atop the tallest hill. It oversaw the sleeping town, the dimming lights flickering like embers along the calm lake. Frost followed a polished brick trail that wrapped around the hill, allowing her to see the humble city in all its beauty.

Groves of fruit trees and beautiful, luscious canopies surrounded her as overnight gardeners politely waved. They tended to the gardens of this estate, which was reserved only for the those with the shiniest coin or held certain connections.

Frost fit into both categories, but she claimed it through bargaining with the pipe smoking Guildmaster. It was the least they could offer for scrubbing their town from its relapsing illness.

Butterflies danced in her chest. Each step only further stirred them. She felt like she was stuck inside of a purgatory, endlessly looping around the hill in only the company of a cool breeze. Grapevines rattled. The leaves from the trimmed canopies cascaded like snow. Before long she was left alone.

She had this buffer period to muster up her heart.

The last time she was this nervous walking up a set of stairs was for her first job interview.

Funny how I can remember that but not my own face. Not the things that mattered the most.

Nav did not speak and refused to answer Frost. Nav may be no more than a disembodied voice in her head, but it had the capacity to understand the concept of privacy.

It was unnerving being surrounded by nothing but her own thoughts. She was a highly social person, so notions like solitude were naturally against her nature.

Of course, this wasn’t solitude at all. She was surrounded by friends and people of this world. Even in the Black Forest she had Jury and Nav by her side.

She couldn’t imagine being all alone. Not like Jury.

26 years all alone…

Suddenly, standing at the hilltop in a beautiful, pale dress was a dark-skinned woman. Her white hair danced in the wind like ribbons. Her silhouette was highlighted by the moon’s gentle light, and it bounced off her supple skin, giving it a divine glow.

Breathless. Nothing else could better describe Frost as she allowed her breath to be robbed by her angelic lover. If she didn’t know any better, then she would have believed that an Angel had descended.

Jury wore a one-piece night gown, the wind extending her hems like wings. A faint outline of her body caused Frost to stare in wonder. There was not a single flaw to be found on Jury, and before she realized it, her legs had taken her up the final stretch of stairs.

They didn’t say a single word and yet it felt as though they had spoken a lifetime’s worth. Warmth enveloped Frost’s chest the moment she finally met with Jury at the crest of the hill.

Tonight was a special night. Her body recognized this and refused to sit still. All of Jury’s features were ingrained into her mind. Her flap-like ears tumbled at the sides of her head like giant cowlicks. They flapped as Frost finally spoke.

“You’re beautiful…” Her words naturally left her lips as Frost leaned slightly closer, wanting to break the slight air of awkwardness between them. “Did you pick that?”

“Mm.” Jury shook her head. “The maids helped me. I told them that tonight would be special, so they chose this for me. Is it ok? It feels too big.”

She took the hems of her nightgown and drew them like wings all the way up to her waist. Everything beneath were still perfectly hidden, aside from her curvaceous, firm silhouette.

“How’d they know were more than just friends?” Frost wondered. She didn’t really care, but it caused her to wonder if same-sex relationships were normal in Elysia.

Or Brandar at least. Not that it mattered. If someone had a problem, then she dared them to confront her.

“Unless you told them?” She followed up.

“They knew that much. I met an Adventurer at the dressing store. Guess what they said. They saw us rolling in the grass.” Jury also leaned forward, grinning. “So the maids helped me pick out this out. It’s for tumbling somewhere else.”

Jury was innocent in more ways than one. Frost knew this, so hearing her say that instantly caused her to softly laugh.

“Do you even know what they meant?” She asked, instantly causing Jury to stare deeper into her eyes as she brought a hand to cover her mouth slightly.

“… I’ve read enough books. I think I know more about it than you.” Jury mumbled. She was embarrassed suddenly, but her assertiveness forbade her from shying away. “… Should we head inside? It’s getting cold.”

A wealth of emotions then soared through Frost as she nodded with a small gulp.

“Yeah. Let’s go. Hey… Were you waiting out here all this time?” She asked as they walked into their temporary abode and were greeted with a dimly lit hall.

The house was built like a log cabin, and a fireplace crackled in the middle of a furnished hall-like living room. It was simple, and there were all sorts of fruits and alcoholic delicacies arranged for them.

But the two were not hungry, nor in the mood to snack. A different sort of hunger festered between them as they guided each other up a staircase, caring little of their luxurious surroundings.

Nothing mattered more than each other.

“I’m used to waiting.” Jury whispered. “That’s why I want to walk with you at every step of the way.”

A thick appendage suddenly slithered around Frost’s waist as they reached the second floor. The sound of the rapidly creaking floorboards was in tune with their beating hearts.

“I wouldn’t want it any other way. Sorry. For making you wait. But you know, you didn’t need to wait for me.” Frost said as they approached a pair of doors at the end of the corridor.

“Like you wouldn’t have waited.” Jury said cunningly as they both took a handle each and pushed the doors opened.

“Haaah. Yeah. Alright. You got me there. I can’t talk, but you know what I mean, right?”

“I do. I really like that part of you.”

“Do you think you can tell me more things you like about me?” Frost slyly asked, causing Jury to bump her head against hers.

“Everything. Every. Thing.”

They were greeted to a warmly lit room, which housed only a single bed. A romantic red glow painted the windowless walls, evoking emotions of love. Jury’s tail squeezed her slightly as they stood at the foot of a giant, square-shaped bed that sat in the center of the room.

Pillows of all different shapes and sizes were arranged into a giant love heart. It was tacky, but they adored it. One giant, red blanket covered half of the bed as Frost finally realized why people called this place the City of Lust.

Jury froze suddenly, as did Frost. The final stage was set before them and yet neither of them moved.

“It’s lovely…” Jury was breathless.

“It is…” Frost similarly trailed off.

A stagnant air enveloped them, their hearts racing so fast that Frost could audibly hear those ticks ringing like a bell.

She then glanced over at Jury and realized that she wasn’t the only one who was wracked with intense emotion. It felt unreal. Like they’d be trespassing into forbidden territory if they went any further. The sensation was indescribable, and Frost could tell that Jury felt the same way.

And so, Frost made the final push.

“Whew. Alright.”

“Frost?”

“I’m gonna test the quality. Don’t mind me. If it’s anything subpar then we’ll have to remove another hill.” Frost joked with renewed vigor.

She fiddled with the buttons of her coat, causing Jury’s to watch with her heart practically beating out of her chest. The black coat was thrown into the corner of the room as Frost was left in a casual black-fabric shirt. It was neither tight nor too loose, and it just managed to reach past her hips.

“So pretty.” Jury uttered.

Then, with one big leap, Frost threw herself onto the bed as if diving into a pool. Jury’s grip had weakened significantly as she lost herself in a dazed trance.

“It’s so soooooft!” She exclaimed, shattering the silence as she tumbled around, practically swimming in the pillows. “I approve… Jury. You said it was cold, right? There’s a free warm spot right here.”

She invited her partner with open arms.

Jury crept towards her like a cat. Her arms and legs sunk deeply into the soft quilt, and before long, she fell prey to Frost’s invitation, like a fly to a Venus fly trap.

Except that this fly was far too big of a prey for her to handle and instead, it was Frost who was devoured.

Jury’s floral scent dominated her senses. Their heats exchanged beats as if attempting to converse.

“Hahaha. I’m ticklish there.” Frost giggled as Jury nuzzled right against her neck like a cute animal desperate for attention.

“It tickles? Is your neck your weak spot?” Jury hummed as she held onto Frost from behind, her hands wrapped along her waist. “I’ve never been… or we’ve never been this close before.”

“It was hard to. Because I don’t normally sleep… And we have never been able to catch a break. It was Corrupted after Corrupted.” Frost stated as she felt her lover's warm breath blow over her ears.

“Mm. I wish you’d rest with us. I know your body doesn’t need it, but I feel like your heart does.” Jury ran a hand up to Frost’s belly, taking care to not overstep her boundaries.

… although… As strange as it sounded, Frost wouldn’t have minded if she touched her a little. She didn’t say this. Not yet. Jury still wanted to talk and so, they laid side by side and stared up at the dark ceiling.

They were shoulder to shoulder, hand to hand.

“I’m always reminded of the Black Forest whenever I see something black. The ceiling wasn’t different from its skies.” Jury whispered. “I didn’t know how much I suffered until you saved me. 26 years came and went, but sometimes I still feel like I’m dreaming. I never knew how much I was missing.” Jury said, interlocking her fingers together with Frost’s.

They exchanged a heated gaze. Jury cupped her face, stroking her cheeks with a thumb. Her gentle touch caused Frost to melt away as her eyes narrowed, her body becoming hot with love. Or was it lust?

She desperately wanted to find out.

“Saying thanks isn’t enough for me.” Jury whispered, pinning her down from above. “I want to thank you a hundred times in a different way. I love you. I love you so much. My heart hurts so much when I’m around you. I love it. When I’m with you I’m reminded that I’m never alone.”

The thick appendage wrapped them both as their lips met for a passionate kiss. Frost gladly accepted her, embracing Jury with open arms. Her body was instantly smothered by her lovers as the tail glued them together.

The kiss lasted longer this time, and before long, something warm knocked against Frost’s lips, begging for entry. She didn’t have to think twice, and she opened wide for her lover’s tongue to begin exploring her cavity.

A dumb part of her mind joked about eating Jury, but she paid no mind. This was too amazing for her to care about anything other than the moment at hand. The warmth. Her touch. Her scent… It was all deeply etched into her body, and Frost found herself making cute noises inadvertently, much to Jury’s delight.

It was weird being on the bottom if that made sense. Her male instincts screamed at her, but Frost indulged in the moment and shoved those thoughts aside. Her body loved every moment. The contrast put her mind on edge, but so long as Jury was here whenever she opened her eyes, then she couldn’t care less.

A single strand was all that connected them as Frost was left there, grasping onto the pillows. She had surrendered herself entirely to Jury, who placed both hands against her belly again, her thumbs kneading her flesh as if waiting for approval to go further.

“Are you ok with me?” Frost directly asked.

“If you are… then so am I. I’ve always… Always wanted to touch you. But I was afraid.”

“That I wouldn’t like it?”

Jury nodded, her hair tumbling like a silver waterfall along Frost’s face. It tickled.

“After I tried making you wear that maid outfit, I realized just how much your change mattered to you. I’m sorry I didn’t notice. That you were struggling to understand yourself.” Jury apologized.

Frost lifted a hand and touched Jury’s face, smiling up at her with a reassuring smile.

“It’s ok. Really. What are you doing apologizing now of all times?” She hummed. “… A guy. A girl. Does it matter to you?”

“No. Never. Never with you. But… How do you feel?”

“It’s still weird for me. I won’t lie, I’m nervous and a little scared. Still, what’s this compared to fighting the Corrupted? My mind’s screaming at me. But my body’s aching in so many ways that I can’t keep up… And my heart’s racing. For you.” Frost took one of Jury’s hands and guided it towards the center of her chest. “Can you feel it? Nnh…”

She winced a little. The sensation that struck her was so foreign yet unbelievably pleasurable that she let loose a quiet moan.

“Jury. Please. Don’t be afraid of touching me. I also… want to touch you. So…” Frost continued.

Their gaze hadn’t broken since they kissed. Jury couldn’t believe that this person, who was the Amalgam of the Nexus, presented herself as nothing more than a woman in desperate need for love.

She was happy. Jury was so elated as Frost then lifted her shirt, showing Jury her supple flesh that hid underneath. She pulled it up to her chest and allowed Jury’s hands to roam freely.

“So… how about you help me get to know my body better. Help me… understand why everything feels like it’s on fire. I want to get intimate. And if it’s with you… then there’s nothing for me to be afraid of. What about you, Jury? Are you afraid?”

Jury answered by suddenly kissing Frost’s bare stomach.

“I’ve always wanted this. You have no idea… how happy I am.” Jury spoke as if on the verge of tears, laying her head on Frost’s belly. Every word she spoke caused vibrations to run across her entire body. “It’s a dream come true. Frost… Let’s find out whose more ticklish.”

“… haha… Hm~ You’re on.”


* * *


It was a night that Frost could never forget. The pleasures of a woman were permanently ingrained into her body, and she physically grew closer to Jury. It was the happiest moment of her life thus far. After the heartaches, the devastation, the despair… Frost could not believe that she found true happiness.

She was elated beyond words, and her smile the next day was telling of what went down last night. There was no way that smile was going to disappear, and in only three days, they managed to cleanse Wharftow’s lake to safe levels.

It would soon be time to depart to H5.

            

    
        Special 2: Season of Giving? (Pt. 1)

    
    
    
    
                Before the meeting, Frost and Jury had some time to spare on their shopping date. With a plethora of coins to spare and hearts in dire need of mending, Frost wanted to give something from their world above to their new friends.

Think Christmas shopping! Just in a different world.

“Christmas? Is that a celebration?” Jury wondered aloud as they shopped around the built-in mall of the Golden Guild.

Hundreds of people swarmed in all directions. The scent of delicious food, the endless chatters and the sound of bells gave off a strangely festive mood. The only thing missing were the Christmas decorations.

“I can’t remember what it was about at the top of my head aside from it being a time for giving.” Frost said as they passed into a large store containing assortments of toys.

Plush toys ranging from the handheld all the way gigantic, three-meter beast lined racks upon racks. Miniature sculptures of exotic stone and wood, beautiful jewelry boxes, rubber balls, marbles, and themed building blocks were but a few of the vast assortment of items the store displayed.

It was magical, and the whimsical lights of the fairies only added to the store’s wonderland-esque feel. Children gleefully strolled the isles with siblings or parents, and people shopped in pairs or alone for their loved ones. Frost thought back to Stella and Aster, as well as the Ex-slaves.

She wondered if they had people in their lives they missed. Stella never knew her parents, and she was aware that the cat-girl had a long-lost family she dearly loved.

“What do you think they’ll like?” Jury asked.

“I kind of want to get them something that’ll remind them of family. Something to symbolize it. That they’re not alone anymore.” Frost fondly spoke as they combed through the isles in search of gifts. “Call me tacky, but that’s how I really feel. I think getting people something, even if it’s small, can make all the difference.”

“Did you do that for people in your world too?”

“For loved ones. I’m sure of it.” Frost could not confirm or deny it. With her memory being so patchy she could only assume that she did. “I wonder if the Alter Frosts will like anything.”

“A hug from me~?” Jury hummed.

“That can be your gift. I want them to know that I appreciate them. Even if they’re just a reflection of myself. Kind of easy to tell we’re the same but… I like to think that they also have a will of their own.” Frost said, picking up a beautiful jewelry box, containing a small mirror. “The Big Frost won’t listen to my words unless I pay her. I guess that’s proof?”

Their mellow exchange lasted until they received every item for their friends. Frost wrapped them up in a special, colorful wrap and tied them off with a ribbon. She somehow remembered the wrapping process being far harder.

This was likely thanks to her immense AGI, which also dictated a person’s coordination and fine motor skills. Although, something akin to ‘Dexterity’ would have better defined coordination skills. AGI encapsulated it all.

Frost initially planned to hand out her gifts the following day, but due to an unforeseen incident involving Cer and the robbing of slot machines, it was postponed to later today.

Thus, she was given time to seek out her friends and hand them their gifts.

Frost called out to her friends with a wide wave in the lobby of Carpal Tower. The tower was still left reserved for their small, private group and was planned to reopen a week later, granting the ex-slaves a short break.

Despite how few of them there were, it was livelier than any celebration Frost had the pleasure of attending. Once again, all that was missing were Christmas decorations to perfectly set up the occasion.

Following Frost were a small number of will o’ the wisp-like fairies. They each telekinetically hauled one of her wrapped gifts. She had asked for their help to distribute the gifts prior. They were, in a way, kind of like magical delivery drones now that she thought about it.

They swooped through the lobby and gently placed the gifts into the paws and hands of her friends.

“Plush toys? What the – Do I look like a kid to you~?” The cat-woman joked, waving around a skewer stick. “That’s the 63rd added to my collection! Thank you~!”

Apparently, this dealer cat-woman was a plush-toy connoisseur. Frost could only imagine what her home looked like. Still, she was happy that they she had the freedom to collect them in the first place… compared to her life only just a month ago.

“Picture frames…” The maid cat-girl uttered, unravelling a beautiful collage photo frame to display her family pictures. A certain *snap* captured yet another one of her happiest moments, and the polaroid came gliding down like a snowflake.

This picture, however, was not of her family. It was instead of the collective hug her new ‘family’ gave her at the bathhouse in Little Tais. That moment alone was what saved her from Serum S; and Frost still lamented that she allowed such a thing to happen in the first place.

But her mind didn’t fall onto the pitfall that was the ‘what ifs’. She couldn’t change the past. She could only learn from it, and she was at least pleased that things did turn out for the best despite the event.

Frost ended up unconsciously patting her head. Just like Ignis, her ears were soft beyond belief. She had petted cats before, but none were quite like this, and just like Snap’s body, her hands felt like they could infinitely sink into the sea of fluff.

“Thank you. Is it ok if I use this picture?” She showed it to Frost in all its glory.

She nearly burst out laughing, seeing her half-naked form shoved off to the side of the bath. Snap had conveniently censored their vulnerable parts using the steam.

“That reminds me… Snap. What were you doing inside of the woman’s bath?” Frost asked with a cunning grin, causing the giant spider to instantly shake its head.

“Brrr! B-Brr. Bzzz… Br….” It tried to defend itself, trailing off as Frost’s grin only continued to grow. She bet that underneath all that fuzz Snap was as red as a tomato.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I know you’re not like that. I just found it funny you were in there in the first place.” Frost warmly embraced Snap’s giant head. “You haven’t changed at all. And I mean that in a good way.”

“Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.” Snap purred, rubbing its head thoroughly against her as a form of revenge.

“Ahaha. It tickles!”

She didn’t know what to get Snap, so she defaulted to a plush toy. This one, however, was a giant, yellow spider plush and it sat right on top of its head. Kind of like how a mother scorpion carries its babies on its back.

It was adorable.

The other ladies then swarmed Frost with gratitude. The fox-woman sincerely bowed, whilst the bee-lady shook Frost’s hands with all 6 of hers. The bunny girl flashed her with a suggestive pose, showcasing her assets which were emphasized by the dangerous bunny outfit she wore.

The wolfwoman brazenly showcased her abs, having heard of a rumor that Frost admired muscular physique. While true thanks to Jury, it wasn’t the reason why she loved her in the first place. Jury, realizing that this woman was trying to steal Frost away, clasped onto her hand and brushed it against her own belly.

A xylophone. A brick wall but with some squish to it. The difference between them was so staggering that the wolfwoman’s ears drooped in defeat as she retreated with her tail tucked between her legs.

But of course, Frost was kind enough to approach her and grant her a head pat.

“Sorry. I’m already taken. But don’t let that stop you from giving up. There’s plenty more people out there.”

“But there’s only one of you. Unless!?” She said, referencing the alter Frosts, which prompted Jury to instantly glare at her.

All Frosts belonged to Jury. No questions asked.

She surrendered instantly, her tail shooting up like a frightened cat. But not without smiling back at Frost and flexing her biceps.

“Maybe I’ll have a better chance when I become a Golden Middle Captain!” She exclaimed. “And – Thank yoooooooooooou! You can’t stop me from sleeping with this plush!”

“That’s a reverse Cer if I’ve ever seen one.” Frost mumbled.

“You need to watch out for the Wolf ones. Ber and Res are ok. Cer on the other hand…” Jury trailed off with a sigh.

“Ah. That’s right. Your eyes work on her too, huh.” Frost chuckled.

Then, the curious, glaring Ignis strolled over curiously. She didn’t receive a gift like the others from the fairies. This was because Frost personally wanted to hand it over to her.

“Hey Ignis. Can you close your eyes for a second? Hold your hands out like this.” Frost politely asked her, and once Ignis followed her instructions, a small paper-wrapped gift appeared in her palms. “Open it up~ It’s for you.”

She unwrapped the gift and was pleasantly surprised to find a golden pendant. Her father used to keep a similar one with her picture, and she almost believed this to be the original. But she knew that the pendant was long gone due to the flames that engulfed her home.

There was no photo within, but that didn’t detract from the meaning of this gift. She clutched it close to her chest and thanked Frost from the bottom of her heart.

“I’ll cherish it. Just like papa did.” Ignis whispered, responding with a rare, adorable smile. She hugged Frost’s waist and snuggly buried her face into her chest, appreciating her thoughtfulness.

The next recipients were naturally the triplets, who were hiding out several floors higher thanks to Cer’s shenanigans. Finding these three a gift was like trying to find water in a desert. A plush was out of the question since they didn’t exactly have a place to call home, other than the Nexus of course.

It couldn’t be something practical either since tools were useless to a Moon. Unless it was an Atelier Item.

Therefore, an accessory was the only thing that came to mind. Jeweled hairclips. They were all diamonds, each in a unique color.

Blue for Cer.

Black for Ber.

And Red for Res.

“Hairclips… I can’t remember the last time I used one.” Res said. “It’s pretty.”

“Woah! Look at how it shines! I thought it was opaque but it’s super transparent!” Ber adored it.

“Diamond. What’s with this budget Diamond Counter? I’m kidding. Thanks Frost. Heh… A gift from you of all people. I’m finally moving up in the world.” Cer cheekily grinned at Jury. “What about you? Have anything for us too?”

“… food. I thought something more filling would be better.” Jury said, pulling out a bunch of skewers from her Dimensional Storage.

In fact, 90% of her storage was populated with food they had bought from the mall. If Frost wasn’t there to stop her, then she would’ve wiped them all clean. The amount of coins Frost possessed, which hardly took any space in her Dimensional Storage, was equivalent to a mobile bank.

“Why is that so you, Jury?” Ber questioned Jury.

“Because it’s me?” Jury didn’t know what she meant by that, causing Frost to stifle a laugh.

“No… Tch. Never mind.” Ber sighed, wearing the hairclip with a small grin. “… does it look ok? It’s not out of place?”

“It’s perfect! You just need to grow out your hair again.” Cer assured.

“Yeah. It looks great. It’s ok Ber. Anything you wear looks good on you.” Res held her sister’s hand.

“Because if you look good in something, then so do we!” Cer then laughed, scrubbing Ber’s short hair. “Maybe we should all get matching hairstyles. That way no one can tell who’s who!”

“You just want someone to take the blame for your mischief.” Jury chuckled.

            

    
        Special 2: Season of Giving? (Pt. 2)

    
    
    
    
                Frost didn’t exactly know what to get for Magus and Carpalis either. Unlike the others, she had to ask them. Magus was just glad that Frost existed, as weird as that sounded. As for Carpalis…

“Hehehe… You’ve already given me frostbite. Get it? When you bit Mr. Herring? Sorry… I’m already pleased that the Big Red Heart… Oh. The Heart of Ours. Its subjugation is already enough of a gift.” Carpalis hummed. “That celebration… that reminds me of the time Galia tried gifting the Beholders with presents. That was a tradition in her faraway home. It was sad to see so many of them dismiss her.”

Afterwards, and last but not least; Frost went to visit Stella, Ponea, Sana and a sleeping Aster. The four of them, as well as the Big Frost and Little Frost, shared one of many homes in a residential village not too far away from Carpal Tower.

It had its own walled off perimeter and private guards; most of which were personnel who survived the battle against the Big Red Heart. They greeted Frost with utmost respect and were among the very few who knew her as the Amalgam rather than the Black Dove.

Rows of cozy, double story cottages ran along a strip, where benches, a playground and a small lake with a pier sat. A number of the Derma layer citizens spent time exploring their new surroundings, as children awkwardly navigated the playground as if it were a warzone, and the lake was subject to fascination as many were stunned by their reflections.

It was both heartbreaking and pleasant to see them again. She hoped that they’d get well in time. Frost and Jury didn’t even need to knock on the wooden door of Stella’s estate. They were instantly greeted by her alter Frost’s, who shot emojis depicting themselves waving at her.

Funnily enough, the Little Frost’s wave depicted a child waving enthusiastically, whereas the Big Frost displayed a highly militaristic and disciplined wave. It was almost like a salute, but there was an odd cheerful charm about it… despite how serious her face always looked.

However, she could have sworn that she shot a loveheart emoji as soon as her eyes fell onto Jury.

My competition is none other than me… How much to bribe her just to keep her hands off Jury?

“Priceless.” Nav revealed.

Huh!? Frost blinked, right as the Big Frost brought a hand to her mouth, as if holding back a small laugh.

“The Hired Arm is pulling your leg.”

“Really now. Haaah. Well… I have something for you two. Thank you for your hard work.”

Frost began, presenting them each with a small jewelry box. They glanced at each other simultaneously before opening it up and were instantly greeted with a reflection of themselves in its tiny mirror.

“I don’t know how much of me is in there… But I like to think that have your own wants and needs. Thoughts. Aspirations. Fears even. I don’t want to think of you both as just an extension of myself. Maybe it sounds weird to you, but that’s how I feel. So – Thank you. For keeping everyone company.”

Frost thanked the Little Frost.

“And for helping so many people out, even if it was because I paid you off.” She then thanked the Big Frost.

“The Hired Arm states that it ‘functions’ on coins. If its an order, then she’s already done a few on her own accord. And the Little Frost hasn’t said anything. She’s melting over the fact that you’re thanking her.”

“It’s a giant family of look alikes. Aha. Well. Would sisters better describe us?” Frost wondered, speaking sheepishly as the Little Frost fidgeted in place, throwing up blushing emojis.

Then, both alter Frosts suddenly shook their heads, and then pointed at themselves and Frost.

“I thought so. We’re just me, but… well, not me at the same time. How confusing.”

They both nodded, right before Jury suddenly wrapped them all up with her tail and bundled them together for one big hug. Frost’s head was instantly squished between Jury and the Hired Arm’s chest, nearly suffocating her as the Little Frost squirmed in her arms.

“Awww! Sorry! I couldn’t resist with so many Frosts anymore!” Jury exclaimed, squeezing even tighter.

Her tail’s strength could crush boulders with just a touch. If Frost’s DEF stat was any lower, she would have no doubt been snapped in half. It was a miracle that the Little Frost was still alive!

But at the same time, her tail was soft. So irresistibly soft that she thought that maybe dying like this wouldn’t be so bad.

Afterwards –

She presented her gifts to Stella, Sana and Ponea. It was a strange group now that Frost thought about it. A Scarlet Healer, a regular fledgling healer, and a blind girl.

Would there be a new generation of Stars, Moons and Exalted? Who knows. Frost could only dream of a better world, and she was happy that Carpalis was on board to provide for these people in desperate need.

“A music box?” Sana took hold of a small, cube-shaped object that played a mellow tune when opened. “Money… Let me pay you for it – Oh!? I don’t have to? But… Ok.” She was saddened that Frost wouldn’t accept her patronage. Such was the kindness that the healers exhibited.

It angered her knowing that there were people who took advantage of people like Sana, and she basked in the glory of having eaten Leitmotif.

“A music box as well? Did you run out of ideas? I prefer the sound of the heart aching… Haaah… The crackling of a drowning man slowly getting better… Haaah. Or how about the snapping of bones reconstructing themselves?” Ponea took the music box and hyperventilated, her face flushing slight red at the thought of respiratory sounds. “It’s funny. In the century I’ve spent as a Scarlet Healer, there hasn’t been anyone that outright told me thanks. Healers… had it rough. The new generations must be protected. I’m glad you agree as well.”

Ponea didn’t go into any further detail. She was wise, but also extremely volatile. The woman was just happy to be acknowledged for once, not that she really cared in the first place.

Healing was more important to a Scarlet Healer, after all.

“Haah… What should I cook for everyone? Vegetables for good nutrition? Meat? What’s the best efficiency to keep everyone’s body healthy? So many options… So little time before lunch~” Ponea grew excited just at the mere thought of cooking something nutritious for the residential village.

As creepy as it was, Frost found it endearing that she put that much thought into nutrition. Frost was no dietician to dictate what was good or bad compared to what Ponea knew in her countless years of experience.

Then, finally, it was Stella’s turn.

“U-Um. Angel! Frost! You’re back! A-Aster’s still asleep but – She’s breathing so that’s ok, right!?” Stella exclaimed, estatic to see Frost again. “I-I heard about what you did! And I heard my friends too! They’re with you, aren’t they? In here?”

She pointed to her heart. Frost’s eyes swelled.

“Yeah. They’re all with me. Safe and sound… Stella. I have something for you.” Frost then handed over an unwrapped item.

It was a shell with a lantern in the middle. Stars and all sorts of shapes were stamped out along the face of the shell. The object was a primitive version of a projector, and Stella instantly recognized the shapes just by touch alone.

“Stars…” Stella whispered.

“It’s a projector. I know you can’t see them, but they’ll always be watching over you. Isn’t that what your friends said?” Frost gently spoke, kneeling as she twisted a small winch that caused the lantern to suddenly emit a warm light.

Sana instantly rushed to shut off the magical lights, allowing an array of stars to clutter their dark room.

“They did… I heard them say that.” Stella held the item close to her chest. “U-Um… Will Aster wake up again?”

“She will, and you’ll be right beside her when she does, right?” Frost rubbed the girl’s head.

“Y-Yeah. I don’t want her to be alone. U-Um… I’m sorry again. For trying to hurt your friend. A-And… for thinking you were trying to steal all our food.”

“That’s our line. We hurt a lot of you.” Frost apologized, drawing Stella into a hug. “But it’s ok now. Your friends are with me, and they’ll be watching over you and Aster. Besides, you have another couple of Angels with you as well.”

“Are you going somewhere?” Stella asked, sensing this.

“Far away. There’s a lot more to do. A lot more to see. And a lot more people that don’t want to be hurt anymore.”

“… In… I-In… I’m sorry. In 10 years… Maybe 20 – do you think that maybe I’ll be able to see? Or maybe help people again? Not like a star… But as me?” Stella sincerely asked. Despite abandoning her aspiration to become a star, she still wished to help people out.

Frost couldn’t laugh or mock Stella’s aspirations. She had already proven herself capable after reaching out to her Corrupted friend, and she was still mentally strong despite everything she had gone through…

The one thing she did find funny, however was that despite not wanting to be a star, she wanted to be ‘Stella’. Which meant Star.

“If you try hard enough, then nothing’s impossible. Just don’t try to reach for something too far away, or you’ll end up like that Herring and Leitmotif.” Frost concluded and prepared to depart with Jury.

“I-I understand!” Stella exclaimed. “A-And – Good luck!”

“Goodbye. Please, everyone, take care of yourselves.” Frost bid farewell.

“Look after them. Please don’t let them get hurt.” Jury said to the alter Frosts, to which they both gave a physical thumbs up.

It was over now. They were greeted by the afternoon sun, and a gentle breeze that swept through the city. Love, happiness, and most of all; hope flourished in the air as Jury clasped onto her hand and pecked Frost’s lips.

“That’s our gift~” Jury hummed. “But being with you is already a gift enough. I’m happy that more people are coming out of their dark forests. Because the world is so much brighter on the other side.”

They both gazed up into the clear skies.

Frost couldn’t agree any more.

            

    
        163. If a Fly Can't Fly, Then is it a Fly?

    
    
    
    
                Purifying the lake took 3 days in total. Frost was not a good swimmer, but she more than made up for it with raw strength alone. Depending on how hard she thrashed the water would explode and create mini pockets of air.

With the lake cleansed and the vast arrays of fish they had sectioned off to one side decontaminated, their lake was ready to return to its former glory. Swaths of fish dispersed as countless leapt into the morning sun. Rainbows formed along the surface of the lake as the town watched with festive glee.

The remaining boars were served that morning with the help of Ber, all the while Frost found herself surrounded by the curious Adventurers who had caught wind of her being a Color. They were wary at first. Strong Adventurers tended to be arrogant, and usually closed their hearts from others aside from their closest party members. Particularly those that came from foreign lands where every Adventurer they crossed paths with was a potential threat.

But here? The only threats were free-roaming monsters, animals, and the spontaneously forming Dungeons. Frost only smiled. In fact, she had been smiling for the last few days now thanks to a certain night spent with Jury.

The impenetrable aura she exuded was replaced with one that inspired people to approach. She didn’t want her image as the Black Dove to bask in a negative light. Frost loved people, and it was only natural for them to flock to her.

Unlike the attention she garnered from the Golden Guild, she enjoyed being surrounded by the strong Gold Ranked Adventurers, all the way to the beginner Tin Ranked. Aquatid children, the elderly, mothers, and fathers thanked her from the bottom of their hearts for ridding their town of their incurable plague.

She took no payment. Their thoughts were more than enough. The Guildmaster of Wharftow covertly laughed when Frost’s payment was only accommodation. Colors were not cheap to hire, and their presence hadn’t been known to Brandar ever since the Green Conductor passed.

Frost was weird. Taking on low levelled quests was what many considered a waste of time. She had no ties to this place, and the pay was so miniscule that it would be considered an offense to other Colors.

Some saw it as a flaw, others noble. In the end, they all attributed it to Frost being a healer at heart who could not leave people alone. Therefore, her image was perpetually bathed in a positive light.

Healers could do no wrong, and therefore, how could one be bad?

… Aside from the Wandering Healers, of course.

“They’re in for a rude awakening if they ever get on your bad side.” Cer chuckled as they all moved as a single group again, preparing to depart from Wharftow. “A punch here, a bite there. Imagine their shock. Look at them fawning over you. Pretty gross.”

“Have you ever been fawned over?” Jury asked since they were Moons.

“If they knew they’d get on their knees and prostrate.” Res answered before Cer could open her mouth to say something stupid. “There’s the Blessed, and then there’s us. We’re deities in their eyes.”

“From the mighty Celestial Rock! It sounds better than the Nexus. Don’t know why they call it that in the first place.” Ber said.

“Nexus means a central point. Like a conglomeration site, a headquarters, or just the heart of something.” Frost explained.

“It can also encompass a series of connections. Like the Ateliers. Maybe even the Archetypes.” Jury added. “That reminds me! What’s the difference between a Moon and a Star?”

“Huh? Do we look like walking encyclopedias to you? Alright. Whatever. Listen up!” Cer folded her arms as the group wove their way across town, issuing farewells to the countless.

Ber was surprisingly popular thanks to her skillful display of butchery. Hearing her name being called by the Aquatids caused her to make a strange face. Aquatids were a race the triplets disliked, alongside humans. But it made her somewhat happy, and a rare, small smile formed on her face as she only raised a hand.

Moons played the pivotal role of fighting for the sake of the Nexus. They numbered less than a hundred, and most worked in tandem with an Atelier. The remaining Moons such as themselves were devoted entirely to the Nexus in a cult-like manner. Calling them people was inadequate.

They were living weapons.

Moons were not created the same. While many answered the call of the Nexus and were Blessed, few were born within an Atelier. The most notable ones were the Blood Moons. Existing Scarlet Logic personnel have evolved into Moons in the past and were known to fight for the interests of the Scarlet Logic rather than the Nexus itself.

Blood Moons were among the strongest types of Moons, who were skilled in not only Corrupted combat, but with other Moons. They were known to clash with the Eclipses of ImpulseWorks. For what reason was enshrouded with mystery. Such information was classified for regular Moons.

Ultimately, the Moons were highly skilled combatants that thrived in battle.

Stars on the other hand were not normally fighters. They were called the people’s people for the reason of being guides. Teachers better described them, and they were known to be able to teach Atelier Magic and other forms of unique Skills to others.

Highly classified information circulated through them. Stars were amongst the most loyal to the Nexus, and the unaffiliated Stars dedicated most of their free time revering the Nexus with silent fervor.

When the world spoke of deities of the Nexus, they usually referred to the Stars who were sometimes seen roaming amongst them, offering guidance in whatever capacity.

This was why Iscario’s betrayal shook the Nexus.

The Stars of Justica Arms had their loyalty honed to astronomical levels.

They practically worshiped the Nexus.

But that brought the Red Giants of the Scarlet Logic into scrutiny. If Stars naturally wished to protect the Nexus, then why did they continue to work for the Scarlet Logic?

The inconsistencies were suspicious, and Frost pinned the blame on three different reasons.

The first was the false prophecy.

The second was the weaponized wrath that Carpalis spoke of.

And the last was fear.

Fear of losing themselves. She remembered the Star she Judged. The sheer number of deaths he would have to re-experience was the most likely reason that they obeyed the Scarlet Logic.

Such was the price of immortality.

“Your emotional levels are rising.” Nav warned as they finally reached the border of the town and bid their final farewells.

I thought of something unpleasant again.

“Iscario. The 12th Apostle of Justica Arms. We are aware that his motives are driven by his hatred of losing Paradise.”

And with what we know about my destructive prophecy, he probably blames me for it. And the Nexus. I can hardly wait for the day we cross paths again. I want to erase him from this world. The Prince of Puritas working with the Impuritas. That irony makes me want to fucking vomit.

They finally turned their backs, and Snap swooped along to pick them up. Once on its back, the group set their sights to the distant H5.

In less than 2 months we’ll return to the Nexus. Before that, we need to arm ourselves. I don’t need to eat another Corrupted. I just need more tools at my disposal. I hope ImpulseWorks can help us out.

With that being said, Snap disappeared in the blink of an eye.


* * *


Along the way an important topic sprung up. A debate broke loose as Frost’s group found themselves at odds trying to decipher a certain mystery. Not even the greatest minds were able to come up with a satisfying answer.

“You know what’s weird? Flies. Why do they call them flies?” This was the question Cer asked and caused Res immense misery.

“It’s just a name.” Frost answered, thinking little of it as she laid along Snap’s back, staring up at the clouds with Jury sitting just above her head.

“A fly’s a fly. Like why do you call a book a book? There’s nothing else to it.” Jury gave a reasonable explanation, but Cer and Ber were unsatisfied.

“A fly’s a fly because they can fly, duh.” Ber said like it was the most obvious thing in the world. The group really couldn’t care less, but it was entertaining enough for Frost.

“Then does a book book? A book won’t read itself either. And Frost doesn’t even freeze things.” Cer debated.

“Idiots… With that logic a fly that loses its wings would be called a ‘walk’.” Res sighed as both Cer and Ber stared at her with widened eyes.

“Are you a genius?” Ber snapped her fingers. “A walk!”

“Not bad Res! A walk, heh. I think we just invented a new creature.” Cer said smugly, right before Ber then blurted out:

“But that makes no sense. You’re telling me that a dragonfly becomes a dragonwalk? Or just a dragon?”

“An insect dragon.” Cer revealed. “I bet no one’s ever seen a wingless dragonfly before.”

“Never.” Frost said.

“Nope.” Jury answered.

“No…” Ignis whispered.

“Brrrr.” Snap said ‘no’ as well.

“Please just shut up.” Res finally sighed, having heard enough.

Anyone with a single brain cell would have had their minds rendered by their infallible logic. Once again, this was further proof that Cer and Ber shared the same braincell. Still, Frost found it funny, but also interesting.

Naming schemes can be weird huh.

“You can’t talk with ‘Frost’ as your name.”

… Do I really have that bad of a naming sense?

“Objectively yes.”

Frost murmured something unintelligible beneath her breath and followed it with a sigh. Her eyes devoured the clouds as the others found a rhythm. Chatters, laughter, friendship… There was no overbearing dread in their travels, unlike their trip through Grandis. Everything was so bright that she couldn’t help but to feel like she was dreaming.

Brandar was a completely different world. It fell in line with a more traditional fantasy feeling in a way. She wondered what the rest of the world was like. Elysia was vast. Its horizons stretched on forever, and was only obstructed by distant mountains, hills, and walls.

Soon, she’d finally be able to travel all over Elysia and better understand this world she now called home. The clouds and blue skies were not so different from Earth, and the other world she remembered in her fractured memories.

And as she fell into deep thought, and as they passed through bands of caravans and travelers, they eventually crossed paths with an inconspicuous group. They dressed like any ordinary Adventurer, but their titles revealed something else entirely.
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                The Anomaly Recovery Unit, or ARU for short, were teams specifically equipped with recovering the bodies and materials from fallen Corrupted. ARU members were split into 7 distinct tiers, each designated by a letter that defined their capabilities.

Starting from O, which worked on the recovery of White Monsoon Corrupted, to B, A, F, G, K and finally, M which targeted Green Trickle Corrupted.

Their designation of Type G revealed that were rated to recover the materials from a Blue Trickle-classed Corrupted. But Frost wondered if dead Corrupted were all they were after. The triplets assured her that capturing living Corrupted would be too dangerous.

A cleanup crew best described them. After the defeat of a Corrupted they were deployed to haul back their remains which could then be converted into an Atelier Item by Impulse Artificers. Where this occurred was unknown even to the triplets. They only had access to Retrofitters, who had direct communication with the Impulse Artificers.

ARU forces carried a mix of certain personalities. The triplets briefed Frost in less than 10 seconds, noting that a Blessed always acted as the group’s informant and scout, and that ARU forces wore conventional clothing to blend in with the world. The Operator was the head of each ARU group.

Each ranking held multiple ARU groups. There were a little over a dozen known, with only one falling into the Type O category. However, the accuracy of the triplet’s information was unfortunately unreliable.

“Go. Approach them. I bet you wanna figure out what the hell those lackeys are doing out here.” Cer said. “We didn’t pass a Corrupted. That means they’re after the anti-healing object. What else is out here?”

“But that’s odd.” Res added, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Even if it’s something as small as a bomb, Scarlet Logic would be the first to arrive. No one else. They’d be walking right into danger. Unless they’re aware it’s nothing more than an anti-healing object?”

The ARU always arrived in the aftermath of any major conflict involving a Corrupted or suspected Corrupted. They never, ever arrived before. They were at least competent enough to hold their own if things went downhill judging by their stats.

But it was strange. That object was there for a month already. Why had they only just arrived?

ImpulseWorks’ inner working were opaque. The Golden Index was the only Atelier where they understood how things ran. It was no secret. Everything was available to the public so long as they had a keen eye.

And unlike the Golden Index, there was a strict order of operations and an enforced hierarchy in ImpulseWorks. Management was far less lax, and like the Scarlet Logic, Frost could tell that they were seasoned.

Because the moment they even came close to passing them, one motioned with their hands and they unanimously became conscious of their group. Surveilling eyes tracked their every movement as Snap came to a gracious stop. It was at that moment when Frost became aware of their cordial façade.

She could tell that ARU were tense. Snap’s presence alarmed them as the only Blessed in their group, the ARU Scout, shaped their hands into symbols and held it by their chest.

The Operator who donned chainmail and layered cloth apparel, blinked three times. Looks were deceiving, because their DEF stats were insanely high for what they adorned. They spoke in code and pure body language. Frost was only able to notice these thanks to her one thousand eyes, which processed every minute detail.

She was the first to open her mouth. After all, she was the one who wished to stop by and greet them.

“Wharftow? What’s ImpulseWorks doing sending you guys in their direction?” She did not pull any punches. They came in the same direction, so she wanted to know what Corrupted corpse collectors were doing out here.

“And who might you be?” The person at the head of the group, who Frost recognized as the Operator, spoke up with a cold tone. The others had their hands gravitate to their weapons, which caused Ber to click her tongue.

“Big weapons for grave diggers.” She scowled with a smirk. “When’d you maggots get an upgrade?”

It did not take a genius to tell that while the triplets were close to ImpulseWorks, they had bad blood with them.

“Ignore my companion’s bad mouth. Please. Be at ease. We’re not here to fight with friends.” Frost introduced herself, flashing her Guild Plate as she presented herself like a deity. “Where are my manners? I am the Black Dove. The Black Incandescent Color. I couldn’t help but to wonder what you were doing out here.”

She did not want to be on bad terms with them. But she also needed to make them aware of her identity. With what she knew about the Colors and their relationships with the Ateliers, she wanted to claim a better standing.

Also, it would make things much easier if they knew she was a Color upfront.

“Black? A Color? Here?” The unnamed Operator sent a side-long gaze to his team. The Blessed Scout nodded. “Confirmed. Got a name?”

“Frost.”

They scanned them from head to toe. The slightest movement only caused their hands to draw nearer to the handles of their blades. But with one deep breath, the Operator swiftly exhaled, shattering the tension.

“… Good.” He suddenly sighed in relief, nodding back to the Scout. “Good. Good. Brush my manners aside, will you please. It’s just part of our protocol as per interacting with the Blessed. In case you weren’t who you claimed you are. Never heard of a Black Color. Or an undetectable creature that isn’t a Corrupted.”

The Blessed were only known to be people. There was never an incident where an animal or monster became a Blessed. She instantly realized why they were so tense as her mind went back to one of the first warnings the triplets had spoken to her about.

If you can’t see the status of something, then there’s a good chance it’s either a Blessed or a Corrupted. Snap looks like a golden Octanid. A Blessed could easily mistake it for a Corrupted.

“Precisely. These people sound diligent. They would have attempted to intercept.”

They’re sharp. It’s like I’m talking to soldiers. They feel different the Scarlet Logic Dawn Team.

“They have a life they wish to preserve. All appropriate steps should be taken.”

… Yeah. That’s right. They’re not immortal.

Frost smiled. It was neither one of her pleasant smiles, nor the warmhearted ones. It was purely a business smile, and it preserved her overbearing presence befitting that of a Color like herself.

She gracefully slipped from Snap’s back and joined them on foot.

“Please, there are no Corrupted present. Our dear eight-legged friend has more RESIST than you think. It’s a specialized Anid.” Frost elegantly lied.

“Our boy Snap’s of royalty. A Goldanid.” Cer chimed in. “Nothing to take, so don’t even think of kidnapping it. You don’t want to anger a Color~”

“Never heard of the species. But neither have we ever seen a Blessed creature.” The Operator was not going to let this slide so easily.

They were thorough. Frost could of course strongarm them physically, but she did not want to convince them with violence. Instead, she noticed a blood-soaked bandage wrapped around the arm of one of the ARU personnel.

She invoked [Area Healing]. Magical, black particles lifted from their bodies like tiny balloons. Ever since she had gained the Black Dove’s Commitment, the particles of light turned black.

As hardened as they were, seeing black particles that healed them caused all eyes to fall onto the Scout, who was the most knowledgeable of them all. Cer and Ber were elated for the nth time. Seeing people react to Frost’s healing magic never grew old.

“Do you take me for a liar?” Frost calmly asked.

The ARU personnel checked their wounds and were astonished to find that it was indeed healed. It finally registered that Frost was inedeed a healer, and they were non the wiser to believe her.

But it was still strange.

“No white hair. Dressed all black. You’d think your companion up there with the white hair would be a healer, but she’s not human.” The Operator spoke exactly what went through their minds, following it with a long sigh. “Healers don’t lie. Can’t exactly speak to a Facility Overseer or a Navigator. For confirmation. You’re heading to H5? Or just passing?”

The Operator opened up, but they were careful with their words. Frost wasn’t the only one present, after all.

“H5. For business. We’re after an Impulse Artificer.” Frost answered.

“Then you’ll have to go through a Retrofitter, since you know that name. Just follow the –” Another individual, the Field Mapper, was about to issue her a complete set of directions right until Cer interrupted.

“Main strip. Exactly 30 intersections. Afterwards, take a right on each crossroad until you’re at the major marketplace. Take three more rights… You understand what I’m saying, right?” Cer made it clear that they weren’t dealing with amateurs.

And being companions of a Color was also telling of their strength. The ARU personnel did not say another word. They deeply understood. This was clearly not the first time they had dealt with someone like Cer, but it was hard for them to talk back to someone who could fold them in half in less than a second.

“We’re skipping the line. Retrofitters don’t just work with special people. If you’ve got the coin, then those beasts are going to get an order for you.” Ber explained. “But we don’t have a year to spend waiting on that damned list. That’s where we, you, and that correspondence comes in.”

“I assume that correspondence comes from the City of Diamonds?” The Operator asked.

“Directly from upper management. You understand.” Frost’s words were powerful and implied that she was either employed by an Underboss, or by the Golden Index’s mysterious big Boss. “Wharftow’s in the clear. You can turn back. We’ve disposed of the object already.”

“Hold on. I-If you don’t mind me asking – Er… how did you dispose of an Anti-Healing component?” The female, human scout uttered in confusion.

“We shall leave that to your imagination.” Frost slightly bared her teeth through another business-like smile. “Please do not question my capabilities as a healer.”

They conversed for a short while. The tension remained due to the triplets and Snap’s contrary existence. Every fine movement it made caused them to reach for their weapons out of reflex. Snap made a sad ‘Brrr’ sound, causing Ignis to hug its head, whispering: “Don’t worry.”

“Everyone else loves you.” Jury assured, stroking its fur.

“Anid and a healer. There’s no better duo aside from a Wandering Healer and a Wayfarer.” One commented. “We still need to investigate. Protocols, we’re afraid. It’s not our job to investigate, but the Scarlet Logic have been unreliable as of late.”

Their hearts fluctuated at the mention of Scarlet Logic, when she pried, they only mentioned that they weren’t consistent with the Corrupted hunting, so in turn, the ill-equipped ARU teams like themselves were sent out to investigate.

Then, they tipped her with one last crucial note. The Operator glanced around, seeing nothing but hills and said:

“Lots of Anti-healing relics are sprouting up. Watch yourself, healer. We’d much rather have one insane healer than two in Brandar.”

He referenced the Wandering Healer of Brandar, whose designation was unknown to them.

“Still. Colors are pretty rare nowadays. Our cities stopped seeing them for a long time. Ever since… well, you’re heading to H5, hey? If they need you, then they’ll tip you further. Cause Scarlet Logic won’t do – tch – fuck all.” He finally spat, breaking through his friendly façade.

“Operator. Need an amnestic?” The Amnestic asked, pulling out a vial which Res whispered was an Elixir, specifically Elixir A for amnestic purposes.

Of course, this was created by Inflow Direct, and served as a middle ground between potions, which were available only to the public, and Serums, which could only be used by healers and Inflow Direct personnel, like their Liquidators, who were only as strong as the Serums they possessed.

Amnestics were used by the ARU during the cleanup on locals and other people that strayed too close. This contributed to the perception of the low numbers of Corrupted in the world.

“Do I look like a trainee Overseer? Let’s go. At the very least we can consider it a day off. A pleasure meeting you, Black Dove. And companions. Good to know we have some tangible strength currently in Brandar.”

“The pleasure was mine. I look forward to our next meeting.” Frost politely bid farewell, as did Jury, Ignis, and even Snap who gently wiggled the tip of one of its legs.

“Goodbye. Don’t get killed.” Cer coldly said.

“Try not to die, I guess.” Ber shrugged.

“Take care. And don’t trust the Scarlet Logic.” Res warned on Frost’s behalf.

“You’re telling us?” One reflectively laughed as they departed. “If you knew how they suppressed our breakouts then you’d also want to storm right through their forts and strangle each and every one of those sick monsters.”

There was already a divide. It was as the triplets said – the Ateliers were in a cold war and were secretly at each other’s throats. But they still all needed each other in one way or another. Scarlet Logic’s sheer manpower made them invaluable to the others.

The raw emotions caused Frost to hold her breath as she watched them disappear behind a hill.

“I can’t believe it… those idiots.” Res facepalmed. “Do you know why they asked you your name?”

“No? Why?” Frost asked.

“Mimicry. Those morons still believe in that urban legend.” She sighed in defeat, and before long, they were back on their journey to H5. “It better be an urban legend.”

“Yeah. I’m really not in the mood to fight another Corrupted already.” Frost groaned, also hoping it was nothing more than a canard.

They carried on to H5 with invaluable information and questions awaiting answers.

A facility? Breakouts? Overseers? Navigators?

The terms were foreign to the triplets, and Frost couldn’t wait to unravel the inner workings of their proposed ally – ImpulseWorks.

            

    
        165. H5 and The Heart of Ours’ Corrupted Skills

    
    
    
    
                H5 lacked the waterways of H3. Land-dwelling races populated the bordering city where the massive inland lake connecting to H3 ended. Wide streets became commonplace again, but they were nowhere near as large as the City of Diamonds.

They felt far more reasonable, save for one major highway where wagons towed by giant beasts rode. Giant wolves and painted chameleons, and even tentacled sea urchin-like monsters drove the caravans. The chameleons were painted over since they had the tendency to blend in with the black-bricked roads, rendering them invisible to others.

Frost imagined them wearing a high-vis jacket as an alternative. The image that propped up in her mind was adorable.

This was one of several highways that ran throughout all Sectors of the Nex Megalopolis. Large cargo could not be carried by train by regular folks, and the Blessed could not always be relied on if their cargo exceeded a certain mass. Therefore, these highways were purpose built with these travelers in mind.

Humans were everywhere, and they made up the majority of the population. Insectid were a close second. Bards stroking the strings of guitars, and composers twirling the stick of a conducting wand was a common sight. Music flourished in H5. There was never a dull moment, and what should have been a cacophony of sound became a pleasant symphony that played as the ambience of this city.

Houses, stores, inns – Everything was made from a combination of slightly red tinted brick, and timber. Green was also a common color scheme and was worn by banners and musicians. It was to pay tribute to the late Green Conductor, who called H5 their home.

Most street musicians were Insectids, who expertly played their instruments with their multiple appendages. They had an inherent advantage over all races because of this, so many found themselves gravitating towards music. That was if they weren’t part of a fighting force.

There wasn’t any in between with the Insectids from what the triplets told her. They were either extremely peaceful like the Bee-woman they saved, or pathologically violent. Whilst the world had its own fair share of wars, with humans versus the Demons being one of the largest, it paled in comparison to their culture back in the Gnawer Region.

Frost knew how brutal insects were back on Earth. Picturing it on a human scale was difficult. She looked to the Insectid, seeing multiple eyes that carried a white sclera, a colored iris, and a black pupil. They laughed. They smiled. They ate…

They were people. But Frost acknowledged that they were fundamentally different, both biologically and psychologically. Whilst they were, for lack of a better word, very human, she knew that reading them was an impossible feat.

“When enough generations of drones pass, they kind of forget they’re like, what? Super related to their Queen?” Cer said, specifically mentioning the Bee Insectids as they passed a walking band of black and yellow-stripped women.

They were identical as far as Frost was concerned, and they were just like humans, just with a giant insect-like abdomen protruding from their bottom. Their exposed stingers were lightly trimmed, almost manicured in a way, and they decorated them with colorful bows and ribbons.

Insectid also had hair alongside their fur, which usually accumulated on their chests, belly, shoulders, arms, ankles, and wrists. These were stylized as phenomenal cuffs and scarves. Out of all the races Frost had seen in this vast world, the Insectid had the best fashion sense by far.

“Super related? Bees like to say that their Queen is a part of themselves. That’s why they fight for her.” Res further added as they followed the main strip. “Just in case you were wondering, Frost, we’ve been to Gnawer. It sits up there as one of the worst Regions in Elysia. Millions die. Those millions just become a part of the landscape. Or they’re recycled as food.”

Ber then followed with:

“Devotion at that kind of scale hurts your brain when you try to think about it. Never seen so much coordination in my life! But that’s why Insectids are a good pick for an Atelier. They’re strong, and they don’t complain that often.”

“Aside from those Arachnids.” Cer pointed her nose in the direction of an eight-legged Arachnid woman, who repaired broken string instruments with her own silky strands. “Maneaters like them always wonder why they end up all lonely in the City of Lust.”

“Just don’t eat your partner.” Ber sighed. “Simple as that.”

“Those guys must be desperate if they’re up for a chance with an Arachnid. Who the hell wants to be eaten?” Cer scoffed, causing everyone, including Snap, to turn to her with judgmental eyes. “… Well. Maybe I do understand them. Just a little.”

Cer’s tail wagged as she enjoyed being subjected to their gazes.

“Just a little?” Jury muttered.

Out of all the Insectids, the Arachnids looked the most like the insects the took after. They were almost like Centaurs, with the lower half being a spider, and the upper being human. They sported two main eyes, and 6 accessory ones dotted around their forehead. Subspecies of the Arachnids did exist as well.

Frost couldn’t imagine keeping track of just how many different races and species existed.

“That’s where the Archivist comes in.” Nav said.

I don’t envy her.

“Millions die. But the Nexus doesn’t see that as an issue?” Jury questioned, comparing it to the disaster of Paradise which seemed smaller in comparison to the wars in Gnawer.

“A Corrupted is one thing, and something that people can’t help is another.” Res said. “That’s their born purpose. Workers. Soldiers. Broods. We can’t do anything about that when it’s so deeply ingrained that it’s a part of their way life. It’s an eat or be eaten world.”

Frost did not know what to think of it. It was of course horrifying as a human. Her moral compass knew that the bloodsheds were wrong.

But for those Insectids it couldn’t be anything less than right.


* * *


They followed the main strip. Bustling marketplaces flanked them, as did caravan and wagons taxing goods and people. The dazzling colors and the endless music was utterly intoxicating in a memorable way. She felt like they were travelling through the thick of a festival.

It was also here where she was given a rundown of her near mastered [Cleanse] Skill, which sat as Cleanse IV [7/10]. The last few levels were incredibly difficult to gain. In fact, she hit IV [5/10] on the second day, and only gained 2 levels on the third.


< Cleanse IV >

< Instantly remove 4 chosen stacks on self or target in contact. If multiple targets are in contact, then 4 stacks will be simultaneously removed from them all >

< Distance: 2m: 4 stacks, 5m: 3 stacks, 10m: 2 stacks, 15m: 1 stack >

< Cost: 75 MP >


 

It was cheap and highly effective. Cleanse also increased its distance by an additional 5 meters per level, but this only worked if her targets were in contact with one another, which was a shame. Ever since receiving her Skill Masteries, Frost wondered what other interesting effects existed.

Omnipresent Maw and Commitment of the Black Dove were already insanely powerful on their own. Since she did not plan to feast on a Corrupted anytime soon, Frost planned to gather her strength.

There was no telling what kind of threat they’d be faced with next, and if the trend of increasingly powerful Corrupted continued, then it was not farfetched to expect an Apocalypse-risk Corrupted to make an appearance.

She sincerely hoped that wouldn’t ever be the case.

A Woe of the Fallen Star was bad enough.

And speaking of Woe of the Fallen Star –

Nav. You never showed me the Corrupted Skills I gained.

Frost inquired as they approached a relatively large music store. It piqued her interest, and she gravitated towards it, much to the surprise of the others.

“Do you wish to see them?” Nav asked as Frost briefly recalled that Hellen had a music store along the main strip in H5.

Hoping to meet a familiar face in an unfamiliar land, she stepped through its wide-opened doors. The store was vacant. Cold. But there was one person who manned the counter directly to the left of the entryway.

Yes. Please. Show me everything.

 

< ACTIVE: Beaten Desires >

< EFFECT: Ramp up the emotions of allies. Muddle the hearts of your enemies to suppress them >

< Cost: 25,000 MP >

< They could never act on their suppression. Ambition was wrung from their soul through bouts of violence >


 

< ACTIVE: Unwilling Unity >

< EFFECT: Physically conjoin an unwilling heart with all those within a 1-meter radius. They will fight for you, however unwilling they may be >

< CRITERIA: Initial target must be suppressed by Beaten Desires or other means. Secondary target must have more than 100 RESIST and 500 base DEF >

< Cost: 40,000 MP >

< Banded together for the wrong reasons >


 

< ACTIVE: Collective Leap >

< EFFECT: Collect the hearts of the fallen and raise them to the sky. Hurl them at will and deal 25,000 MAG ATT to target >

< Cost: 50,000 MP >

< Let us take this leap of fabricated faith >


 

< PASSIVE: Shattered Dreams >

< EFFECT: Summon devouring clouds. Cannot dictate where they appear >

< CRITERIA: Active when emotional state increases and when your heart is confronted >

< Oh how we all wish we could all just sleep in a bubble of ignorance. Wouldn’t we all be happier that way? >


 

< PASSIVE: Gushing! >

< The higher your emotional state, the more inclined your heart will be to speak. All targets within a 50-meter radius are affected. Target with over 200 RESIST will accumulate Gush stacks >

< The world doesn’t need to know what you think. Sometimes, it’s better to just keep it to ourselves… for our own sake >


 

< PASSIVE: Aspirating Aspirations >

< EFFECT: All those considered enemies will be challenged by their aspirations when emotional state reaches critical levels >

< Grasp it. Or risk drowning in a sea of fruitless ambition >


 

< UNIQUE >

< False Heart >

< Determined >


 

Frost allowed her thoughts to simmer. These were too interesting to notice that the man at the counter had greeted her in a rather stiff and awkward manner. A low-pitched bell rang just as she entered.

“Hello. Are you sure you don’t need anything? Is that so? Goodbye.” He said, smiling.

“Sorry? Ah. No, I’m fine. I thought this was a different kind of establishment.” Frost immediately pardoned herself before the others could follow her inside.

“Is that so?” He asked just as she walked out.

“Yeah. I’m sorry about that.” Frost answered, freezing at the entrance as she waited for a small crowd to pass.

“Are you sure you don’t need anything?” The man blankly blinked, still smiling stiffly.

Is this his first day? I remember being like that on my first days as a nurse.

“Nothing. Have a good day.” Frost politely waved, and she caught him tilting his head to the side as a small group of aspiring musicians entered, marveling at the aisles of instruments.

When she finally regrouped with her friends and attempted to explain why she suddenly entered, she heard the man’s cold, emotionless voice issue an unnatural farewell.

“Goodbye.”

            

    
        166. At The Gates of An Urban Complex

    
    
    
    
                Hotdogs. Sandwiches. Skewers. Meat stuck to a bone. Giant chicken wings. Beef balls that were eaten like popcorn. Fairy floss that wasn’t made from people… And delicious candied apples.

Frost and Jury had quite an appetite. Delicious food from cultures, races, and distant lands whetted their bottomless hunger. No stall was left untouched as the triplets pointed them in the direction of H5’s Retrofitter.

Questions like “Where did the food go?” were arbitrary. Jury always had a large appetite, and she could never say no when skewers were involved. A new savory scent waited at each major intersection, which acted like a miniature plaza.

They took the time to expand their palates, indulging in food from all over the world. Frost gladly stuffed her face, relishing sandwiches, skewers, and their wooden sticks. She was elated to know that her body didn’t crave flesh. Eating just about anything seemed to sate her.

So she had to wonder if eating a brick wall could calm her hunger pangs.

Snap’s back had become a mobile picnic table. Several skewers suddenly sunk into the fluff. Later, only the wooden sticks returned, having been eaten by a mysterious organ hidden underneath the fluff.

“Oi. Hey. Remember that town in the middle of nowhere? Did you count how many children walked through Snap?” Cer sent a sidelong glance to Frost. “Kind of risky if you ask me. I don’t feel safe sitting up here at all.”

“We did multiple headcounts. Snap’s too cute to hurt anyone.” Jury assured as Snap purred in delight.

“Snap’s not cruel…” Ignis said.

“Hey. Watch your mouth. Snap can’t hurt anyone.” Frost said, patting her companion’s back.

At the same time, Cer shoved her hands into its fur, as if searching for Snap’s hidden mouth.

“And I don’t get it. What’s with you and wanting to be eaten?” Frost further pressed, annoyed by the obnoxious wolfwoman.

“Me?” Cer said with exaggerated shock. “I’m just trying to get some info. For future reference. I’m doing you a favor. I’m looking out for you! Tch. How deep does this fur go!? Wait – I’m sinking, I’m sinking –! Snap–! Hah! Is that all you got!?”

Why did Cer sound so happy all of a sudden?

Her depraved, excited voice caused ice to run through Snap’s veins, and in that instant, it stopped trying to pull Cer into its fluffy body. It rejected her on a biological level, and its fight of flight response caused it to shudder so violently that the skewer sticks were spat like whizzing arrows.

Thankfully, Frost and her companions were able to catch them before they could do any damage to their surroundings. AGI was an extremely powerful stat which rendered things like arrows as a laughably slow projectile.

It went without saying that Cer was thoroughly reprimanded. Although, as usual, Cer interpreted it as a reward more than anything else. She was like a certain breed of wolf or dog that would die of boredom if they sat still for more than a minute straight.

“Could you always do that Snap?” Frost asked, stroking its back to comfort it.

“You could never perceive its violent vibrations until now.” Nav spoke on Snap’s behalf.

“Bzzzzt! Brrrr!” Snap purred, saying: “It’s how I respond to threats! And filth!”

Frost pictured a Snap drying itself after a good wash like a dog. She ended up chuckling to herself, finding it funny that Snap had indirectly called Cer ‘filthy’, and not because of her wet-dog-like smell.

Nothing of significance occurred thereafter, aside from the dazzling sights of H5. It did not take them long to reach into what felt like the heart of the city. Snap carefully navigated through the bustling crowds as Res announced that they were close now.

“Keep taking rights at every crossroad. It’s busier than usual.” She added, scanning their surroundings shrewdly. “Everyone’s travelling on foot. Weird. It’s not like the trains are out of order.”

“They might be afraid. If it weren’t for my stats, I would never have touched a train knowing that it can –” Frost snapped her fingers. “– Disappear on a whim.”

“Looks like confidence in the train networks are at an all time low. Been hearing rumors today about a certain train collision one month ago.” Cer revealed. “Not a lot of healers either. I think you’re the only one I’ve seen so far.”

While they were here to explore and immerse themselves in the Nex Megalopolis, they did not lower their guard for even a second. The triplets keenly kept an ear on every word that left the crowd. Whether it be Adventurers, merchants, or the lyrics of a musician – No stone was left unturned.

Frost similarly surveilled their surroundings, finding nothing of particular interest aside from minor scuffles between Adventuring parties. Interestingly, she spotted leashed Dragonid children walking alongside their parents. Those leashes were there to prevent them from flying off, less they wished to meet a quick end.

She could not detect any instruments or abnormalities that would allow a rogue flyer to be eliminated. Nothing was out of the ordinary when she set her sights to the blue skies.

“Don’t try looking for them. Maybe you can see them, but I doubt it. It takes a special kind of eye to perceive them.” Cer explained.

They then turned into a tighter strip, and Snap was therefore forced to follow from the shadows. Adventurers roamed these areas in higher concentrations due to the number of armament, blacksmiths and potion stores that lined its streets. Before long, they descended into an underground section where primitive furnaces made from brick cooked steel for the short-statured Dwarves.

These Dwarves pummeled away at red-hot steel in front of the faces of potential buyers. It was like an underground auction house.

This wasn’t their destination of course, but it was interesting to see. They even had a healer on standby. Some Adventures were none the wiser and were burnt by what appeared to be normal steel.

“It’s never the red one’s that’ll get yah!” A Dwarf laughed from the belly hysterically. “Smiths ain’t ever gonna burn themselves on a red piece of steel! It’s the normal lookin’ ones!”

They ascended a flight of stairs at the other end and pushed further into the backstreets of the city in search of their Retrofitter. The paths they took made little sense and were confusing more than anything. They shuffled through alleyways, climbed ladders, ascended stairwells, and even needed to leap across an exposed waste line that dumped the city’s waste into a similar pit she saw in the City of Diamonds.

It also reminded her of the pit that the Complex Heart hovered over.

At this point Frost wouldn’t be surprised if they required a magical umbrella to open a brick wall just to progress any further.

The triplets further explained the mysterious fortresses that allowed Caldera Industries to enforce their rules.

“They call them Sky Fata Morganas.” Res joined Frost’s gaze into the boundless skies. “Long ago people called them the Fairy Mirages of the Skies. No one really knew where they got the name from. But an old Atelier used to manage them until Caldera Industries wiped them out. Those ones are some of the oldest floating fortresses we know of.”

“They’re there to protect the Nexus and Atlas.” Cer took the lead, walking backwards with her hands cupping the back of her head. “Don’t mistake it for peacekeeping. Why would those tall Dwarves want to help people that don’t even belong in the Nexus?”

“When you hear thunder but don’t see a flash, then you can bet your stars that someone’s been struck down.” Ber cracked her knuckles. “It’s awesome that you can watch someone get hit and then hear the crash of lightning after.”

“And I wouldn’t bother trying to look for them. But you can faaaaintly tell where they are. If you see a dragon or someone combust into flames far into the sky, then you know they were really close to one.” Cer twirled on her heels, loosening her tie as she began stretching her arms in preparation for their encounter. “Besides. Their Gravity Engine shenanigans does weird things. Have you seen how objects bend when they’re close to one of their Cores? How does that even work!?”

Gravitational lensing. There could be no other explanation, although…

“… How hasn’t this world been eaten up yet?” Jury’s thoughts paralleled Frost’s.

“Because I apparently haven’t been here for long enough.” Frost joked, harping on her false destructive prophecy.

Handheld black holes? Physics? She didn’t even try to wrap her mind around how it worked. Tests must be easy in Elysia since every question could be explained with ‘magic’.


* * *


They eventually arrived at a secluded urban complex. ImpulseWorks personnel littered the place, all armed for potential threats and trespassers that had no right to see a Retrofitter. These people were no more than Impulse Defenders, and their levels ranged wildly from as low as 10 to 90.

They were ill equipped as far as Frost could tell. The black brick path transitioned to a light magenta, which marked the territory of the Retrofitter. Their group was not alone either, as others flocked to the main entry way waiting for their turn to be assessed by the Retrofitter.

Frost was confused. Why not let them wait inside? The urban complex stretched for as long as a kilometer from one end to the other, so why make them wait out here by the main gates?

Cer only grinned. Despite her short height, she met eye to eye with one of the ImpulseWorks personnel. His instantly went pale, like they had just seen a ghost. That person bared the title of Impulse Defender Captain instantly motioned with their hands, and at once, all 60 of his men pointed their bulky, magical firearms in the direction of the crowd.

“MOVE! MOVE! GET OUT OF OUR WAY OR WE’LL SHOOT!” He shouted at the top of his lungs, shocking Frost as she tried to make sense of this, only to have Res tap her shoulder and shake her head.

“Leave them be. Looks like something happened while we were gone.” She said, sharing a few nods with several of the men who she recognized.

And they similarly recognized her all too well.

Not as a mere Blessed, but as one of the Moons of the Nexus.

            

    
        167. Confrontation

    
    
    
    
                The armed Impulse Defenders were made up of Aquatids and Insectids, each capable of producing projectiles whether from the tips of the tentacles, or from other organs. One of the insectids bloated a transparent sack found at the base of their neck and filled it to the brim with an acidic concoction.

“ALL YOUR SERVICES WILL BE REVOKED! STEP ASIDE OR WE’LL DO IT BY FORCE!” An Aquatid woman shouted, wielding 12 halberds in each tentacle leg, preparing to strike with whatever means necessary.

“What the fuck! We’re just here waiting!” One of the Adventurers cried, backing off as the Impulse Defenders swarmed through, pushing them away.

No one wanted to have a giant glass shard embedded into their chest.

“What did we do wrong this time!? We’re not here to fight! I don’t even have a weapon on me for crying out loud!”

“Do we look like we can do anything!? What is wrong with you people!?”

“ALRIGHT ALRIGHT! I’M MOVING!”

“What’s going on?” Frost demanded from the triplets.

“Dunno. But it seems fun.” Cer shrugged, alongside Ber as they escorted them through the clearing made by the Impulse Defenders. “They’re with us. Best watch your mouth around them. They’re our superiors.”

“Higher than you three?” The captain blankly blinked. He was what people would call a Merman, and his skin was tinted in a light blue. He wore a massive suit of armor with tubes that circulated water to keep him functional on land.

“Top of the Blessed chain.” Cer warned, her teeth shooting jolts of electricity.

“Escort them. You. Go.” The captain motioned to the Vice Captain, who was a beetle Insectid that wore an obsidian-like carapace that resembled full-plated armor. “STEP BACK!” He suddenly fired a crystal into the ground as a warning shot.

That was Frost’s final straw.

“What the fuck is going on!?” Frost demanded; her tone so cold that the crowd instinctively froze. She inadvertently inflicted them with Scrutiny as she desperately tried to get to the bottom of this.

No one carried any ill intent. Not even the Impulse Defenders. They truly did not wish to escalate this any further.

So what the fuck was wrong?

“P-Protocols –”

“Fuck the protocols.” Frost’s overbearing presence hung over them. It felt as though they were staring up at her despite her smaller frame. An intoxicating air of dread strangled their throats as all fell silent. “You. You’re the vice captain?” Frost looked over to the woman, and she nodded firmly. “Stay here. You. Come with us.”

The Captain knew in his heart that she directed those words to him. A sharp pain riddled his chest with each word that painstakingly left Frost’s lips. Their turmoil was met with amused smirks from the triplets.

“C’mon big guy. She won’t bite. Unless you’re into that.” Cer strolled off past the open, metal gates.

“A bigger dog’s here, so I’d start moving if I were you.” Ber warned, increasing the man’s inner turmoil as he stared at his own feet, unable to meet Frost’s eyes.

He and his men were awfully aware of who the triplets were. They were wise enough to know that they weren’t deities, but they also knew enough to understand just where they stood in comparison to them.

And If Frost was their superior…

“Listen. I don’t give a fuck on how you run things in ImpulseWorks. The rest of you. Let them wait. They were patient, so don’t even try to point your weapons at them.”

Frost began, motioning the captain to lead them forward.

He stiffly moved as the Impulse Defenders slowly returned to the compound. They were equally as bewildered as the crowd, who clutched at their throats, unable to rid themselves of the chill that had frozen like statues.

Frost’s presence had ensnared their hearts.

“You shot first. At people that didn’t want to fight. I didn’t take ImpulseWorks for scum. So, you’re going to walk us through everything until we reach the Retrofitter.” Frost made it clear who was in charge now.

Seeing weapons drawn to noncombatants struck a certain chord within her. He was lucky he didn’t hit anyone, and that he truly meant no harm. Frost utilized her strength and political power as a Moon’s superior to strong arm this captain, who audibly gulped as they took a long stroll down the streets of a magenta-tinted urban complex.

“… W-We just…”

“Just?” Frost pressured.

“J-Just… We didn’t want to lose another Retrofitter. Three… Erm. Three days ago, we heard news of the death of H7’s Retrofitter. Two weeks ago we lost H8’s. H6 has none… So we prepared for something to happen. P-Please understand. Know that I didn’t wish to harm them.”

“So where’s the Eclipses? They should be on the prowl, no?” Res pressed.

But it was like trying to bleed a rock.

“That’s what we don’t understand.” He uttered through rapid breaths. “One… is currently here. With the Retrofitter. We don’t know what happened to the others. Forgive us. We were just taking precautions.”

Frost allowed herself to calm down. After the events in the Derma layer, she had a zero tolerance to anyone that dared to show violence towards the innocent. She could never forget their sorrow and the helplessness that plagued the weak.

She deescalated with a long, drawn-out sigh. They had turned enough corners whey were now completely isolated. The buildings were abandoned and devoid of all life. But she found lavish furnishings within every window.

This complex was a Kenophobic’s worst nightmare

No two rooms were ever the same. It was a kenophobic’s worst nightmare, and it brought a sense of dread and introduced a plethora of questions.

When she finally composed herself, she hummed:

“Alright. That makes better sense. Assassinations, huh. Res. Any idea?”

“None. You’re not going to wring much out from an Impulse Defender. They’re just doing their job. Retrofitters on the other hand will have some answers.” She said as they approached a central building, which was no more than a single-floored, inconspicuous warehouse made entirely out of metal.

The architecture was hardly sophisticated. It was built with purpose in mind. This purpose was yet to be seen, and Frost couldn’t wait to begin unraveling the underbellies of ImpulseWorks.

She initially had a good outlook on them, but this soured it. They seemed to have a problem on their hands.

“Could this be what the ARU were talking about? When they said they might be needing your help?” Jury reminded them about the tip they gave.

Frost grumbled.

“I didn’t plan to get straight into action, but if things start to take a turn for the worse, then I’m more than happy to help. For a price.”

Frost realized she could use this as leverage in some way.

“And I’d like to see our perpetrators try to stop us. Look. I don’t give a fuck who anyone thinks is killing off the Retrofitters. I’m already dead set on blaming Scarlet Logic. Haaah. So much for taking a break.” She leaned against Jury, wanting to feel her warmth.

“Seconded.” Res agreed, also ready to blame Scarlet Logic. “Who else is going to be able to take down an Eclipse other than another Moon?”

“Thirded.” Cer said, nodding as she slapped the metal hull of the captain’s armor, causing him to jolt in fright.

“Foruthed.” Ber added.

“Me too…” Ignis didn’t want to feel left out.

“By the way. I’m sorry about that.” Frost suddenly apologized to the man, sticking out a hand for him to take. It was awkward for him to even conceive of touching the hand of a Moon’s superior. “I don’t like seeing people getting killed for no reason. You have a voice. Use it first.”

“… I-I understand. Thank you.” She rapidly nodded, politely declining Frost’s hand.

“See? Isn’t she kind? If you think about, you would’ve already been turned to paste if it was anyone else, huh?” Cer smirked. “Consider yourself lucky. Kind of flattering that you still remember us~”

“… I-I could never forget your faces…”

This man was shaken. What did these triplets do to him?

“See this guy? He’s a Blessed we ended up rescuing on some Monsoon mission. Wasn’t our intention, but one thing turned into another, so we ended up stopping him from jumping into hole in the wall.” Cer explained as they reached the mouth of the metallic structure. “You should’ve seen him. He wouldn’t stop talking about how the hole was made for him.”

“I was under a strong spell. As you can see, I’m just a low-levelled Blessed.” The man then took the lead, finally composing himself enough to trust that his life wasn’t on the line anymore.

I kind of feel bad now. Doesn’t seem like a bad person.

“They are going to be your allies. Best to tread carefully.”

I’ll remember that. Thank you, Nav.

“But a Blessed is a Blessed. That makes you a thousand times better than anyone else. Take pride in that. Heh.” Cer smugly said.

She was highly talkative when it came to other Blessed as Frost found. Cer never really spoke to anyone else, and neither did her sisters aside from rare instances. Of course, that didn’t excuse their rudeness towards others, particularly Atelier members.

The structure had no doors. Only vast openings that begged people to explore. An emphatic light drew them, blinding them momentarily before they were faced with a long, massive corridor that led deep underground.

Every surface was made from metal, and a single light at the end of the tunnel perfectly illuminated it.

“Wondering why Retrofitters like to isolate themselves like this?” Res sensed Frost’s curiosity and answered before she could even open her mouth. “It’s to lessen external interruptions. A single sound can introduce inaccuracies in the process. Passing trains. ‘lightning’ strikes. It interferes with the process.”

“So don’t go moaning when they touch you all over.” Cer gave them a heads up. “And don’t let them know you used to have something between your legs. Trust me. They’ll touch you even more!”

“Grrrr. Fucking perv-fitters.” Ber growled as Snap responded with a similar sounding ‘Brrr’, which echoed ominously all around them.

Frost gulped as Jury took her hand.

If it was only Cer and Ber that warned her, then she’d dismiss them as being morons as usual. But the fact that Res had also warned her raised certain alarms. She didn’t know what to expect, and she could only hope that these three were exaggerating.

But then again… this place was called the City of Lust for a reason.

            

    
        168. The Retrofitter and a Bright Eclipse

    
    
    
    
                Retrofitters were the only known contact between the outside world and the inner circles of ImpulseWorks.

For this reason, they were highly sought after by higher ranking Adventures or those that wished to join the ranks of those who belonged under the wing of a Deity.

ImpulseWorks did not pay these people any heed. Retrofitters played the simple role of discerning the type of armament suitable for their client. From there, the details and an order would be sent off to an Impulse Artificer via Stars or capable high-leveled and high standing personnel.

But with the destruction of the Hyperlinks and the meager numbers of Blessed available in Brandar, they defaulted to using Act X’s Heralds.

Scarlet Logic’s unreliability had forced them to shuffle their ranks into more combat-focused roles. They sourced nearly 100% of their firepower from Scarlet Logic in exchange for promisingly capable personnel.

It was foolish in Frost’s eyes, but ImpulseWorks was never a combat orientated Atelier in the first place.

Their priorities laid in the creation of Atelier Items as far as they were all concerned.

This was unfortunately all the Captain knew. He was not some high-ranking member of ImpulseWorks so he only knew the situation at hand, and not the inner workings of his Atelier.

It was all surface level.

That being said, ImpulseWorks suddenly found themselves in a rock and a hard place without the Scarlet Logic. They were unprepared to deal with the endless reports of potentially Corrupted that suddenly began sprouting everywhere in the City of Hearts.

These, however, were found to be caused by the Anti-healing relics. Inflow Direct was the only Atelier known to hold onto these items, so the blame naturally fell onto them.

The Captain was not afraid to disclose this information. It was foolish on his part to reveal this to them so easily. Fear was a deadly motivator, and this man respected where he stood in comparison to them.

In his mind he did not walk alongside them. Neither did he consider himself anything remotely similar to their existence.

Frost fell into deep thought as hollow, metallic thumping echoed.

Inflow Direct makes the Infusions as well. Iscario happened to carry one. Are we dealing with two Ateliers?

“Do not jump to conclusions. The circumstances are not clear to us yet.”

Not until we talk to someone higher. Or to Inflow Direct themselves.

“A war will be messy. I believe we are seeing minor skirmishes already if Retrofitters are dying.”

They were afraid of the civilians. So they probably don’t even know who hit them.

Frost looked down at the man and asked him a question as they neared the source of the light.

“You don’t think that maybe we’re the ones who killed off your Retrofitters?” She carefully asked.

Their security was… abysmal, for lack of a better word.

“I trust your three Moons with my life. In the first place we have our own present –” He was abruptly interrupted by Frost, who forced everyone to an abrupt stop the very moment they reached the light.

A pair of pale, opaque eyes flashed for a split second as the light disappeared. She saw a pair of jaws as large as the entire corridor lunge straight at them. It was bound to miss, like it was no more than a scare tactic. But Frost froze regardless to let this perpetrator know that she was a step ahead of them.

The maw was filled with hundreds of gigantic, hollow teeth. Bite marks appeared along each surface when the light returned, and standing at the entrance of a hollow, altar-like chamber was a woman.

But she was no ordinary woman.
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She was dressed in a thin nightgown. The transparent cloth matched her skin. It was so fragile that the bioluminescent light of her illicium passed through. The illicium itself dangled over her head like a poised scorpion’s tail.

Her mouth appeared perfectly normal, but Frost could see the slits that ran all the way past her human-shaped ears. They opened and closed like gills with each breath she took, and her dead, pale clouded eyes absorbed the light like cataracts.

She was so transparent that her blood vessels could be seen. They did not resemble that of a human, and Frost failed to make out which organ was what. Her medical knowledge failed her immensely as she was left awestruck by one of the most beautiful beings she had ever seen.

But looks could kill. She was, after all, named a Feme Fatale, which was synonymous with a man eater.

Fitting for a beautiful assassin… and an angler fish.

She didn’t speak. She only stared, communicating with her eyes as Cer took a step forward. Frost could only begin to imagine the carnage that would break out between two Moons.

Thankfully, that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Rude as always. You Eclipses aren’t any fun. She says ‘Welcome’ by the way.” Cer somehow managed to translate her eyes, to which the woman slowly nodded.

Ignis tugged at Frost’s sleeves and similarly nodded.

This was not a language Frost could translate as easily as ‘Snap’. Funnily enough, they had two experts on their hands.

“… Introductions? C’mon. You know us already –”

“Res. Moon of the Nexus. Unaffiliated. She’s Cer, and this one’s Ber. We’re triplets.” Res took the reins of the situation, tugging Ber with her as she joined Cer with utmost respect. “Last known outbound mission dealt with the Re-entry Cube. 6 months, 47 days, 15 hours since the Subjugation of Re-entry Cube. 2 months since last inbound mission. Receptionist.”

The woman tilted her head, her long, transparent hair tumbling as her eyes asked them another question.

“Our current mission is classified. By the order of two Beholders. Three if you count her.” Res motioned over to Jury.

The Eclipse cocked her head to the other side, finding it impossible to believe. She neither nodded nor frowned at this reveal. She only adjusted her head and pointed the light into the chamber behind them, illuminating the vast space.

“Beholder…” The man’s eyes screamed what his voice could not.

“Incandescent Color. Black Dove. Another Incandescent. No official standing. Oh, and forget the giant spider lurking above ground. It’s a friend of ours.” Cer added, rolling her hand to speed things up. “We’re after an Impulse Artificer. We want to meet Kissira in person –”

Suddenly, the woman bared her teeth, and the slit ran down past her neck, revealing another assortment of fangs. She opened like a walking venus fly trap and hissed like a serpent.

But this hiss was not meant to scare them, neither was it a defensive mechanism. It was a language, and because of this, they were able to comprehend her as the Blessed.

“Kissira… is in the City of Hearts. Undesignated sector. Very busy. Working hard. Retrofitter can help. Take time.” She spoke in the equivalent of broken English, but this was mostly due to the limitations of the kind of words she could convey with a hiss. “No killers?”

“No. We only just heard of the news, so we don’t know anything. Got a target in mind?” Cer asked as they followed the Eclipse deeper. The Captain did not dare to enter, and instead, wordlessly pardoned himself back the other way now that his job was done.

He had no place in a hall of giants.

“Inflow Direct.” The Eclipse answered. “Healers missing. Don’t come in time. Maybe Caldera Industries. Hammer heads, no brains. Only follow orders to protect trains. Could be cover story.”

Hollow, metal tentacles flailed in the air. They were connected to the centermost point of the circular chamber. Their steps were soundless, and their voices could only travel so far in this soundproof location.

The center was built like an altar, with steps that rose to what appeared like a Mayan sacrificial temple. And standing there alone was a giant, female Aquatid. Her tentacles spilled from the temple like diseased vines, colored in a vibrant purple. Her face drooped with many tentacles, and if Frost’s mind instantly went to the Cthulhu mythos.

Except she wasn’t instilled with boundless fear upon glazing into her opal eyes, which seemingly saw all through a transparent veil that covered her face. She was a creature far larger than life, and Frost was fascinated by the sight, whereas the triplets winced.

Her body was easily twice the size of an adult male, and her compiled tentacles was easily more than several thousands of kilograms worth in mass.

The sheer size of them were like leviathans, and they controlled the metal tubes of the silent chamber, swimming like eels.

She fell more in line with a colossal squid more than anything else.
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Nav… What… Am I supposed to be looking at?

“You tell me… But I believe it is an ancient Aquatid. The Archivist explains that the oldest Aquatids are hundreds of years old. Some are thousands. But they do not possess thorough knowledge of the world due to the depths they thrived in. Retrofitters are amongst the last of their kind, with less than 40 in existence.”

Unbelievable…

Frost was at a loss for words. The Eclipse’s light disappeared, and a marine-like glow shone from the tentacles. It was as if they were travelling through the sea floor as the tentacles crawled out of their direction, with few rising to greet them.

“… We’re not here to get touched. Frost. Jury. Ignis. This is your last chance to speak up. Do you want a fine-tuned Atelier Weapon to be designed in the shape of your desires?” Cer said, causing the tentacles to freeze in place as they reached the base of the temple.

Frost glanced over to Jury, then at Ignis. She didn’t know what this entailed, or what the process was like, so she cleared her throat and personally asked the Eclipse.

“What’s going to happen to us if we say ‘yes’?”

The room rumbled slightly as another voice answered for the Eclipse.

“We don’t mean it in that way. We are vivisectionists at heart. Our tentacles do what they must.”

This voice did not echo. Neither was it overwhelming. It was mellow. Gentle, and came from the Retrofitter, who slowly lowered herself towards them like a fishing line.

“That lie suspends us in this precarious state of affairs. The necessity of our process tarnished by the lustful and the insecure. Skepticism washed on those we wish to help achieve their wants, all because of our location in this depraved city of sins… You… Smell different. You are not human… Female? Male? Interesting… And neither does this one smell normal.”

She hovered over Ignis, her tentacles desperately restraining themselves from touching her to investigate further.

“I do not believe you are here on simple matters… And the white-haired one one… Smells like Her. Our beloved Abyssal Mother. But you carry several other scents. Bemusing. You three are not normal.”

The Retrofitter was deeply aware of their existence and acknowledged Jury as a Beholder even though she knew nothing. Frost wondered if she’d believe her if she revealed herself being an Archetype, but before she could speak, the Retrofitter said:

“The Black Dove. I believe a Herald had uttered your name on passing. Your name is quite popular with the Heralds of Act X. The Indites who write the Scripts adore that name. Black Dove, a healer of unconventional methods. A pleasure to make the acquaintance of a vouched Color.”

Is the Director pulling political strings for me?

“He did mention he’d pull as many as he could for you. I wonder if its endorsed by Beholder Marionette.”

Whatever it is, I’m happy to know that we have allies in the City of Strings.

“The pleasure is mine. That makes things easier for us. We’re here because you have knowledge on the whereabouts of an Impulse Artificer. Kissira more specifically. We’re aware she’s within the City of Hearts, but we have no way of reaching her.” Frost explained as thoroughly and succinctly as possible.

The Retrofitter gave her a mused look as she scanned the faces of the others.

“Kissira… You’re specifically searching for a Corrupted Item repairer?”

“Indeed. We have a message directly from Beholder Carpalis.” Frost revealed a golden, reflective page to which the Retrofitter reached out for with her violet hands.

She touched Frost’s hands and smiled in a manner that could be mistaken for lust, but Frost did not sense this. Rather, it was intrigue. It was as she claimed, she was a compulsive vivisectionist. Just not in the ‘cut open and study’ kind of way, but in a touchier manner.

Frost kind of empathized with her if that made sense. Because as a nurse, Frost and as a guy, she certainly had moments where her skin integrity checks could be interpreted as a pervy nurse when it couldn’t be further from the truth.

She was suddenly interested, because depending on the Retrofitter’s methods, it could certainly be mistaken for ill intent.

The Retrofitter studied the paper, which she somehow managed to pull a second, thinner piece from between the sheet like there was a hidden compartment. She grinned, running her long finger along the page, turning her eyes back to the group.

“It’s legitimate.” She said, causing the Eclipse to nod, her illicium swaying like a whip.

“You didn’t even look at it… bitch.” Cer uttered the curse beneath her breath. This was one of the only moments where Res didn’t reprimand her sister, as she carried similar sentiments towards this Retrofitter.

“There is no need, little female wolf. The visual code is a red herring. The truth lays in the arrangement of each micro prominence. Like how a music box is played.” The Retrofitter answered, handing the paper back to Frost. “Very well. But I alone am not enough to send you into the City of Hearts. On the other hand, I can personally arrange Kissira to meet you in F-H5 despite her schedule. It will work out for us in the end. A favor, for a favor.”

“Huh?”

“What? F?”

“Are you going to tell us what the fuck is up with the F?”

The triplets were the first to react, grimacing through their perplexed expressions. This also confused Frost. The ‘F’ designation made no sense, and it didn’t fall in line with the deck of cards that the Nex Megalopolis’ sectors followed.

Realizing that they knew nothing, the Eclipse glanced at the Retrofitter, wondering if they should be made aware of this secret. But with the mysterious deaths and with Carpalis’ correspondence in mind, as well as with Frost being a Color Act X trusted, she dropped a major bombshell that robbed them of their breaths.

“Facility. Where inhouse Corrupted are classified before they are sent out to designated sites. With the loss of the Scarlet Logic’s force, we risk another accident. Therefore, we kindly ask that you oversee their security until Kissira and further personnel arrive. 5 days. Nothing more, nothing less.”

The Retrofitter invited Frost to climb to the summit of the temple as she uttered her final words.

“After all, we don’t want a repeat of what happened in H6.”

            

    
        169. The Truth of the Big Red Heart

    
    
    
    
                Frost always had a feeling that the triplets were exaggerating whenever they spoke of the Retrofitters. The colossal woman didn’t strike her as the pervert they warned her to be.

The procedure was as straight forward as a general checkup with a local doctor.

In fact, it was exactly what it was.

The Retrofitter had Frost strip to investigate her body. The metallic tubes surrounded Frost like a gyrating wall, isolating herself with the Retrofitter atop the temple.

While there was some protest from Jury, she eventually understood that it wasn’t anything sexual, whereas the triplets were hellbent on their stance.

Frost realized how easy it was to misunderstand the Retrofitters largely due to their touchy nature. The issue lay with how they conducted themselves, as well as how this procedure fell in line with how slavers inspected their assets before they were hosed down with cold water.

As Demi-humans, the triplets were naturally dispositioned against being physically inspected, no matter the context.

Of course, Frost was aware that people were going to call foul play if they were touched and stripped by a bunch of tentacles out of nowhere, regardless of the intention. The Retrofitter was excited to inspect her, but Frost made it damningly clear that she was in charge.

Also, she offered the Retrofitter advice. Being a nurse meant that she knew how to approach people the correct way. Even if her intentions were to help, she could never touch a person without permission and consent. Asleep or awake. Dead or alive.

So, she told the Retrofitter that she needed to talk first, because how was someone supposed to know they were being inspected by a bunch of wriggling tentacles if no one told them otherwise?

Something as simple as “Is it alright if I lift this? Let me know if this is uncomfortable.”, can go a long way.

A person’s dignity needed to be respected. That way they could rebuild their rapport rather than simmering in their perverted stigma. Frost had little issue, and even when she revealed that she was a man to the Retrofitter, she did not jump or mess with Frost as the triplets warned.

The giant squid-lady was only curious, and such information was necessary for them to draw out a blueprint of a person’s desires.

Frost was the only one who took the opportunity for an Atelier Item. Jury, as a Beholder, needed a far more powerful Retrofitter to detect her desires.

As for Ignis, she was content with using her bone-blades. In fact, using a normal weapon was counterproductive as she wouldn’t be able to devour with them as efficiently.

The Retrofitter announced her interest in Frost’s seemingly otherworldly knowledge. The woman seemed to know something about her, and Frost had to wonder just what was said in Carpalis’ message.

“Making amends. Recommendations to an Atelier’s function. That is a first.” She said as Frost refitted her clothing.

It was strange. Thinking about this as a medical procedure inspired much confidence. Although to be fair, she did not really have an issue showing her body if the situation called for it.

“Are you aware of any other names I go by?” Frost asked, tugging on the sleeves of her brilliant fur coat.

Mechanical whines surrounded them. The metal tentacles parted as all eyes fell onto them. The triplets covertly retched; all the while Jury watched on with eager eyes.

“I cannot tell per say. But I’ve lived long enough to sense it. You may be a Color. You may be a Beholder… Or you may be something higher. I’m satisfied knowing that I don’t know.”

The Retrofitter began as the tentacles that rooted it to the temple’s stone ground revealed a writhing cavity. An egg slowly emerged, as if she had given birth to a child. It carried a slight glow and was as large as a human head.

But in the Retrofitter’s perspective it was ‘normal’ sized.

“Fascinating. Your body plays a wonderful melody. It is a shame that our Abyssal Mother could not tend to you directly. She would have loved drawing your desires out, touch by touch.”

A tentacle cradled the egg, which pulsated alongside her heartbeat.

And then, another egg was born, causing the Eclipse to make a low-pitched hiss as she uttered: “Two. Weird. Not normal.”

“I drew two kinds of desires. Two separate souls. I wonder if there’s more than one person inside that big heart.”

Could she be talking about you, Nav?

“How could she have drawn my desires? Am I nothing more than a metaphysical voice in your head? Desires are arbitrary to me.” Nav was just as confused, and the face Frost made was telling.

I never thought of you as something as simple as just a voice. This kind of proves that you really are there, huh?

“I cannot fathom that my desires were blueprinted into an item. How can I possibly use it?

When we get you a body. I’ve made that promise, didn’t I?

Nav didn’t respond any further and chose to swallow Frost’s words. Neither did the Retrofitter try to pry. Drawing Frost’s desires had already sated her. These two eggs carried the blueprints that would allow an Impulse Artificer to create an Atelier Item for them using Corrupted material.

And Frost was lucky enough to have the honor of seeing it in person in 5 days’ time. There was nothing more that needed to be said or done. Both pale, luminescent eggs shone brilliantly underneath the Eclipse’s light as they flashed in a code-like manner. Before long, and as the triplets grew impatient to leave, Frost noticed the arrival of a particular fellow.

It was a human man dressed in blue robes, with a lighter blue mantle so long that it was wrapped around his neck like a scarf. The excess seemingly floated behind him. It never touched the floor, as if held by invisible strings.

His hair was jet black, and his eyes permanently sealed shut. He presented himself silently with a humble smile as if greeting old friends. Beneath his robes was a suit made from an even darker blue fabric, and Frost recognized that subtle glow.

His apparel was made from the same strands that created the Scripts.
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He entered unceremoniously. Every step was measured with an audible count.

“62,231. 62,232. 62,233rd.” The Herald spoke to himself, following precise orders of unimaginable magnitude.

A single strand connected him to an invisible anchor in the sky as he abruptly stopped by the foot of the temple and dropped to his knees. A hand clasped at his chest as he simply waited for them all to finish.

“Act X’s dogs are here.” Cer spat. “Right on time. As usual.”

“Slaves of the Script. Hello? You gonna talk?” Ber tried to break his character.

But the man only continued to patiently wait in silence.

“So that’s a Herald. Act X in the flesh.” Frost slowly said. “I’m assuming he’s here to deliver the eggs?”

“Heralds have limited access into various Ateliers. ImpulseWorks grants them considerable freedom. We both benefit from each other’s work. They gain the arbitrary calculations for their predictive interpretations of fate, and we receive significant future warnings.”

The Retrofitter spoke, handing over a tiny, palm-sized music box to Frost.

“H6 recording. Accident documented. Big disaster 10 years ago. Very important.” The Eclipse explained its purpose, which was to provide both exposition and information before they travelled to one of ImpulseWorks’ facilities.

Frost and her companions knew exactly what this information entailed. From what they gathered, the Big Red Heart encounter that obliterated H6 was not from a sudden Corrupted emergence.

It was from an accident that unleashed a stored Big Red Heart onto the Sector. Frost, and neither could the others believe the incompetence of ImpulseWorks, as well as the thought process that went behind housing Corrupted beneath hundreds of thousands of people.

The Retrofitter couldn’t answer. Neither could the Eclipse. But that music box carried the vital information she needed, and she wondered why they readily handed it over to who was only a Color.

She didn’t need to know all this. She just needed to provide security for the next 5 days unless they were trying to drill in the importance of her task. Regardless, Frost was thankful.

But she was rabidly curious. Without her Coat of Prejudice, she found herself reading far too deeply into people’s thoughts.

Could she trust them? This was what rang in the back of her mind.

The Retrofitter’s shoulders dropped as she fell to Frost’s height. Her immense size made her appear like a plant-woman up close. The rooted tentacles shivered as the opening sealed, and the cradled eggs were delivered to the Herald who placed both into his scarf.

“A ‘Color’ is never a Blessed. Beholder Carpalis is lying for you. Millions will be none the wiser. But we are not so blind. A Blessed cannot see another Blessed stats. Remember that.” She said before turning her gaze towards Jury. “Change. Advice. The last instance of change was with the Arbiter. Your words will be remembered. I can only hope that my time isn’t cut short before we see what else you entail.”

She knew that Frost was an Archetype, and she pranced around it instead of saying it outright. Her words brimmed with hope. She knew that she was likely going to die in the near future. But there not a single hint of fear in her eyes.

As if sensing Frost’s worry, the Retrofitter turned her back and looked upon the cold, pitch black ceiling.

“I’ve lived long enough to see enough changes. But in the hundreds of years I have spent stagnant in the recesses of our world, I cannot recall a more influential change than the Arbiter’s call for reorganization.”

The Eclipse nodded, and the Herald stood there bemusedly as Cer and Ber stared him down. Their conduct was awful, and Frost shot them with a stare of her own, instantly causing them to shudder.

“My humble thanks. Can I say something? The future is never set in stone.” The Herald spoke, carrying a surprisingly kind voice. “Interpretations can be intercepted.” He snipped the air with two fingers, adding: “That’s one way to work with the strings.”

“What are you here for? Delivery? Hurry up. You can leave.” Cer said, causing Res to grab her collar violently as she pulled her aside.

“Shut the fuck up and listen to me for once in your life.” Res hissed, shaking her in place as Cer reluctantly obeyed.

“I’m here to hand over a set of instructions to the Black Dove. This is for the Overseer of F-H5.” The Herald handed a transparent plate to Jury.

The characters were indecipherable, even to Frost who had an ability that allowed her to comprehend foreign literature.

“Instructions?” Jury wondered what he meant by that.

“Predictions.” The Eclipse corrected, gravitating towards Cer in case she did anything stupid again. “To prevent disaster.”

“This whole thing sounds like one big mistake. And you’re telling me that they rely on that plate of predictions to avoid another Big Red Heart disaster?” Frost berated ImpulseWorks’ methodology.

It was insanity, and for once she thought Cer was in the right when it came to disrespecting these Atelier members. But in the end, she could not blame these people. None of them were the heads of their operations. That privilege belonged to the Beholders.

And it was not like people could easily say otherwise, rebel, or even question it.

Res was understandably furious, but she kept that well concealed, and took a part of it out on Cer for doing what she could not. Hearing that Corrupted were being kept alive was a revelation that changed everything, because they realized that depending on the scale of the disaster, they could easily cause another disaster on par with the Big Red Heart.

However, the Eclipse then waddled over to Ignis, blinking rapidly before she said:

“Zeroed Horizon… When Corrupted go wild the facility is eaten by Caldera Industries machine. Everything disappear. Failsafe. F-H5 will become O-H5. Obliteration. No survivors.” She circled Ignis like a shark, taking long strides before she stopped by her face again and whispered: “Cute. Make good Eclipse. Eyes pretty.”

In the event of a catastrophic failure, a major Caldera Industries machine would implode and create a black hole which would consume an entire facility.

This was ImpulseWorks failsafe.

And look at how that worked with the Heart of Ours. However, the Eclipse further explained that the accident was only called that by name. In truth, they had no idea what they were dealing with. Not until a certain music-loving worker touched the Heart of Ours.

This person was Leitmotif.

We’re going to have a long fucking talk with these Beholders when we return to the Nexus. This is way worse than I thought… Fucking hell.

“This is only ImpulseWorks. I believe the corruption seeps deeper in other Ateliers.”

Yeah. And we’re going to root them out one by one. Corrupted in a city? Are they fucking insane? Nav… help me out here. Am I missing something?

“Apathy, perhaps. With a large squeeze of insanity. The Nex Megalopolis was never built with the people in mind, after all.”

            

    
        170. ImpulseWorks’ Black Box

    
    
    
    
                Black Box

< A black music box used to record sound. Used by ImpulseWorks and Caldera Industries for training, documentation, and testimonies >


 

< Or in catastrophic instances, the final moments of an ImpulseWorks Site >


 

A music box creaked open somewhere amidst the cityscapes of H5. A soundless tune played as a studded cylinder slowly twirled through a comb lined with thousands of tiny hair-like needles.

The city’s euphoric ambience drowned silent horrors of the box. Frost brought the Black Box along on their journey to the mysterious F-H5, which was located beneath their very feet.

Underneath the major city bordering H3 and H5 was a facility that housed the Corrupted.


 

< The Black Box cannot be accessed by personnel with Clearance level 1 and lower >


 

This restriction, however, could not stop Frost.


 

< Restricted Access Has Been Overruled >


 

Because she was able to bypass restrictions much like the one placed over Grandis. The Black Box caused her to question whether this was somehow connected to the Nexus. What did restricted access truly entail? Did it mean she could interfere with Atelier technology at will?

She didn’t know anything other than the fact that she could not be stopped by restrictive measures.

They were taken to a remote section of H5. Snap made quick work and brought them to the outskirts of the city, where more of the same plains stretched on endlessly.

But H5 had forests of stone boulders rather than trees. The petrified rocks were massive, and they jutted like the scales of a massive serpent.

Somewhere within the sea was an entry point.


< The music box unwinds >


 

*Badump*

*Badump*


 

< A heart beats from somewhere distant within the recording >


 

*Badump*

*Badump*

*Tick…*


 

< So does a ticking clock >


 

*Tock*

*Distant screaming*


 

< Beginning recollection >


 

“Navigator. Clearance level 1. Overseer deceased. All responsibilities defaulting onto Navigator… for only as long as the clock ticks down.”

A man spoke in a monotone, robotic voice. The sound of crumbling rubble played as a low-pitched alarm blared, alongside the haunting calls of several trumpets.

“If you are listening to this, then we are already dead. Accumulation A-L7 will shortly become an Obliteration O-L1 site. Self destruct protocol initiated. Risk Level 1 was breached when the site is only certified for Risk Level 7. The likelihood of Risk Level 0 is 100%. Zeroed Horizon Event imminent in Obliteration O-minus 120 seconds…”

The man coughed as rubble sifted. The screams of terror played from somewhere beyond his final resting place as the seconds counted by with a steady beep. An unnatural clock followed it. The man of unspecified age or race was no machine, and despite the imminent horrors that awaited, he continued to monologue.

“Cause: Worker interacted with a category M Aspiration Corrupted. Inanimate, now confirmed to be living. M-A-081-05; the Little Red Heart. Pending reclassification of M to O… Facility wide destruction. All personnel deceased. Cause: heart ruptured from chest…”

His voice became lower. The group listened silently as they investigated the field, touching various stones which emitted a strange sound like that of a tuning fork. The space around them was unnatural, and depending on the direction they looked, the cityscape of H5 would appear everywhere at once, like they were trapped within a Spatial Distortion.

“Leadup to disaster: Worker interacted with the stored Little Red Heart, noting that it was calling for him. Worker was instantly consumed. Flesh expanded more than a hundred meters and decimated the facility. It became a threat that exceeds 1 for White Monsoon, and 0 for Eternal Night. There is no one left but myself.”

*Tick…*

*Badump*

*Tock…*

“The ticking’s growing closer. 60 seconds. We can only hope that the implosion takes it with it. With us, into the devouring singularity. Zeroed Horizon is imminent.”

Eventually, they found a space between two boulders that led into a giant elevator-like room made from a single solid chunk of steel. There were no winches or mechanisms that operated it as far as they could tell.

Rather, it was operated via gravitational manipulation. They were aware that these facilities were fitted with Caldera Industries tech. This elevator was undoubtably one of them.

They entered without a shared word, including Snap. The triplets were left staring down at their feet with nothing but contempt. How could an Atelier retain the Corrupted so carelessly? As Moons, they knew how deadly the Corrupted were, and it was made worse when they were met with the revelation of the Big Red Heart incident being caused by ImpulseWorks.

Someone sniffled. It was neither Frost, nor Jury, nor the others. The robotic voice of the man wavered as shuffling filled the air. The rushing air of the falling elevator failed to drown out the sound of the man’s groans as he crawled towards something…

No. It was someone.

“If only… we had more time… Overseer. The ticking is stronger… I wish you could see how our hairs are floating right now. Intertwined… It reminds me of when winds used to blow. When we used to see the sunshine… That black orb is the only sun we’ll ever see. Goodbye, Overseer. We never knew each other’s names, but I loved you…”

The music box came to a gradual stop. The recount festered in their minds as Frost solemnly lamented their loss. The elevator fell hundreds of meters. A single orb of light illuminated their metal coffin. By now it was a given that Cer would have pulled something fast or cheeky.

But she was also at a loss for words. They felt betrayed by ImpulseWorks, and as they gradually arrived closer to their destination, the triplets eventually turned to Frost and gave her a telling look.

They begged her to figure this out. But what hurt them the most was that they now had confirmation that a certain Corrupted was still alive.

“The Stuffed Teddy Bear…” Res’ fists curled. Their history with the Stuffed Teddy Bear was vague, and she doubted they’d tell her. Not now. Not when a single hair could tip them off into a state of fury.

Everyone was on edge, including Snap. By now, the elevator had reached a receptionist-like area, which was furnished beautifully like the foray of a lavish hotel. Make no mistake, the room was large, and a massive picture of Brandar’s plains was displayed along one of the walls.

A bright ‘ding’ played as soon as they left the elevator, and they were suddenly greeted by a purple-suited Receptionist. It was a man with an unstyled haircut, and he stood behind a walnut counter with all 6 hands laid flat against it.

One hand covertly slipped behind the counter as he asked them what they were doing here.

“We’re here to deliver the predictions on behalf of a Herald. I’m a Color, and I was employed by H5’s Retrofitter to supervise your security for the next 5 days.” Frost succinctly introduced herself, standing her ground as his hand returned onto the counter.

Like a bank, there must be an alarm buzzer hidden underneath the counter. Upon hearing this, the man clapped all his hands together and asked them to kindly take a seat, letting them know that it won’t be a moment before he disappeared into a set of automatically sliding, metal doors.

Those doors were nearly half a meter thick, and the more she inspected this receptionist room, the more she realized just how secure it was. Behind the counter were various tubes that pointed directly at the elevator entrance.

It went without saying just what happened to outsiders that randomly happened to stumble into this place. They took their seats and waited, and not a minute later an Employee with the title of Assistant arrived, delivering freshly brewed tea, coffee, and an assortment of biscuits.

They laid it down for them, smiling vibrantly as they tried to strike up a conversation. Frost and Jury were the only one who played along. The others could not even bring themselves to look at the woman without scowling… aside from Ignis for obvious reasons.

For now, they had to play the waiting game until someone of significance arrived to greet them. In the meantime, Frost speculated on what the numbers and letters meant. It was confusing to hear the voice refer to the Corrupted as a string of letters and numbers, but, she’d be lying if she said that it wasn’t interesting…

Or cool.

“The first letter designates the level. M is lowest. O is highest. It follows the ARU ranking. The second may be related to affinity. Risk Level and Threat Level are confusing. We will learn much here.”

Everything. We’ll learn everything. And thank you. You caught onto that pretty fast, huh.

“Naturally.”

            

    
        171. ImpulseWorks Site Workers

    
    
    
    
                An array of footsteps rapidly approached. The thick steel doors were raised open as 5 black-suited personnel flooded the room. It was a small mix of individuals with polarizing personalities.

Where one smiled and gave a small, cheerful wave, another just glared in their direction, and one tried to subtly hide themselves between the shoulders of their associates.
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Their stats were abysmal as far as Atelier personnel were concerned. All combat stats were lower than a thousand. They turn into dust if Frost so happened to sneeze in their direction.

They assumed a formal stance just across their small coffee table, taking guard as they eyed Frost and her companions from head to toe. From the moment they first arrived the Workers sensed that these people were higher along the chains of commands.

The cheerful girl then introduced herself with a small hop.

“We’re here to stay on guard until we get new orders! Please don’t stand up or we’ll have to use force, ok~!” The woman, who hid her bunny ears hopped onto her other foot, striking a fabulous pose that instantly caused her associates to awkwardly straighten their ties and clear their throats.

It was made clear that they weren’t supposed to speak to them.

Or at least keep it to a minimum. Frost found it amusing to find normal people in the most abnormal of places. Both groups exchanged inquisitive looks, trying to gauge each other’s capabilities. They were not aware of their identities just yet, but neither did they underestimate them.

The Demi-humans of the group were able to sniff out their unreachable strengths and immediately shifted their gaze to the wall. The frustrated triplets’ gaze felt like a beast was breathing down their necks.

“No violent intent here. Rest assured. We were sent here to help.” Frost spoke professionally to the group, glancing at the triplets that looked like they were on the verge of strangling them.

They’re normal. Completely normal. They all look human as well. The bunny girl has her ears slicked back. Hey Nav, two of them are half-breeds. What are they?

“The result of interhuman breeding. Fertilized by war and violence. Aquatids, Elves, Insectid to a degree result in a half-breed. Like Demi-humans, they are the lowest denominators on Elysia. Where Grandis has issues with Demi-humans, various sections of Emvita despises half-breeds. One such kingdom is the Empyrean Rise, who endlessly fight the Zelmori Fall; the Demons.”

And ImpulseWorks uses these people to work with captured Corrupted? Because they’re expendable?

“You thought parallels with the others. Expendable is the closest answer we have.”

Frost remained composed. The nature of their work was to be determined, but the fact that they used these people for what she believed to be the most dangerous job in nothing, but suits of all things frustrated her.

There was a severe lack of compassion, and she could not see ImpulseWork’s ways as anything other than ruthless for the sake of harvesting Corrupted material and generating Nex.

The very moment she arrived Nav made her aware that she was steadily accumulating Nex. It wasn’t anything substantial, but it was far more than what she could harvest from normal, living beings.

There were Corrupted present.

She realized that this fluctuation in Nex could allow her to detect Corrupted before the warnings. Of course, this was all done by Nav because she wouldn’t even know how to calculate it on the fly.

“Yeah. Keep looking at the walls. Don’t even look back. Cowards.” Cer hissed, challenging the Workers with furious eyes.

“Shh. Cer. Calm down.” Jury motherly urged, taking a hold of her hand to comfort her.

“Jesters this. Jesters that… We even believed them after all this time. We knew something was weird from the start, but they kept telling us ‘Oh no, the silly Jesters don’t know what they’re talking about’. Fuck them. For making us believe them when we should have known better.” Cer gripped onto Jury’s hand as her sisters instantly squashed themselves against her.

“It’s ok Cer. We’re right here.” Ber and Res made their presence known to calm her.

Frost cleared her throat and spoke again.

“May I ask you all a few questions?”

“Go right ahead –!” The bunny-eared girl was instantly struck on the head by a paper fan. It was a hard, striking hit, and despite it being made from paper, it had a strange, concussive effect that caused her to wobble as if drunk.
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EFFECT: Inflict Confusion stacks onto target


< Maximum of 2 May Exist >


 

The perpetrator was another woman. A Half-breed from what appeared to be an Aquatid due to the gill-like slashes by her ribs.

“Will all due respect, we cannot share information until we have clearance. We’re aware you’re here to replace the Scarlet Logic Dawn Teams. We just need the confirmation –!” Suddenly, the woman was cut short as all 5 of the Workers winced, with one instantly ripping out an earpiece shaped like a tiny, metal kidney.


Cognition Receiver

CogitO

< Allows for remote telepathic communication with a Cognition Transmitter >


 

The information dump left Frost bewildered as the Workers instantly regained their composure, a few cursing out:

“Fucking temporary Navigator.”

“She’s going to get everyone in this Site killed if she keeps screaming over every little thing.”

“I feel bad for the Overseer that has to work with her.”

They scowled, some showing pity towards the voice that screamed through the earpiece. Frost figured she’d get more information from someone else soon enough, but even so, her inquisitive nature could not allow her to sit still.

“The Navigator speaks to you through the Cognition Receivers, right? Is something happening right now?” She asked.

“Someone was probably eaten again.” One said casually, almost jokingly. The mood instantly soured as the bunny-woman dejectedly rubbed her arms, all the while the others just stood there, shaking their heads. “Turned to paste. Ran along the walls and spread thin. Pick your poison.”

“And you accept that?” Frost leaned forward, speaking deeply as her gaze penetrated their hearts.

“… Respectfully speaking, that’s the price of our paradise.” A man refused to speak any further, despite their mouth remaining wide open.

‘A human wouldn’t understand’. That’s what I’m getting from them. And they’re right. ImpulseWorks gives them a place to call home, but in exchange, they work with the Corrupted… Fucking hell. Scarlet Logic does the same thing. Hell, which Atelier doesn’t scrape people from the streets to do their bidding?

“You realize the Nexus does the same thing? I’m more inclined to call it salvation.” Nav argued.

Carpalis said something like that, didn’t she… Salvation by invigorating desires? I don’t see it. At all.

They unanimously gulped as Frost’s gaze nearly inflicted them with Scrutiny. She tried to wrap her mind around this bizarre world of horrors as Jury pondered the situation alongside her. Death was evidently normal to them. Or they were at least used to it, like the triplets…

No. Like the Demi-humans they rescued from Grandis. Perhaps it was this quality, or flaw, which allowed them to work with the Corrupted in the first place. What this work entailed was up in the air, but there was one thing that caught her attention more than anything else.

She took a biscuit and nibbled the corners.

Judgement. Righteousness. I don’t understand that Affinity. Are they one the same? Or a subsection of Judgement?

“Righteousness may be what they call the Judgement Affinity. They don’t know Affinities themselves, but they may have been categorizing the Corrupted.”

How? What clues even let them get close to understanding a Corrupted’s Affinity? I thought no one knew about them.

“You’re not wrong. But you severely underestimate the Ateliers. ImpulseWorks has been around for more than a few centuries. I’d be worried if they couldn’t at least categorize the Corrupted.”

… I guess time will tell.

“Jury or time itself?”

Whichever one comes first.

Frost took a sip from the piping-hot tea, which was a little more than lukewarm to her. Afterwards, she erected her posture and simply enjoyed the snacks alongside Ignis and Jury.

Eventually, the Workers glanced over at Snap, wondering if it was a tamed pet or something else entirely.

“Interested in our friend?” Frost hummed.

“Yep! Question! Is that an Anid or a Corrupted you’re delivering!?” The bunny girl hopped as she prevalently asked, raising a hand which then pointed straight for Snap.

“Anid. It’s a close friend.” Frost said as Ignis happily nodded.

“Snap’s a wonderful companion.” Jury assured.

“Brrrr. Bzzzt.” Snap purred, rolling itself into a ball in the corner of the room.

“It purrs!? Question! Can I pet it!?” The bunny girl enthusiastically hopped.

Eccentric failed to properly describe her. She was the living embodiment of excitement and Frost questioned if this was her personality or if she was under the influence of something. With how normalized death was, it wouldn’t be a surprise if personnel required some mind-altering technology that censored it.

Rather, she expected them to wear Cognition Filters… but none of them did as far as she could tell. The same metal studs that D-13 and Wayfarer wore on the rims of their ears were nowhere to be found.

“Of course. But that’s only if Snap agrees.” Frost smiled at her, thankful that at least one of them was talkative.

“Brrrrrr!” Snap said, shivering as Jury chuckled.

“Snap says yes.” Jury also understood the language of ‘Snap’. As did Ignis.

The triplets on the other hand looked over to Snap with a perplexed look.

“We’re Blessed. So how come we can’t understand this furball?” Cer growled, reaching over the chair to poke at Snap. “C’mon. Do something.”

The bunny woman hopped in delight and was about to make her way across the room until they received a sudden transmission, evident by their suddenly focused faces.

“The Overseer and Navigator are arriving. Cleanup on the 3rd Level, west wing. G-V-055-06 minced another uncareful idiot. Employees can’t get anywhere near it.” One said, shaking their head.

“Should have left the Vigor ones to us. I guess that confirms it is Vigor-based. Like we’ve always said, but the Overseer wants to be thorough for no good reason.” Another sighed, right before they nodded at Frost, suddenly smiling at her. “Sorry for taking up your time. Surprising to see a Color. And a healer. Finally, we actually managed to get someone capable.”

“We look forward seeing you down there. Everyone. 30 minutes. We have time to decompress.” With that said, they all left for the door as the bunny girl dejectedly followed, hesitating at first.

Jury blocked her way with her tail as Snap rolled over, offering her to pet it.

“Hehehe… Thank you~! Let me give you a biiiiiiig hug!” She leapt into Snap’s body and before they knew it, she disappeared into the cloud of gold, never to be seen again.

That was until she appeared from the other side where she crashed against a glass table, shattering it.

“H-Hey. Are you ok?” Frost rushed to her as she sat up, knocking against her skull.

“Sorry~ I didn’t know your friend was softer than a cloud!” She laughed, hopping right back up as Frost flash-healed her. “Thank you! We’ll be seeing you all very soon! I hope you enjoy this place as much as we do!”

She took both of Frost’s hands and shook them like an exuberant child. Then, she did the same to the others, including the triplets who realized this woman wasn’t as bad as they initially thought.

The doors opened wide as one of her associates called for her to hurry up, and with a final hop, she disappeared.

“What a character, huh. She’s pretty fun.” Frost commented, adoring the bunny woman.

“Mhm! I wonder if she’ll be ok.” Jury was a little worried considering the nature of this place.

“She’ll be fine. She’ll be fine.” Cer began as she climbed onto their table, rattling the tea sets and plates of goodies. She spat in her hands and rubbed them together, assuming the position an Olympic swimmer took before they dove into water.

“Uh. Cer?” Frost questioned her intent.

“Cer!?” Res shouted.

“So that’s how it is, huh Snap? Your ball form is how you eat. Guess I’ll help myself too!” Cer dove straight for Snap with perfect form, taking advantage of the opportunity to finally enter its body.

But Snap simply teleported out of her way. She was left on an impending path straight for the shattered glass table. It was like watching a car crash. None were able to intervene, nor pull their eyes away. They were glued onto Cer from start to finish as she crashed straight into the glass shards and rolled right into the opposing couch like a fuzzy bowling ball.

“S-Snap! The hell!? You betrayed me!” She yelled, laying upside down with her legs hanging over her head.

And then, the metal doors opened, revealing the Receptionists and two individuals that were left flabbergasted by the sight.

These two were none other than the Overseer and the Navigator of F-H5.

“FUCK! LOOK AT WHAT THEY DID TO ME! AGGGGH!” Cer suddenly exclaimed, pinning the blame on the Workers.

Frost, as frustrated as she was, could not help but admire Cer’s audacity and desperately hid a laugh.

Res on the other hand politely approached Cer and placed a hand over her face like a mask.

“R-Res… what’s with that look? Hey? Why aren’t you saying anything? It’s not like it’s my fault, right? Res?”

“You’re right. It’s not your fault.” Res ominously uttered.

“S-So help me out – Ouch. Ouch. You’re squeezing my head. It’s gonna pop!”

“There’s something wrong with your brain.”

“Ouch – Ow, ow – OW –!?”

“So stay still like the good sister you are and let me fix that brain of yours. Mhm. That’s the problem.”

Needless to say, Cer received a healthy dose of electric therapy.

            

    
        172. An Overview of F-H5

    
    
    
    
                ImpulseWorks Sites were never small. Even the most mundane and low-risked Sites were behemoths that rested beneath rock and soil. The corridors Frost and her group travelled through were made large for the purpose of accommodating Corrupted upwards of 10 meters in size.

These rooms were built at the highest point of F-H5 and did not house the Corrupted. Rather, this was where various Employees such as cleaners, clerks and other administrative and basic personnel called their home. Employees were considered lower than Workers on the ImpulseWorks hierarchy.

They were Clearance Level 7 which was the lowest clearance one could be granted, and they roamed nonchalantly along their lavish facility. The top portion of the Site was essentially the living quarters for its Employees and Workers; however, the Overseer and the Navigator made it clear that some people were required to live on the Corrupted layers.

A pair wearing long, white lab-coats escorted them around the facility. Both were humans. Very human compared to what she imagined them to be. The Overseer was a man dressed in nothing but his simple, loose lab coat that fluttered with each step. There was never a shred of emotion shown in his face.

His eyes were ever calculating as if constantly on the lookout for any potential threats. At one look Frost understood that he had witnessed unimaginable horrors. Or rather, he had already grown accustomed to them.
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“Clearance Level starts at 1 and goes down to 7. 1 will always be the highest in ImpulseWorks. 7 is the lowest. Please keep that in mind. What we discus must never reach the ears of the Workers or Employees.” He slowly spoke, bringing a finger to his tired face.

He appeared as though he had never caught a single night of good sleep for the last decade and was dressed haphazardly. The Navigator on the other hand adorned her uniform like it was her first day at work. There was not a single crease to be found as she towed around several books, including a strange training manual.






	 
	 
	
Navigator
< F-H5 >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
Soul Rank: Green | Atelier: ImpulseWorks


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 10
	ORIGIN: Human
	
HP : 100


	ATT : 2
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 3,500
	MAG DEF : 3,500
	
MP : 0


	RESIST : 50
	AGI : 4









“Clearance Level is different from a Worker’s attribute level. That’s the only time you’ll see… See… uh – Yeah, see 7 as the highest!” The woman, who had her long, black hair styled into a pair of twin tail braids said, reading straight from the manual.

She constantly needed to adjust her giant, round glasses whenever she returned from reading, and was an all-around klutz as she bumped into walls at regular intervals. Jury kept her close as a result. With them having been confirmed to be companions of Frost, the Black Dove, there was no need to be wary.

But tension hung in the air. The triplets wanted an explanation of ImpulseWorks operations. They were not alone of course, but Frost wanted to remain civil. Before the purpose of their operations, she wanted to know how it was run under the pretense that as their supervising security, she needed to understand what to look out for.

As they ventured into a dark, hollow room where only a single steel catwalk ran along, the Overseer answered.

“We work with the Corrupted for two kinds of responses. Positive, or negative depending on our requirements.” He said, combing a hand through the transparent plaque they had delivered. “Negative to generate Nex. Positive to generate materials. They’re interchangeable, but they’re the standardized methods.”

His voice echoed in this endless chasm. The bottom was nowhere to be found.

“And death is also ‘standardized’ here, I take?” Frost said, hiding her irritation well with a small hum.

“Death is expected when you work in such close proximity with living nightmares. Even after all this time we don’t know what they are. Where they come from. How they’re made. We only know that they have a use to us.” The Overseer explained, running a hand along the railings as they entered another room filled with mechanical tubes and all manners of magical machinery which groaned as if alive.

Larger versions of Inflow Direct’s blue tubes and needles could be found alongside exposed, giant gears that endlessly spun with seemingly no purpose. The floors were made from metal grates, and they could find more twisting gears and pipes pumping various liquids throughout the site, including fresh water.

The origins of this baffled Frost. The mechanisms appeared ancient, but they operated like modern pumps. The longer they walked, the more Frost believed that these pipes resembled the veins of a living entity.

“ImpulseWorks is the backbone of all Ateliers. Without us, they lack weapons and a steady stream of Nex. Nex powers the Ateliers, including our own. In exchange, we have the full cooperation of all Ateliers to sponsor our work.” The Overseer led them into a chamber lit only by red luminescent strings that ran along the ceiling like sinew. “Or used to. Scarlet Logic won’t send any personnel during Code Red protocols.”

They eventually reached a solid piece of glass where the Overseer assumed a pondering gaze. Beside him stood the Navigator who clutched at the manual as her eyes watered at the sentimental sight of something beyond the glass.

Frost could not see this. But she could hear it. A heartbeat. It was not the same as the Impuritas Hearts. Rather, she was instantly struck with an uncanny wave of nostalgia as she held her breath and scoured the darkness for the source.

Why did it feel so familiar to her?

“Can you hear it? The Site Core sits somewhere so deep that it would take days of constant freefall to reach it. But we can also visit it behind a pair of metal doors. Isn’t it fascinating? That Site Core is the amalgamation of technological unity.” The Overseer marveled at it as Jury placed a hand against the window, curious about the Site Core.

“Caldera Industries created the machine. It’s one of their largest. But it’s unstable. Nothing ever is stable anyway. You might run into the occasional Spatial Distortion. That’s normal, and it’s how the Site chooses to expand.” The Navigator read directly from the manual again, running her eyes page by page. “We’re H5. F for facility. H for one of 26 standard characters, and 5 for the Risk Level. As well as the number of seals remaining.”

Seals referred to the 7 chains that encased the Site Core. This vastly limited the power of the Site Core and was the only thing that prevented it from self-imploding. A seal only breaks when the site’s Risk Level moves. The change is permanent, and the strengthened Site Core unleashes a powerful Spatial Distortion which expands the Site.

At a certain size the Site Core and, consequently, the Site was doomed to collapse into itself.

F-H5 had opened 2 seals, meaning there was a total of 3 layers. 4 if they included their current administrative floor.

They called the 1st and 2nd floors the Shallows.

The 3rd and 4th the Twilight.

5th and 6th Midnight.

And finally, the 7th and final layer the Abyss.

The only known Risk Level 1 Site was housed in the very heart of ImpulseWorks’ headquarters in the City of Hearts. This site was called M-A1, a manufactory Site.

Frost found it odd that they spoke so openly about this. She peered and noticed that the manual mentioned that its contents were highly confidential. Hell, it even gave grounds for ImpulseWorks to hunt them down.

When she asked, the Navigator simply looked towards the Overseer who knocked on the plaque.

“Thank Act X. Our only task for today is to thoroughly brief you in. Get you up to speed. We have trouble in a few hours, but you should be ok as a Color… and a healer. Neat.” The Overseer tried to smile, but they were so depraved of sleep that it looked like a scowl.

He limped away and led them into the only neighboring room. Various flashing, magical signs warned that this was a restricted area. From what she understood, the Overseer had every authority to eliminate any of the Workers or Employees at will.

But this was not true.

The Overseer simply called the shots. The one who ran the operations but with the encyclopedic and highly logical advice of the Navigator. In truth, it was the Navigator who acted as the brains of each of the 26 known Sites.

This kindhearted, timid woman had the absolute authority to kill someone with the flick of a finger.

Navigators needed to castrate their moral compass to succeed.

The morality is so skewed. But I can tell she’s afraid. They called her a temporary Navigator huh… You know, that reminds me. About you, Nav.

Frost and her companions eventually found themselves in one of several ‘Operational rooms’ which allowed the Overseer and Navigator to observe the entire facility on a glass plane. A two dimensional cross section of the Site could be seen in all its glory, revealing the 30 odd Corrupted they currently kept until they could determine their classifications.

The Overseer tapped on the glass, and the black-suited workers rendered tapped their ears and gave a nod before they ventured to exactly where he had tapped. Frost was beyond baffled by this, and she nearly lost her train of thought as Jury quietly marveled at the technological wonder.

Nav. It’s no secret that we might have known each other in the past. Do you think that maybe you were a Navigator? Like her?

“The coincidence of you naming me after a Navigator would be hilarious if I could understand the concept of laughter. That implies ImpulseWorks or its work ethics have Otherworldly origins. If true, then perhaps your razed world may have had Ateliers akin to ImpulseWorks.”

There’s no doubt in my mind that it did. With all this technological craziness and with Jury’s Heart of Time, I’d be an idiot to think otherwise. Someone must have influenced them.

“Indeed. Navigator… It is a true profession. I cannot recall such a thing. Additionally, it does not appear that machines assume the role of the Navigator.”

Frost intently watched the screen like she was watching the Overseer play a video game, all the while the triplets struggled to sit still when so many Corrupted were waiting to be slaughtered.

You’ll never know. Maybe in that world, Navigators were machines.

“Only time will tell.”

“Hmm?” Jury tilted her head catching wind of Frost’s gaze.

“A-Ah. Ahem. Black Dove. Accomplices. Or – Ah… Companions. Can I run you through a few things?” The Navigator timidly gathered their attention, freezing at the cold gaze of the triplets.

“You three. Please listen to her.” Frost warned in a low tone of voice, but she sympathized with them. She truly did, but she did not want to make an enemy out of an ally.

At least not now.

“Hypocrite.” Cer hissed. “You’re just going to stand there? Listening to this? She’s reading from a damned pamphlet. We don’t need that. We just need to do what we do best. Kill the Corrupted.”

Ignis did not participate and simply waited beside Snap in anticipation.

Frost cleared her throat and approached them.

“D-Don’t kill them. The Site – Without them we’ll all –!”

“Please forgive Her. She’s just joking.” Frost affirmed with a stoic nod as she passed the woman, standing firmly before the defiant triplets. “Sorry. Listen… I understand how you feel. Think about the buffet that’s waiting for me down there.”

If Frost did not exude an aura of authority, then she would have sounded like a crazed lunatic. The triplets didn’t try to fight back and stared at her with bared fangs.

“Navigator. What’s the goal of F-H5? Of ImpulseWorks as a whole?” Frost asked.

“Er… I don’t really know. But I’ve heard that a lot of wars had stopped ever since ImpulseWorks became active. Maybe it’s that… or maybe it’s –”

“Preserve your sanity. Reinforce your heart. Harden your mind –”

The Overseer spoke with his back turned to them, the light of the glass screen cascading over him like a holy figure in this dim, metal chamber.

“– Temper your aspirations. Only then can you temper theirs… Temper Aspirations. It’s our motto. How do you interpret it? Our Beholder… The Abyssal Mother was always cryptic with us. We don’t know how our work influences the world outside.”

He zoomed into the smiling faces of a small group of Workers as they patrolled a corridor, and then, moved to the bloodied room where an empty cradle resided. The deceased body had yet to be removed.

“We only know that we must keep pushing forward. Everyone here aspires to understand the Corrupted. We can’t fight like you or the Moons of the Nexus. We can only experiment and observe from afar.”

Then, he focused on a Worker interacting with a porcelain-made doll that sat atop a glass throne. Inside of the all-white, metal room Frost watched as the Worker first observed the Corrupted, and then, they kissed the back of its palm.

The room flashed green, and he was free to take a severed, porcelain hand with him in return.

“We study them. Harvest them. Categorize them. We’re Facility H5, after all. Black Dove. Ugh. You sent a wrench my way. End goal? I can’t remember why I started this in the first place. Is it the call of the Abyss? Our morbid curiosity? We don’t know. But we do know that there is work to be done. I can’t imagine how the other Ateliers are supposed to make their own Nex without us.”

This caused Frost to realize the moral dilemma of ImpulseWorks very existence.

As horrific as the work here was, the alternative was even worse. It was the choice of picking the lesser evil, and with her knowledge of how people can generate Nex, Frost deeply understood the implications of a world without ImpulseWorks.

This finally nailed the fine balance between the powers of the Ateliers, and reliance upon one another.

Reorganizing them was going to be far more difficult than she could possibly imagine. But this did not dissuade her. Instead, it only fueled her aspiration to make amends for the Ateliers.

Although, she understood that with the Corrupted, death was unfortunately going to be commonplace.

This realization spilled onto the triplets as they recomposed themselves and simultaneously sighed.

“Sounds to me like even the Beholders don’t know shit.” Cer spat. “Alright. We’ll tag along. Security? Sounds easy.”

“Don’t forget my zero-death policy. No one’s allowed to die in these 5 days.” Frost stated, gathering nods from Snap, Jury, Ignis and Res.

“Yeah yeah. As always. Alright, Nav, I mean, Navigator. What’s up?”

“… the ceiling?” The Navigator innocently pointed upwards, and in that moment, Cer unexpectedly snickered. “Um. Is it ok for me to speak now?”

“Please.” Jury kindly urged, adoring the Navigator.

They all wondered if Nav would one day turn out to be as cute.

            

    
        173. Understanding ImpulseWorks

    
    
    
    
                Towns. Cities. Kingdoms. Domains. Empires. These were all Nex-rich environments.

She was surprised to find that even Colors were allowed to have a flick through so long as they were granted permission by Level 1 personnel, which consisted of solely the Overseer and the Navigator.

ImpulseWorks was a morally challenging topic. On one hand Frost could not forgive how dispensable people were within the Atelier, as well as the placements of the Sites. But at the same time, she could not ignore that if it were not for ImpulseWorks, then the world would have been a living hell centuries ago.

Although, it was not that far off anyway. At least in Grandis and the Derma Layer.

Interestingly, her group was allowed access to the Training Manual. The 30+ paged manual oozed with all manners of answers. For once she understood an Atelier from the ground up. The only question that remained was who exactly wrote this book.

The Beholder? A secret circle of Clearance Level 0 personnel? The latter was the likely answer. Frost had only glossed through roughly half of the manual before she took the initiative to explore F-H5 in all its glory.

Beautiful wooden floorboards. A kitchen packed with utensils and the common firestone-stoves were found in the dormitories of the administrative level, which was located at the very top of all Sites. The metal doors lifted open automatically, utilizing a magical stone embedded within that reacted to light.

They were surrounded by a glass shell right in the center of the thick-cut doors. The words “Destroy in case of emergency!” were written in bold.

“Black Dove? Um. We can do that remotely as well. Well, through a Site Upgrade. Not all sites are as advanced.” The Navigator spoke into Frost’s mind.

A light glimmer appeared beside her ears. The kidney-ear pieces nestled cozily in her ears, as well as the others. Ignis had trouble fitting them due to the shape of her ear, which prompted Ber to fit them on for her.

Snap also wore a pair and had them magnetized to its monocular eye. Of course, Snap did not require them as Nav could relay the Navigator’s words on the fly. Still, Snap wanted to try them out for some reason.

So cute…

Frost matched her pace with the following Snap and smothered herself against its cheeks.

“Be careful, alright Snap? Don’t get yourself into trouble. You can only move so much here.” She said, right before Snap brushed its fuzzy head alongside her.

“Brrr. Bzzzt!”

“Too close. Aha. It tickles~ Hm… Yeah, you’re wondering if Nav might have been a Navigator too, huh. It does talk to us in our heads.” She said as Jury took Snap’s other side, with Ignis riding atop its back.

“I thought the Archivist would have fit that role better.” Jury stated, her voice echoing as they ventured through a hollow, metal corridor.

No two rooms were ever the same, but there was a consistent, luxurious theme they followed. The administrative floor was not home to the Corrupted, so the Employees had much freedom.

The Site was far larger than they anticipated, and it expanded in all four cardinal directions. How the Overseer was able to manage the Workers caused Frost to wonder if it was due to his experience, or through some other means, because she could not even begin to place herself in his boots.

Well… Sort of.

Back on Earth, she was used to managing upwards of 8 complex patients at once. 12 was pushing it, and any more was frankly impossible for one person to bear. Granted, she didn’t have people to delegate the workload, but the mental strain of memorizing everything was bound to break someone’s mind.

There were over 70 Workers in this Site, with 30 Corrupted, and another hundred or so Employees. How does one person even memorize this all?

The answer resided with the Navigator.

“Encyclopedic knowledge, huh. Isn’t that what the voice in your head does? Nav. You can hear us, right? Do you know our last name?” Cer asked, patiently waiting for a response as she kicked her heels into the air.

“I don’t believe she has a last name.”

You know what, that reminds me. I don’t think I remember anyone telling me their last name.

“Does it matter?”

No. Not at all. Hell, I don’t even know mine.

“Last names are a custom in Emvita. It is a status more than a familiar thing. They adorn their titles like last names. You will hear names along the lines of ‘Brandal the Great’, with an elder brother called ‘Sandal the Greater’.”

Frost smirked, causing Cer to easily misinterpret it as a taunt.

“Well, whatever you’re thinking is wrong. Completely wrong. Demi-humans don’t get last names. Ever. Leave that to royalty and nobles. But I know Lizardfolk who love that stuff.” She shrugged, right as they entered a rectangular elevator.

There was only a single lever with 4 marked notches. It was currently set to the top, meaning this controlled the elevator. Frost quietly asked the Navigator, whose name was Papilia if it was ok to use the elevator.

“You guys are strong. I’m guessing. I think? Then you can pull the lever straight away to the 3rd floor. Oh wait… just the 1st floor? You only have to pull it to the notch saying ‘1’.” Her instructions were intricate and easy to follow.

Although, there was little that could go wrong with elevators. Or so she thought, because there was a reason why she asked them about their strength.

This reason followed the logic of deepwater bell-divers. Heading from floor to floor rapidly would induce certain effects similar to nitrogen narcosis and pressure illnesses. It was hardly noticeable in the first 2 floors, but from the third and beyond it was easily fatal, and Frost foresaw entire shafts filled with minced bodies in the worst-case scenario.

If the elevator went from floor 1 to 7 instantly, then the Workers inside would be crushed by the immense pressure found deep underneath according to the Navigator and the Manual. On the other hand, rising too quickly would cause them to violently explode.

This was why Workers needed to decompress between each floor. The rule of thumb was 15 minutes before they could proceed in the Shallows. In deeper floors it could take upwards of an hour, to days at a time.

This of course meant nothing to Frost.

But what about Snap?

“Brrr.” Snap whined sadly.

“We can arrange people to protect your pet – S-Sorry. I meant friend… Snap is a strange Anid. It really reminds me of the Corrupted bonds you sometimes see.” Papilia noted. “… Um. Black Dove? Can I ask what that other voice is? The monotone one?”

“My subconscious.” Nav answered in Frost’s stead, pretending to be her.

“It’s ok Snap… We won’t be gone for long.” Ignis assured Snap as they all showered it with cuddles and caring strokes. “Someone will pick you up.”

“We’ve found another weakness for you. But I think it’ll be for the best if you stay up here. I’m sorry Snap. It’s always you that’s never in the action, huh?” Frost placed her forehead against Snaps.

Soft, silky fur tickled her neck as Snap adamantly shook its head to say, ‘It’s fine’.

“See you soon~!” Frost grinned as the others offered their share of goodbyes.

“What’s with the emotional bygones?” Cer sighed, activating the elevator with a single tug.

A heavy metallic churn like that of a humming fridge played from behind the walls. The doors automatically sealed shut with a grating hiss, and before long, the elevator plunged straight to the 1st Floor.

Cer’s eyes remained fixed on Frost for a short moment before she asked: “Attributes. Affinities. All sorts of Corrupted. For an Atelier that’s been around for hundreds of years you would expect them to know everything about the Corrupted.” She shrugged, and Frost agreed.

Although this did not change the fact that Frost and Jury were the only ones that could detect the Affinities of the Corrupted thanks to their eyes. Ignis and Snap were capable of the same feat thanks to Nav.

Frost’s planned to familiarize herself with the Site’s layout, as well as the Corrupted they stored. The elevator came to an abrupt stop and the doors rolled open, revealing a pale dormitory that was minimally furnished.

This was the dwelling of the Workers that were assigned to the 1st floor. Like commercial deep-ocean divers, Workers were required to live where they worked. This was the equivalent of their diving bell, and it contained all the necessities for life.

From there, 4 corridors led in all cardinal directions. Frost ventured southwards and she was greeted with a certain prompt the same moment they left the dormitory.


//////// WARNING ////////


 

< TRICKLE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET BEACONS >


 

Trickle was the first and lowest of the Arbiter’s Trumpet Risk Classification of the Corrupted, and they were relatively harmless so long as a person wasn’t caught off guard. Frost patrolled the corridors, marveling at the simplest things such as signages, janitorial closets, and even the strung-along lights that ran through the ceiling like high-voltage wires.

She had to remind herself that Elysia was at its core a sword and magic fantasy world. Just with an assortment of magical technology that put Earth’s to shame. The Village of Virt came to mind and she could not believe these two places existed in the same world.

That being said, Frost was granted significant freedom as the Site’s primary security force. This meant that she and her group needed to be the first to respond to all emergencies, and to provide aid to those in need. Her job could not be any easier. The Corrupted were only Trickle-classed, and Nav even confirmed that they did not possess the same Criteria as the Corrupted Frost was used to facing.

They essentially replaced the Scarlet Logic response teams for the Code Red Protocol, which would have them quarantine entire sections of the Site during an emergency measure. How they dealt with the breached Corrupted and personnel was up to them so long as two conditions were met.

The Site needed to return to normalcy, with all Corrupted returned to their containment units, and all secondary Corrupted must be terminated before quarantine may be lifted.

What were secondary Corrupted?

Minions, creatures created by a Corrupted. The Denizens of the Black Forest were an example of this.

They were designated by an additional -01 affix at the end of a desgination chain. In the case of the Heart of Ours, which was M-A-081-05, the hearts it created would be M-A081-05-(01).

They passed an air-tight door which was flushed with the walls. There, a single Worker arrived with a small wave. With a deep breath and a shallow, nervous nod, the suited Worker slipped into the containment unit of a Corrupted known as M-V-124-06; named Satisfactory.
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“Please do not enter an occupied containment unit. You’ll further lower the Distress Level.” The Navigator warned as Frost was taken aback by how they managed to get the name of the Corrupted correct.

The Navigator explained that certain Workers, known as the Unit Managers, were attuned to the Corrupted and were able to hear the voices of the Corrupted, just like Stella. Each floor had their own Unit Manager, which commanded a brigade of Workers and Employees under the supervision of both the Overseer and Navigator.

This was how the Overseer was able to manage hundreds of personnel without losing their sanity.

Before long, an icon outside of the containment unit showed an orange sad face, indicating that they had achieved a negative outcome. The Distress Level also shifted from 2 to 1, meaning that a positive interaction was required to push it up unless they wanted to risk a breakout.

The Worker returned with various scratches and a crushed finger, to which Frost motioned them to approach for healing.

“Hey. Here. Let me heal you. And can I ask you something? Do you enjoy doing this?” Frost quietly asked this person.

They rolled their shoulders.

“Enjoy? No. But it’s not like we can live a better life outside. I know it looks bad. Really bad, but we all agreed to this.” The Worked assured, tapping Frost’s shoulder casually. “We lived good lives thanks to ImpulseWorks under the pretense that we’d be sent to work with the Corrupted. You got family, miss Color? No? Figures. Then it’ll be hard for you to understand.”

This person made it clear that they did this for their loved ones outside. Their sacrifice allowed them to live happy lives, and she realized that the families of all Workers were located within the walls of the City of Hearts itself, rather than its Sectors.

With that said, the Worker disappeared further up the corridor, leaving them to dwell in deep thought. Dangerous work was not uncommon back on Earth. Even the most developed countries had ridiculously high death rates in certain jobs, namely commercial divers, and miners.

In less developed parts, nearly every job was deadly in some way whether through the lack of infection control, safety regulations or because it was simply cheaper to forego safety altogether.

ImpulseWorks was a weird breed between the two. They considered Workers as disposable but offered immense protection to them and their families. Workers outside of their Sites were granted protection on par with the healers. If someone happened to slight them, then they’d disappear.

“They’re indebted to ImpulseWorks, huh. Good for them. But that would be like us feeling indebted to that bitch D-13.” Cer knocked on the walls. “At least they have family out there. They’re already luckier than 99% of every one of the demi-humans and half-breeds out there.”

“Do you think Raoul would do the same for us?” Ber wondered, wagging her tail as they loitered outside of the containment unit.

“Don’t know, and don’t care.” Res sharply interrupted. “Frost. Do you want to enter?”

“Yeah. I’m curious to see what they mean by ‘interaction’. I know it’s Wrath, but its known attribute is Vigor.” Frost wondered if they were both the same thing just with different names. Whatever the case was, she wanted to push the Distress Level back up, and with a kind order from the Overseer, she was granted access into its containment unit.

“Fight. Get physical with whatever’s in there. What’s a Trickle to a Color? That reminds me. Why don’t they just get Moons to do this work?” Cer wondered.

“Do you think Moons can suffer like normal people? If they want to wring every droplet of Nex, then they are not going to use us.” Res spited their methodology, but the rational part of her understood that without the necessary Nex, they risked obliterating a large portion of H5.

Rational. I think I’m also twisted for thinking that’s rational as well. Frost was ashamed to admit this as she unlocked the latch and slid into a small air-locked compartment. It was dark, and only a single red bead of light illuminated the 1-meter-wide room. Then, the doors ahead unlocked as she was given the task of netting a positive outcome through violence.

The room was similarly pale to the corridors outside, but she could immediately tell that they were thicker. The walls absorbed the sound as a mechanical churning filled the room with a subtle heat. There, she was greeted by a human-sized corn-harvesting machine made from nothing but a yellow alloy.

It took a primitive, rudimentary form and was made up of a random assortment of metal. The only reason frost called it a corn harvester was simply because of its shape.

And it rocked as if alive, and the blades located at its collecting mouth began to slowly spin.


< “Jump in for the satisfaction they wished.” >


 

< “They won’t stop yelling. Before and after they were repackaged.” >


 

< “Does this suit your needs? What about mine? Do you care?” >


 

The containment unit itself was around 7x7x7 meters. As large as it seemed, it was still considerably smaller than she anticipated. But this mattered little to her. Frost, undeterred by the Corrupted, took the blades into her hands and lifted the entire machine from the ground.

She didn’t know the basis of a Vigor interaction. But if it involved violence –

– Then they had the right person for the job.

Using her healing magic, she kept the Corrupted alive and used [Goodnight] to lay as many hits into its weak frame as possible. Her normal punches would have outright obliterated it. She heard an audible gasp on the Navigator’s end as she took it apart piece by piece, all the while maintaining its lackluster HP pool.

It really doesn’t have a Condition. Nothing at all.

“Only resistances to certain Affinities. I believe you are correct with the Attributes being Affinities in a different name.”

Then – Do you think you can tell me what the ‘Identity’ Attribute is?

Frost and Nav shared a casual conversation during the carnage. In less than 30 seconds the Navigator urged her to end the interaction and to leave things as they were. It turned out that healing the Corrupted and beating them into scrap metal was another method of gaining materials, although, these were considered low quality compared to what the Corrupted personally gifted with a high enough mood.

When Frost exited, and was left underneath the ominous glow of the red light, Nav uttered:

“Amalgamation most likely, as it is the culmination of all Attributes.”

Identity was one of 11 known Attributed of the Corrupted, which most certainly mirrored another 11 Affinities. Obsession and Trepidation were the only remaining Attributes Frost failed to decipher.

They hoped they could find at least one Amalgam Affinity Corrupted in this Site. That way Frost could better understand her own existence.

But Identity, huh. They pretty much nailed it.

“How so?”

Think about it. I’m the Archetype of Amalgamation. But I used to have 2 past bodies. I think. I remember my Earth self, and that other burning one. And there’s this me. Identity might be the underlaying theme of Amalgamation.

Frost could not see it in any other light, and if she was correct, then she had to wonder just what the Amalgamation Corrupted entailed.

Particularly the ones that contributed to her tale and Floor’s Awakening.

            

    
        174. The Corrupted Coffee Machine

    
    
    
    
                Floor by floor, Frost and her team familiarized themselves with the layout. Each floor was built like a spider’s web, with interconnecting tunnels between each major wing. The wings were located at the ends of the corridors. Each floor had 4 wings.

The residential wing, the infirmary wing, the welfare wing and finally, the information wing. The central wing, which Frost, and the others had first arrived in, belonged to the Unit Manager of the 1st floor. This person oversaw all personnel on the 1st floor and delegated orders on behalf of the Overseer.

The Corrupted of the 1st floor were nothing special. Neither great nor terrible. They were rather tame if anything else. One way to describe them was if Frost saw them outdoors as a normal person, she would have believed them to be naturally occurring creatures.

Well, aside from the Corrupted that appeared like living organs. No, not the organs within the body. An organ. The musical instrument.






	 
	
Churn Churn
< K-A-076-07 >


	 



	 
	
< To hide the stomach sounds I must play my heart out >


	 



	
ORIGIN : Trauma


	 
	AFFINITY : Desire









The Corrupted in question was not like the all-destroying monstrosities she had known and… loved. Instead, it was a relatively harmless Corrupted that simply compelled a person to play it. After 15 seconds of continuous play the person would be set free.

It was that simple. The K-Threat classification came from how if one refused midway, then they’d stay there for an additional 15 seconds. And another, and another.

A very stubborn fellow could starve themselves playing on that Corrupted Organ if they were not careful.

From the 1st floor to the 2nd floor, Frost made her rounds and greeted the Workers and swaths of Employees that scuttled around hauling paperwork. The Employees were much weaker than the Workers, but they were also much more willing to slow down and say ‘hi’.

Of course, not all Workers were so uptight. But it was not like Frost could blame them. She envisioned herself being in the same boat if all her patients used her as a verbal punching bag, which did tend to happen to nurses like herself.

It was how she gained thicker skin. But of course, there was only so much a person could take.

She sighed and stopped by a strange dispensing machine that sat along a pillar in the residential room of the 2nd floor.

“Wait a second.” Frost paused momentarily, passing by a few Workers that sat along metal, cushioned benches. “Is that what I think it is?”

“You’ve seen something like that before?” One of them asked, poking at their trayed meal, which carried a surprisingly decent quantity of food. “That Corrupted? Huh. The Drink Dispenser?”

“More like a vending machine… What the fuck.” Frost muttered to herself, right before she returned to her usual tone. “Never mind. I mistook it for a different machine. They all look the same to me.”

“If you ever said that to me I think I would cry.” Nav teased as Frost and her group approached the only vending machine in all of Elysia.
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Frost could only speculate how something like this even arrived in this world. As it turned out, the Archivist stepped in and suspected that the Corrupted were able to manifest from the knowledge of the Eternal Library. Between this and another Earth Otherworlder that created a Corrupted by a trauma against vending machines – Frost had to choose the former as the likely answer.

There was no proof, but who knows what’s real with all these sanctioned lies.

Around 30 people in total rested in the residential room, all of which were on mandated breaks.

Good to know that a murderous Atelier cares so much about the wellbeing of their Workers~

Frost sarcastically sighed as all eyes suddenly fell onto her. They were curious about her existence as a Color.

Even if they were here to oversee the Code Red Protocol, they were far too powerful of a response for what was only a Risk Level 3 Facility.

“What’s this supposed to be? It looks like a metal wall with a bunch of colorful teeth.” Jury described it in the least elegant way possible.

“A machine of some kind.”

“We called it a vending machine from where I’m from.” Frost refrained from mentioned Earth verbally as the Navigator could hear every word they spoke, and she’d swiftly remove the Cognition Receiver whenever Nav was about to speak.

“What are the flavors?”

Coffee. Black coffee. White coffee. Cappuccino, but they call it a Cappucci. Cute. Then there’s cinnamon coffee.

“Cuppucci is the plural of cappuccino.”

It’s NOT a made up word?

This for some reason surprised Frost as she punched in the button and gave it a small slap. The model seemed old, and despite it having Earthly origins, she could somehow see this fitting into this world’s setting, as the buttons floated rather being flushed with the shell of the machine.

After a small hiss, hum, and the scent of cinnamon, Frost took her drink which appeared in a small, porcelain cup. She sipped at it much to Cer’s amusement, who found it funny that someone who devoured the Corrupted drank so elegantly from a cup.

Did she want Frost to eat it or something?

That being said, it wasn’t until afterwards when Frost began handing out the drinks that the Workers began to whisper amongst themselves.

“How the… How long did we spend punching that again?”

“Colors are scary man. She knew how to operate that thing the moment she looked at it.”

“Remember the girl that went crazy trying to figure it out? Should we tell her?”

“No way. She’ll break down, and you’ll be the first person she’ll kill.”

“Damn. I wanted to head up there and help them. Imagine me, a backstreet grub getting to help a Color.”

“Help a girl you mean? You’ve been creepily sitting here waiting for that same opportunity. Go get eaten by a Corrupted.”

It seemed like people wanted to offer their help, but Frost’s ‘proficiency’ only caused them to sink into their seats with shattered dreams. Additionally, it didn’t help that Frost’s group were not only ridiculously powerful, but also… well, pretty. Beautiful, actually.

But they knew better. The sharp Cer noticed this and said as they walked out with their drinks finished:

“It’s usually the pretty ones you want to stay away from. Case and point, the Eclipses. They seduce men and women alike, then BAM. Dead. High ranking Atelier members take pride in their appearance as well. You know how it is. The Blessed are all shabby looking, and they’re all trying to max out their stats. But we don’t have that problem. We already have one of theses.” She dusted her shoulders and fixed her immaculate tie.

“Only one is right.” Jury jabbed.

“We have more than 5 ready to change in. 1 is just foul.” Res sighed.

“They call it… uh, ‘minim clothing, maxing stats’, right? Or was it min-maxing for short? Still, an extra change of clothes isn’t going to help me fight the Corrupted.” Cer argued.

“But it’ll help you keep your dignity.” Frost mumbled, heading to the nearest elevator. “By the way, Cer.”

“What’s up?”

“Is there a reason you’re like this?” Frost didn’t mean this in a judging manner. Rather, she wanted to know if something happened to Cer in the past.

After their heart to heart, she realized that there was much more to Cer than what met the eye. She believed the woman was doing this all on purpose. As a ruse of some kind. Cer carefully pondered away in silence, dragging a finger along the walls before she bumped into to Frost’s arm.

“We all have roles to play. Don’t take things too seriously. Like me. Maybe a part of me really wants people to laugh. We walk roads of blood, shedding tears at every step of the way. We never saw many smiles along the way.” Cer hinted at her act, but she never allowed herself to outright admit this.

Her wall was strong, and she refused to let it. In the end, she stretched her arms and stared up into the eyes of Frost and Jury.

“… what? Am I not allowed to be sentimental?”

“Good Cer…” Ignis whispered, waddling over to her side. “You’re not a bad person. You’re funny.”

“At least you know.” Res sighed, bumping right into Cer, then, Ber joined them.

“Sis is always a step ahead. No one’s smarter than her.” She proclaimed.

“It’s good to have some humor in our lives. Just to break up all this insanity.” Jury said as they entered the elevator and proceeded to the 3rd and final floor of F-H5. She wrapped Cer’s waist with her tail and drew her close, hugging the little wolf with her giant frame.

“Heh. See how good I am at manipulating people. You could learn a thing or two.” Cer grinned.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m just happy you’re honest. Cer.” Frost tapped the woman’s head.

“What?”

“Come to me if you ever need someone to lend an ear again. I’ll always be waiting.”

“Heh… if you insist. Ok.” Cer cozied up to Jury, smiling fondly at Frost. “Can’t remember the last time someone said that to me. Maybe I do. Maybe I don’t. Maybe I’ll tell you about it one day.” Her tail happily wagged.

            

    
        175. A Musical Prisoner

    
    
    
    
                Frost scoured the first half of the 3rd floor. Each floor increased by 50% as one descended. As large as it was, traversing them was a simple task for their speed. Frost had been compiling the Attributes of the Corrupted and aligning them with the Affinities.

What she gathered was interesting. There were a total of 11 Attributes, but she only had 10 Affinities. The missing Affinity was Amalgamation no doubt. Each Attribute-related Affinity were:

Righteousness – Judgement

Religion – Civilization

Meaning – Purpose

Vigor – Wrath

Trepidation – Ego, which was one of the newer Affinities.

Obsession – Attachment, which made her remember that Caldera Industries had a motto that went by “Endorse Attachment.”. Even the Spatial Distortion I Ability she possessed mentioned something about Attachment. By this alone she pinned them with the Attachment Affinity.

Ignorance – Hope. This made sense in the context of the Blood Festival, but not so much Snap. When Frost asked, Snap responded with: “Ignorance in how we forget about our happiest moments. How they’re fleeting, and how the smallest things can blind us from these truly happier times.”

Kind of like how people get mad at their parents but forget about the love they gave them during their upbringing, huh.

“It depends, doesn’t it?”

It does. And I hate that I can’t draw on experiences. Not with my memory.

… Nihilism – Despair

Sorrow – Lament

Aspiration – Desire

And finally, Identity for Amalgamation.

“Maybe the Manual will have something. We’ll check it out later.” Frost said, keeping a copy of the Overseer’s Manual close.

Another observation was that these Corrupted were vastly different from the ones they had faced. The Archivist confirmed that none of them were a part of any of the Archetype’s tale. They were just… ‘normal’ Corrupted.

“Frost. Can I call them Main Sequence Corrupted?” Nav asked for the Archivist.

For which group of Corrupted?

“The non-Awakening ones, silly. A-Ah… Er… You know the stars, correct? O to M follows that classification. They called it Main Sequence Stars in our world.”

Our world… You know what, I remember something like that. O were the brightest stars, right?

“Yep! And the biggest! ImpulseWorks must have knowledge about this! It can’t be a coincidence!”

Exactly. By the way, are you sure you weren’t a Navigator in your past life?

“You saw how much freedom we have in our memories. Maybe not you, but I spend a lot of time recording things. I spent a lot of time archiving what was left of our world.”

Frost then questioned if Nav was a Navigator again, to which it denied. Rather, Nav equated itself to an AI since Navigators were humans.

“Or I may be the voice resulting from the Third Man Factor syndrome.”

Hey. Don’t say that. You’re real. How many times do I have to say this? You’re not a figment of my imagination.

The Third Man Factor was a syndrome that caused people to hear guiding voices in near death experiences. This voice would help them, and from what Frost recalled from her life on Earth, this was actually a real phenomenon experienced by people, particularly ice and rock climbers.

Nav and the Navigator resembled this phenomenon. The Workers were in a constant near-death environment, and Frost began hearing Nav in the Black Forest. Still, it was a farfetched idea since Nav could interact with the System. Also, Jury, Ignis, Snap and other people confirmed Nav’s existence.

Afterwards, Frost moved to explore the latter half of the 3rd floor and came across a peculiar Corrupted.






	 
	
Poisoned Apple
< G-O-087-07 >


	 



	 
	
< An eternal sleep awaits >


	 



	
ORIGIN : Folklore


	 
	AFFINITY : Attachment









This immediately confirmed to Frost that the Corrupted could manifest from the information stored in the Eternal Library, because this tale was none other from a certain fairytale back on Earth.

The implications were vast, and she wondered if the Anti-healing components were a product of a radioactive Corrupted that was formed from the information from Earth. Either that, or the radiation itself was a metaphor for something else.

The Corrupted were riddled with meaning, and they were begging to be studied.

In the end, she departed and cleared out the 3rd floor, learning that most of the G-Corrupted resided here.

Then, as she approached the final containment unit, and as she prepared to interact with this Corrupted, she realized that something was off. The Corrupted she sensed within was not a Corrupted at all.

When she finally entered the containment unit, she was met face to face with a green-haired girl, dressed in baggy, male clothes.
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This person was one of the accidentally detained people who were mistaken for the Corrupted. The 000 designation made it clear that they had no code at all and were perhaps pending further research.

The girl glared at Frost defensively, holding out her conducting wand like a threatening blade.

“I’m so sorry.” Frost instinctively whispered in a silent breath.

“So they finally sent one of the bigger ones to deal with me! Locking me up wasn’t enough! Alright – ALRIGHT! I’ll show you a piece of me! I’ve got Color blood running through my veins, bitch!”

She was feisty, panicked and obviously alarmed. A stupefied Frost stood there momentarily, trying to understand how on Earth they managed to misidentify her as a Corrupted in the first place.

Then, a split second later, the girl swished her wand and a violin appeared in her hands. And along it, were the keys of a piano.

“Cause my aunt happens to be the daughter of the Green Composer – Wait – What’s with this mashup of instruments!? The hell is wrong with your body!?” She suddenly judged Frost, her mood taking a sudden turn.

She scrambled up to her. Curiosity overruled her sense of survival as she closely inspected the flabbergasted Frost.

“Piano for sure… Woah. But you got a violin in you too! Hey, the name’s Ara! Nice too meet you!”

“… Are you ok? I’m not here to fight or hurt you.” Frost calmly spoke, wondering if she was ok. “I’m a healer too. Do you have any wounds?”

This for some reason caused a glimmer of light to shine in this person’s eyes. And then, without any warning, she thrusted the conducting wand straight for her throat in an attempt to hold her hostage.

“A healer!? You’re the perfect – HOSTAGE –! Wait – How did you –!?”

Frost, being able to see ahead in time, saw the assault and clasped onto both her hands before she could even attempt anything. She kept them close, and the girl instantly began to flush unnaturally red.

“I’m here to help you. Please relax. Calm down. I’m getting you out of here. Tch… How long did they keep you here for? C’mon. Slowly. Let me heal you.” Despite all this, Frost continued to speak to her in a soothing, motherly tone.

And this for some reason caused this person to flush red harder.

This person was bound to be a handful.

However, what she said was interesting.

She had Colored Blood and had green hair like Hellen. She even referenced her aunt being the daughter of the Green Composer, which was undoubtably Hellen. This person was likely a relative, and so, Frost asked her if she was related to Hellen.

“You know my aunt!?”

Yep… What the fuck are the chances? Did she ever mention she had a niece? I remember she only had a nephew. Weird.

            

    
        176. Taking Ara

    
    
    
    
                Ara was a Blessed Conductor much to their surprise. A Conductor were those that were able to conjure a magical symphony for mostly support. Where potions helped the individual, and where other Professions allowed to buff people en masse, Conductors could do this on a grand scale.

They were frequently used in wars. A marching band had a practical use in this world, aside from morale.

The first person Frost questioned was the Navigator.

In her defense, the Blessed could not read the stats of other Blessed or the Corrupted, which made it very easy to mistake them. Although, Frost still had to wonder just what made them suspect this woman of being a Corrupted in the first place.

“We don’t suspect them of being Mimicry! It’s – Wait, please let me find the information! I’m sorry! I’m still – I’m still getting used to this!” The Navigator did not appear to know the reason for Ara’s captivity.

She was a temporary Navigator for this facility, and like Frost, they were only here for 5 days. The appointed Navigator had apparently fallen ill due to being exposed to a certain glowing object and was expected to make a recovery in 5 days.

Frost remained inside of the containment unit with Ara as the others trickled in, wondering what was taking her so long. In that instant, the sound of broken chains blared like an alarm. No more than two people were supposed to interact with Ara for whatever reason.

“Should we be worried?” Jury questioned.

“It’s fine! That’s only the 1st Seal. Ara’s not listed as anything super dangerous. She’s just suspected for… Wishes?”

“Can you explain? And Ara, relax. These people are with me. They’re friends.” Frost assured the warry woman, who swung her conducting wand like a brandished weapon. “We’re going to bring you out.”

“They think I have something to do with that rock that grants wishes! I didn’t do anything wrong! I just – Look at me! Does it look like I wanted to become this!?” Ara complained all of a sudden as they heard several Workers position themselves outside.

“Don’t tell me you’re talking about that rumor…” Res grumbled, suspicious of this person’s claims.

“What rumor?” Jury wondered.

“The wishing one!” Ara exclaimed.

“The Piece of the Fallen Star. Another rumored Advent. They say it can grant wishes, but from what I’m hearing, it doesn’t sound like it does that correctly.” Res explained as the rattling of chains suddenly subsided. “Do you think they believe you, Frost?”

“That she’s not a Corrupted? I’m sure they’re just as confused about this. It’ll take some convincing. I am not about to let someone innocent get caught up in this.” Frost said, suddenly approaching the defensive Ara. “But it sounds like you know something about this.” Frost politely interrogated Ara, realizing that she may have a legitimate reason for being here.

“Nah – No – C’mon! Me!? I was just working my shop then one day, there was a bright flash of light and I turned into this!” She began drumming her chest. “Flesh lumps! Smaller body! Longer hair! I’m a Conductor dammit! What are you blaming me for, you damned Piano!”

Ara was furious that the blame suddenly shifted onto her. This was not Frost’s intention, but the fact that she did have her body transform in some way meant that something was indeed strange, and plausible grounds for being a Corrupted.

Maybe she was indeed Mimicry. Although, she highly doubted it. Mimicry could not form complex sentences like her, and the Navigator even confirmed this.

Frost took her by the arms and shook her lightly, urging her to elaborate. Blushing again, Ara stared off and mumbled.

“Like I said, I didn’t choose to turn into this. I don’t know what happened! Why won’t anyone believe me!? I was sitting there trying to whisk up a new composition when this happened!” She argued with tears in her eyes. “I’ve been here for two days already! The first day I couldn’t even use the bathroom until I discharged everything! Do you know what it’s like to be made less than human!? Do you know how embarrassing… how humiliating it is!?”

Frost instantly sympathized with her, realizing that she was indeed the victim of circumstances rather than an evil Corrupted. They still did not know much. Only that her wish was granted, and her body had transformed, which was why she was being kept here.

Looking around the containment unit, she realized that there weren’t any beds. It was just an empty steel compartment. This sudden realization boiled her blood to no end as she spoke to the Navigator in a slow, low-pitched voice.

“Navigator. And the Overseer. You can both hear me, right?”

“Correct… I-I found out that she had an interaction with the Piece of the Fallen Star. That’s why she’s –!”

“Are there any known issues with it? Dangers? Why is she classified as G?” Frost wanted an entire explanation. Knowing how powerful Frost was, the Navigator gulped and scrambled to find something before the Overseer spoke.

“G for aggression. It’s strong enough to kill several Workers if it really wanted to. We do not know if it was wished into existence by the phenomenon we’re seeking. There is little we can do to stop you, Black Dove. But please be aware that we will take all precautions seriously. To you it may be obvious, but to us, we only know for certain after tragedy strikes.”

Frost deeply sighed, pulling Ara towards the group as she casted [Cleanse] and other forms of healing magic just in case. It was not like she didn’t understand. They were non-Blessed, and the smallest of mistakes could cost them their lives.

Still, it did not change that they had sealed away an innocent person. If Frost hadn’t arrived, then how long would she have been kept here for? This was what infuriated her the most.

“You didn’t give her a proper designation number, so you knew there was a chance she was just a normal human.” Frost began, defending Ara.

“Half-breed.” Ara corrected. “Bit of Insectid in me. Don’t ask me how.”

This caused the triplets to surround her, scrutinizing her in every detail to figure out just what part of her was Insectid.

“Half-breed.” Frost added. “And you couldn’t even offer a bed?”

“I would have starved actually! Yeah. Yeah! Starved! Thirsted! Tell ‘em! Funny how they’ll listen to you but not me!” Ara exclaimed.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Jury whispered consolingly.

“Well… At least you care.” Ara rubbed the back of her head, striking an awkward pose.

“I’m so sorry. Protocols –”

“Protocols are not an excuse. I get you’re wary because of the Corrupted. I can forgive that. But I cannot forgive what would have happened if we didn’t intervene.”

“By what authority? How do you possibly know more than we do? Black Dove. It is a product of the Piece of the Fallen Star. All traces must be kept for investigation for its whereabouts.” The Overseer explained.

“From the top, you’ve misidentified several Corrupted. I’m willing to share which ones in exchange for complete custody of Ara. As a Color, you know a G Classed Corrupted will not be able to harm us. Moreover, you’re forgetting that we are here to provide security. Let us take Ara into our own hands directly.”

Frost began laying down the terms, speaking to the air with as much patience as she could feasibly muster.

“We do not even have to stay here. I’m only here to wait for a Retrofitter to visit. In truth, we can leave right now and there wouldn’t be anything you could do stop us.” Truth be told, Frost did not need the Coat of Prejudice repaired right away.

While it was a quality of life to have, she could simply resume dealing with the real issues on the surface than waiting around for a piece of apparel to be repaired.

She was not going to allow herself to be pushed aside just because she didn’t want to sour relationships with ImpulseWorks. Frost recalled the various times where she was left like a deer in headlights and regretted them from the bottom of her heart.

If she was going to enact change in the Ateliers, then she needed to begin now.

“I’d rather we come to an agreement than to leave by force. The Eclipse stationed in H5 will not help you. You have no healers on site besides me. You have no one that will deal with the threats in the next 5 days. And for what? For a single person? Think this carefully, Overseer.” Frost threatened to abandon the Site.

Understanding the horrors that would follow, the Overseer reluctantly agreed. It was not like they could easily call for help with the Hyperlinks destroyed. Yes, even the internal Hyperlinks kept within the Sites here in Brandar were destroyed.

“… This is why we stopped hiring out Adventurers. Troublemakers. Fine. Have it your way. Please, enlighten us, Black Dove, of your so-called knowledge.” The Overseer could not hide his annoyance. Frost had too much sway over them.

Frankly, she didn’t like manipulating people. But if push came to shove, then what other choice did she have?

Violence? That was reserved for the special few.

Business with the Ateliers operated differently from everything else. It was highly volatile, and she could only imagine what it would be like trying to lay down the terms in the face of all the Beholders.

“Thank you, Overseer. You too, Navigator. You made the right choice.” Frost assured.

“I really, really hope so.” The Navigator was at a loss for words. She didn’t know how to react at all.

“And Ara. You didn’t explain what you meant by change. You look just like a human to us, so what’s wrong?” Frost put her back into the limelight, trying to figure out what had made ImpulseWorks so infatuated by her. “Hey. Hellen. Does that name ring a bell?”

“Aunt!? You know her! She has a little kid, right!? Alice!” Ara shouted, trying to convince them that she was indeed related to them. “We’re family! I run her shop! But then this happened and now she’s probably looking for me!”

“Wait, wait – You run her shop? With her nephew?” Frost questioned as the triplets and Ignis couldn’t seem to understand what this all meant. As for Jury, she was also aware that only Hellen’s nephew manned her shop.

Then they were smacked in the face with another revelation.

“I’m her nephew! This is what I’m talking about! You think I, Ara the Conductor, wished to become like this!?” Ara slapped her voluptuous chest again.

Somehow, due to the powers of the mysterious Piece of the Fallen Star, Hellen’s nephew had become her niece. This person was gender changed just like her. And unlike Frost, she did not take it easily. Rather, it felt like she had the most appropriate reaction towards an unwanted transformation.

Things couldn’t get more confusing.

But this did confirm the existence of the Third Advent, the Piece of the Fallen Star, since ImpulseWorks were actively seeking it.

            

    
        177. Instruments and the 5-Day Plan

    
    
    
    
                Relationships between Frost and the entirety of F-H5 were strained. She appeared highly arrogant in the rest of the Facility’s eyes regarding her strongarming of the Overseer. As a result, her group was quickly evicted from their appointed residential area, which belonged in the heart of the 2nd floor.

This was also due to Ara’s presence. The Workers were uncomfortably being in the proximity of a potential Corrupted, especially within their vulnerable residential rooms. They adamantly refused for them to stay as a result, leaving Frost to negotiate with the Overseer and the 2nd floor’s Unit Manager on where they could stay.

Not that Frost needed to of course. But she had come to enjoy her nightly rests now ever since their stay in Wharftow.

The reason being? Jury of course! She looked forward to resting now, or at least resting when Jury needed to. That night had brought them much closer than she realized. If Frost’s brain could be represented with a pie chart, then Jury would make up at least 50% of all thoughts.

“And not 100% me.” Nav’s monotone voice carried a sense of sadness with it. “What a shame.”

“Black Dove… I-Is there something wrong? I keep hearing your inner voice.” The Navigator said, causing Frost to laugh to herself.

“It’s nothing. Everything’s fine on our end. We’ll be taking the 2nd floor’s infirmary, correct?” Frost asked again, swiftly changing the topic as they found themselves in a single room lined with multiple beds.

It was a miniature hospital, and they were arranged close to the center like the petals of a sunflower rather than in rows and columns. This was how all healing centers were made so long as they had a dedicated on-site healer. Frost immediately figured that this was because the healer would be able to stand in the middle and heal her patients without needing to make laborious rounds.

Additionally, there were quarantine rooms separated by door and a thick, glass-like material. She had a perfect view of every bed including the ones within the rooms from the center. Depending on the healer’s proficiency, Area Heal could reach every bed.

There was no such thing as infection control, unless of course, the person in question was infected by a Corrupted illness. But if that was the case then wouldn’t it be a risk to carry an infected person through here?

“Infection control? Frost, what are you talking about?” Cer said like she spoke in a foreign tongue, and slammed at the glass walls. “This is where they sleep overnight. Isolation rooms? Huh, is that a thing from Earth?”

Apparently, Frost was completely wrong about them being isolation rooms. They were just… for sleeping in. The only quarantine room were the hallways that were immediately infected with whatever disease. In this Facility there was one Corrupted named Cellular Feast, which slowly turned a person into a slime-like amoeba over time if they contracted the fluids of this Corrupted into their bloodstream.

There were currently no injured present, so they had this entire infirmary to themselves. As the only healer on Site, Frost took the opportunity to heal the Workers and Employees when needed.

Ara accompanied them and was shocked to find that Snap was treated like a normal being whereas they believed her to be a Corrupted. Frost agreed with her to an extent, but she was curious about the Piece of the Fallen Star.

The group eventually pulled several beds together into the corner of the room as the triplets tinkered with the Cognition Receivers. This way their voices would not be heard by the Navigator and the Overseer.

“Piece of the Fallen Star or a piece of me? Can they make up their mind?” Ara complained, struggling to fold her arms due to her… heavy assets. “I’m Ara, by the way. Good to know Colors are still around!”

“The grand… daughter? Of the Green Composer, huh?” Cer didn’t know what to call her, and defaulted to what she looked with a shrug.

“Son. Grandson. I won’t have it any other way. How does a rock grant wishes in the first place?” Ara complained again, as all eyes suddenly fell onto Frost.

She could tell they were comparing them, especially with how tame Frost was compared to Ara in regards to their gender change.

“Don’t ask us. We thought it was a rumor. I guess if ImpulseWorks are actively searching for it, then it’s a good sign that it might be true after all.” Res quietly sighed.

“Which means we have another… Advent we might have to deal with.” Jury was careful with her words now that they were in the presence of an outsider.

Ara did not seem to be the kind of person who was good at keeping secrets, and more than anything, she just wanted to get out of here. But at the same time…

“Aunt’s going to be devastated when she sees me.” Ara mumbled.

“I don’t think she’s the type judge. Hellen’s kind. Trust me, she’ll be surprised, but she’ll understand.” Frost assured her.

“Dunno. She was really strict last time we met. She left for Grandis in a hurry for her husband’s death. He was one of the victims of the Paradise disaster, did you know that Piano- I mean, Frost?”

Piano…

“She – He sees people very differently, I assume.”

I’ve been called a donkey before. An igloo, and a donut as well. But never a musical instrument.

“Let’s just say Hellen’s in the know about certain things.” Frost didn’t wish to elaborate, and only drew a finger to her lips to signify its importance. “And well… I’m kind of in the same boat as you, so at least there’s that.” She sheepishly admitted.

“No waaaay~! You’re also –!?” A bright flame flashed in the girl’s emerald eyes as she leapt across her bed and onto Frost’s, hugging her waist as she fake-cried. “– Just like meeeeee~!”

Nav. I refuse to believe that people act like this normally.

“You’re saying that after all this time?”

Frost could not refute this, and especially not when it occurred right in front of her face.

“Y-Yep. Hey – Ugh – Alright, it’s ok.” She tried comforting her, but before she could even place a hand onto her, the… woman shot up and clasped onto Frost’s shoulders with starlit eyes.

“A comrade! A friend! So you get it right!? How your shoulders get all stiff and your back hurts, and your chest gets all achey when you wave your hands like this!?” She hopped right off and began swinging her conducting wand.

And with it swung her enormous assets. Cer and Ber’s heads bounced in tune with it, as if fascinated. Then, they turned over to Jury, and then Frost herself with their thoughts written all over their faces.

“I get it now. Frost is a Piano because she’s flatter than a key. So Ara must be a pair of bongo drums.” Cer said, her eyes similarly sparkling upon reaching this epiphany.

“Ooooh! Bongo drums! And a piano key! Jury! Is that right!?” Ber inquired with urgency, like she was asking for the defusal code of a ticking time bomb.

“Don’t even try to imagine it. I’ll personally punish you both.” Jury warned, policing even their thoughts. If they weren’t careful, then they’d set a different kind of time bomb right off. “Frost is 100% mine. Get her out of your mind. Honestly, what wrong with you two? Isn’t there a day where you can just be normal?”

“Ber… please don’t say something dumb.” Ignis urged, but her voice fell onto deaf ears.

Rather, Ber smirked as if to go against Ignis’ warning.

“Then is Jury a pair of war drums?” Ber couldn’t help herself, instantly causing Res to smack them both at the back of the head.

“Ouch!”

“Res!?”

“Well, you three are a bunch of lyres.” Ara stated, instantly causing the two wolves to stare at her, shocked that she would even call them that.

“HUH!?” Cer exclaimed.

“Instrument…” Res hissed at them both.

“I-I knew that.” Cer groaned.

“We just met and we’re already being called a liar.” Ber’s ears collapsed, prompting Ignis to pat her.

“It symbolizes moderation and wisdom. That’s what I’m sensing!” Ara exclaimed as Frost forced herself to swallow her laugh. “You! Red haired cat-girl! You’re a war horn! I can tell you got lots of feistiness in ya!”

She was somewhat accurate with the meanings behind each instrument. Frost found it really interesting to hear, and she was surprised to find that Snap didn’t have an instrument of its own. She just made a ‘Brrr’ sound, and Snap replied back, tilting its head in confusion.

Then, she explained why she called Frost a piano.

“Did you know that pianos can create entire symphonies on their own? Like how they mimic pieces of every other musical instrument? You’re the first I’ve seen! Kinda cool that you also have a Violin in you! I like that.” Ara approached Frost, studying her before she placed both hands on her hips and smiled. “I’m getting that there’s two complementing instruments in you. Colors are full of surprises!”

Piano. Amalgamation. That’s pretty cool, huh.

"But the violin is for what?"

“Emotions. Deep, really deep emotions. I love the violin so much. It’s kind of my staple… If it wasn’t confiscated! Do they know how hard it was to get some of those blue strings!?” Ara suddenly complained, kicking one of the beds only to send an oversized boot flying. “DAMMIT!”

“And me?” Jury eagerly asked, wondering just what her musical instrument was.

Ara recomposed herself and took a good look at Jury. She was visibly perplexed for a moment, and she shuddered suddenly as if she was met with a horrifying realization.

“What’s wrong? Ara, say something.” Frost asked.

“N-Nothing… You all didn’t hear anything, so that was all just in my head.” She said, slowly sitting back down beside her trusted companion in arms Frost. “First time I’ve heard that one too. I thought a Corrupted just broke out.”

“Huh? Wait, what did you hear? Don’t lead us on like that.” Jury pleaded, now invested with her musical attunement.

Ara rubbed her wrists as the room fell silent, and when only the sound of Jury’s ticking heart could be heard, she uttered:

“A trumpet. I’ve never seen or heard of one before. I thought I was hearing the Arbiter’s Trumpet play! Don’t scare me like that, um… Jury, right? That’s awesome!”

Once again, another mystery had arisen, this time due to a gender bent conductor. There was no telling just what the instruments meant, or if any attention should be paid to them. But the fact that the specific quirk of a piano was its ability to mimic other instruments was what made her believe that there may be a deeper meaning behind it.

Afterall, Frost didn’t believe in coincidences, and information as small as this meant the world to her. So, she kept a mental note and pushed herself from the bed. Now that the group were acquainted with Ara, who would be staying with them for the next 5 days, she began to go over their tasks.


* * *


Frost cooked a small meal for them, and an especially large serving for the hungry Ara. She used the infirmary as a kitchen, and utilized heavily sterilized tables to organize things. Her fire magic was put to good use as she roasted meat.

The fine level of control she displayed using her magic was abnormal for someone who was only a beginner, but she pushed that all aside and explained what would be occurring in the next 5 days until the Impulse Artificer arrived.

Firstly, today had no planned events. The number of available floors was an indicator of how many tribulations a Site would face on a weekly basis. 7 completed floors meant that they’d be facing all sorts of events every single day of the week. Here in F-H5 they only had 3 days they needed to worry about.

Tomorrow was the start of the 3-day cycle. Apparently, the Site was predicted to be invaded by Impuritas entities. This grew stronger depending on how much liquid Nex was stored for the daily quotas, and the invasions would cease when the liquid Nex was shipped away.

The Impuritas likely required this Nex as well, but Frost did find it strange how they only arrived on specific days, and how it all depended on the number of chains destroyed. This was largely due to another assortment of entities called the Aberrations, which was what they were going to face on the 5th and final day, when the 3rd Seal would be broken to expand the Site and its Risk Level.

They were expected to fight against the 3rd Horseman, as they’ve called it. Failure would cause the Overseer to be terminated on the spot. Frost didn’t know what to expect other than to prepare for a violent encounter.

This was the primary reason why Frost was sent here in the first place. As the Site currently was, they’d lose around 40%-50% of all workers, if not total failure during the 3rd Seals opening.

From the 1st to the 4th Seal a Horsemen in the order of white, red, black, and pale would challenge the Site for an unknown reason. It left Frost all the more curious since they were documented to also despise the Impuritas.

Interesting things were ahead.

Furthermore, as they gobbled up a delicious, pulled-beef stew and a side of skewers, they discussed the topic of Mimicry. Apparently, Mimicry was a real Corrupted that had escaped and disappeared alongside the Heart of Ours. It was unknown if it was still in the Derma layer, but it seemed like ImpulseWorks had reason to believe it was somewhere in the Nex Megalopolis.

And then, for the final topic –

“The Piece of the Fallen Star.” Jury mentally spoke to Frost, Ignis, Nav and Snap.

“Leitmotif wanted to become a Corrupted. They wouldn’t stop talking about wishes either. If the Piece of the Fallen Star can grant wishes, then it’s possible that they’re after it.” Frost explained, linking these two vital pieces of information together.

“I can’t believe people want to ruin themselves all for power…” Ignis lamented, having been a victim of a Corruption Event. “Don’t they know how horrible it is?”

“Yeah. I can’t even imagine the despair of becoming a Corrupted. They never struck me as a sane bunch. And it thankfully doesn’t seem like anyone knows where this Advent is. So how did Ara know what it looked like?” Frost wondered as all eyes suddenly fell onto her, and coincidentally, so did the triplets who wondered what was going on.

“Mwhat’s Mmwrong? Morry Mime Mwa Mwessy Meater. (What’s wrong? Sorry I’m a messy eater).”

“Can you tell us something about the Piece of the Fallen Star? You said you found a rock, right? Do you know where it is?” Frost quietly asked.

“I saw it in the skies! At night! I saw a weird rock shooting past and BAM! My vision went blind!” Ara unfortunately didn’t know much else, and the group were left wondering if this Advent was currently in Brandar.

There was a rumor about granted wishes here in the Nex Megalopolis, after all.

And Ara’s existence proved it was true.

            

    
        178. Confirming a Corrupted

    
    
    
    
                The Facility never sleeps.

So long as the Corrupted existed then the Workers, the Employees, the Navigator, and the omnipotent Overseer could not afford to take pleasure in leisurely comforts. They had strict curfews and two separate shifts, although, depending on the risks, all Workers needed to be prepared throughout each and every day.

Today was one of the days where every Worker needed to remain vigilant. The Navigator and the Overseer seldom saw rest, if ever. While the Navigator was allowed much freedom around the Sites, the Overseer lived within their operational quarters. While the Site Core was the heart of the Site, the Operational Deck was the eye, and the Navigator was its brain.

The Workers were an extension of them. The muscles, in a way. As for the Employees, they represented neurons, endlessly transmitting information to the Navigator who possessed the sole purpose of existing as a living, breathing encyclopedic database.

Together, the Site could thrive as a singular entity, rather than a well-oiled machine. However, just like the living body, these ‘Workers’ were prone to death when dealing with foreign bodies.

It was Frost’s and her group’s role to minimize as many deaths as possible during these 5 days, whilst sharing her knowledge of the Corrupted. Their Origins and Affinities provided insight and caused several Corrupted to have their classifications changed. On the eve of the 1st day, Frost worked closely with the 2nd floor’s Unit Manager.
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A thin, tall, bald man dressed in a similar laboratory coat to the Overseer and the Navigator walked Frost through their floor and approached one of the K-Classed Corrupted. Nothing about him screamed that he was one of the green-skinned Orcs. Although, the green pigmentation of the Orcs was one of several colors.

Green was the most common, and how they were usually identified since their ancestors shared the same color. However, due to their migrations that led them away from the magical Region of Spiritas, they began to slowly change over the span of a few centuries.

Frost had several questions for Nav, such as “What makes a half-breed a half-breed, even though they look like normal humans?”, and “Do they have defining traits?”

Nav promptly answered as they approached the doors to a containment unit of a lax Corrupted.

“Nothing. They have zero redeeming qualities. Objectively speaking, and forgive me for saying this, but they are inferior to humans and the other racial half. While an Orc in this case can create more Orcs through a human womb, an Orc’s womb will not produce an Orc when inseminated by human life.”

How the hell does that work?

“I’m afraid I do not know. But don’t be wary by the Orcs. As we’ve discussed beforehand, the Orcs here are not the same ones depicted in your world’s literature. They are rather civil, and eager for combat when they’re matched with strong opponents.”

Frost had a closer look at the man. He didn’t dare to return her gaze, intensely gulping as they came to a complete stop.

Yeah. I’m not picking up any violent tendencies.

“Oh please, Frost. Bears are more violent than Orcs, and you’re already aware of how they react in your presence.” Nav reminded.

It was not that the half-breed man did not carry their violent traits, it was that he fully understood how insurmountably small he was compared to Frost in every conceivable way, aside from size.

Not that he was afraid of course, but after hearing of how she strongarmed the Overseer, he approached Frost with caution.

“Dear Color.” He began, wiping away a bead of sweat. “We’re here. The Shameaway flower Corrupted resides here. I believe this is one of the misidentified Corrupted?” He spoke in a professional, succinct manner as Frost pulled up the Stats of the creature within.
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“This is the one. You have it listed as an Obsession Attribute, when it should be Trepidation.” Frost claimed, piquing the interest of the man as he approached the steel doors.

“Trepidation for a flower, and not Obsession? As – As you are, Black Dove, is it fine for me to question you?” He suddenly asked in a rather strange, nearly roundabout way.

“Go ahead. What, do you think I’m lying? As a healer?” Frost reminded, joining him by the doors as she heard subtle murmurs emerge from within. “It’s alright. Ask away. I don’t have anything to hide. All Unit Managers can hear them too, correct?”


< “I wish to be left alone.” >


 

< “Enclosed in my safest spot, away from touch.” >


He nodded, and even soundlessly repeated them with his lips, right before he answered with:

“That’s what makes us Unit Managers. We do the interpretations and deep dives into the Corrupted using their accumulated liquid Nex.” He flashed a vial filled with a certain blue liquid, reminiscent of Serum H.

Rather, Frost suspected that Serum H was in fact a form of liquid Nex, or at least was made from it. After all, Inflow Direct was ImpulseWorks’ biggest consumer of the liquid Nex.

“You only need to drink it, I presume?” Frost inquired, but the man did not seem to understand it himself.

He explained that it wasn’t so simple, and that his ability to interpret the liquid Nex appeared one day. It was a known phenomenon that occurred to Workers the longer they were exposed to the Corrupted. As if the exposed Nex sept into their souls, forever tainting them as they became able to hear the voices of the Corrupted.

This was how they determined the Attributes. Depending on what they heard, pbserved, and experienced, they categorized them accordingly. The deep dive, which occurred when they sipped from the liquid Nex of a certain, targeted Corrupted, allowed them to dabble into the emotionally charged backstory of the Corrupted.

Liquid Nex was in a way a Corrupted’s emotional story, packaged and ready for consumption. As a result, those exposed to these were usually driven mad. The higher the Corrupted Threat Level, the more severe the symptoms were.

She asked if people ‘transformed’ or changed right before the Unit Manager banged on the door, to which he replied with:

“They become shells of their former selves, consumed by what we consume to keep things running. You begin to understand the things that made them. It’s an experience, if that makes any sense. This one? It’s new, has unremarkable materials, and a weird story.”

“What do you mean by story?” Frost was interested, as was Nav.

She remembered the bright-blue liquid she swallowed from the Greed Counter, but never recalled experiencing anything like the man described. In all likeliness, that was probably not even liquid Nex.

“I want to say story of their creation, but… We really don’t know how they’re made. If it was that simple, then hell, our world would be overrun by them. Instead, we think there’s a catalyst out there. Either that, or it really depends on so many different factors, because not all Corrupted have the same intense background.” He explained, hanging the door wide open for Frost to join him. “This is a two-man job.”


< “Let me blossom and shine down here away from everything else.” >


 

< “Please don’t make me curl up and shy away.” >

            

    
        179. The Origin of the Biggest Red Sniping Hood

    
    
    
    
                “Have you ever gotten a positive outcome from it?” Frost asked, looking at the counter which had a giant ‘X’ on it, indicating that the Corrupted was incapable of escaping.

“Once, that’s how we know it’s useless. But it produces a substantial amount of Nex when two or more people interact. We think It’s Obsession because it’s probably a flower meant for one person.” He explained, and further added on its revealed backstory.

Apparently, this flower was born by an obsessive lover, who was rendered miserable due to a rejection. The Corrupted, which was revealed to be a tiny green, fern-like flower closely resembled the Mimosa Pudica.

Or in other words, the Touch Me Not flower.

Giant, spiky vines infested the enclosure, and they instinctively slithered to the furthest end of the containment unit the moment they both stepped foot inside. Frost couldn’t help but marvel at the Corrupted, which anyone could have easily mistaken for natural fauna.

Nav even confirmed that flowers could reach meters in size and possess teeth to chomp on unfortunate victims. Frost knew of the Touch Me Not flower and found it odd that it would be a representation of love.

She watched the man approach it, reaching down for the flower but Frost instantly casted Scrutiny and froze him where he stood.

“Wait. Is this a flower that represents love?” She wanted to know from him directly.

“No. It’s a foreign flower from the jungles of Emvita. At least in resemblance. W-Why are you asking, Black Dove?”

“Don’t tell me you believe that all flowers are a representation of love.”

“Forgive me for asking, but is that not what they’re for?”

Nav revealed this this was indeed called the Touch Me Not in this world, but the true meaning behind it was locked away in both the Regions of Emvita and Spirtas. They were not native in Brandar, so it came to no one’s surprise that they didn’t understand what it represented.

The Touch Me Not was symbolic of fear. Isolation. Timidness.

As an Attribute, it was undoubtably Trepidation, confirmed by its Ego Affinity.

“Flowers have meaning behind them. With the Corrupted, please never believe it’s as simple as ‘love’ or ‘rejection’. However, I think you might be right about the rejection part. Just not the Obsession.” Frost urged him to back away as the flower glistened slightly.

Beneath it were a pair of seed pods, which shivered to the slightest change in air. Their breaths were enough to stimulate it.

“The seeds of the Touch Me Not are explosive. Proceed with caution.” Nav warned.


< “Get away. Get away. Get away.” >

 

< “I live in this one spot. Why must you trample on me? Please go away. Don’t touch me and leave me to curl up and shrivel away.” >


 

Even though Frost did not understand the backstory as well as this man, she could already guess that this Corrupted was the manifestation of a person’s traumatic past. To what degree was unknown, but the fear it exerted caused Frost to feel pity towards it as she motioned for the man to leave with her.

He didn’t attempt to say otherwise.

“If it was Obsession, then it would have chosen a different kind of flower. A rose might be Aspiration (Desire), and a Corpse Flower might even be Obsession (Attachment).” Frost explained this to him in layman’s terms as he looked at Frost with confusion, as if still unable to believe her.

Then, suddenly, as the doors shut behind them, a face appeared on a reflective, obsidian stone above the unit. It was a bright-blue face with love-hearts for eyes, meaning they had achieved the most positive outcome.

The Unit Manager was left stunned by the revelation, realizing that Frost did indeed tell the truth. He immediately apologized in quiet breath before he tidied up his coat and cleared his congested throat.

“You struck me as another one of the higher Atelier members. Don’t get me wrong, none of us are happy with how you handled things with our subject of that wish-granting mystery. But… I can’t deny that your knowledge has weight. Good for us as well.”

“I take that those Atelier members aren’t that friendly, huh?” Frost understood what he meant, remembering that arrogant Red Giant she Judged almost immediately on the spot.

“Look at them wrong outside of Brandar, and you’re already dead. A lot of them still remember past Atelier wars and are itching for some fresh blood. Not to mention that… well, you know how it was like during those times.” He said.

Elysia’s past was brutal. Earth was much the same, but the biggest difference was that the people in this world lived for upwards of a hundred, to hundreds of years, meaning that old, gruesome traditions crash and burn much, much harder.

Such was the tragedy of this world, where rulers only knew how to lead through fear. ImpulseWorks was in the same boat, although, they did have some very lucrative benefits. One being that their families get to stay within the walls of the City of Hearts, away from the world that despised them.

Frost mentally sighed, having heard enough of how deeply rooted all this madness was. So, she asked if she could ‘taste’ one of the liquid Nex batches, just to see if she could perform a deep dive as well.

The Unit Manager slipped one out from a hidden pocket within his coat and offered it to her.

“It’s from another Site. This one’s on its way to the new General Site. Our temp Navigator’s going to look after it, but between you and me –” He whispered to near inaudible levels. “– She’s going to get them all killed.”

“She’s new. Don’t forget that. And I wouldn’t bad mouth the people who dictate what Corrupted you’re allowed to interact with.” Frost stated, despising his slight against the Navigator, who Frost really didn’t mind at all. “There’s no lid. You get this open how exactly?”


Liquid Nex

< A vial of liquified Nex. The conversion process is unknown >


 

< Corrupted >

< A-V-121-01 >

< “Biggest Red Sniping Hood” >


 

< True Corrupted Name >

< Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin >


 

“I would open it, but that glass is near indestructible. The acid we use to open and seal them is currently being –”

Indestructible? Frost would be the judge of that. Like a grape, she hung it over her mouth and snapped her jaws shut.

Crunch.

The man was left in a state of complete and utter shock when he watched Frost munch on the vial like it was no more than crunchy biscuit. She devoured it and was surprised to find that the taste was similar to… bread? She at least believed, except this also had a metallic, iron taste to it as well.

Frost prepared to see visions, stories, dreams – Everything. From the way the Unit Manager described it, she thought she would be sent into an induced psychosis, but instead… Nothing happened. At all. She wondered if her RESIST was too high, but that shouldn’t have been the case.

Then, Nav revealed something.


< ORIGIN: Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin >

< Specific Nex Received >


 

< Do you wish to hear the blurbs of its Origins? >

< Yes | No >


 

Yes please.


 

< Please give me one moment >

 

< Odd… Frost. Can I say something before we begin? >


 

What’s wrong? Please tell me what’s wrong.


 

< I believe… I am experiencing this Corrupted’s tale. But I unfortunately cannot begin to describe this sensation. In… In any case… S-strange. I see. I believe this Corrupted is relatively unknown even to the Archivist as they are not archived. She only knows of it by name. But its deeper story is right here. She will store this knowledge well >


 

< Here it is, Frost >


 

* * *


 

Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin

ORIGIN: Trauma AFFINITY: Wrath


< 1 >


< Be warned Frost, this isn’t sufficient enough Nex to complete its story >


Once upon a time, tucked away deep in the forests beyond the green pastures and civil life of the town. Every morning of every day, for the last 2 years, a black-haired girl delivered a basket of bread to her ill grandmother. In exchange, she would always give her a tasty biscuit.

She donned a simple, white hooded robe, a skirt, and a long stick for poking at high-handing fruit.

One day, a bright light blinded her and a white wolf suddenly stopped her in her tracks, wondering where she was headed to. He was a kind, generous wolf who was known by the inhabitants of the forest as a helpful animal who loved guiding people.

“My grandmother’s house!” The naïve girl exclaimed, and the wolf calmly warned her to be careful and let her go on her way.


< 2 >


“Grandmother! Grandmother!” The girl knocked before she strode into her grandmother’s home. She was met with red-stained sheets and a weirdly animalistic-looking person wearing her grandmother’s normal apparel.

But the naïve girl shrugged it off, asking: “Grandmother! You’ve gotten so fluffy!”

Her white-furred grandmother burped: “Only to hug you with!”

“And your eyes are so big!”

“Only to see you more!”

“And your mouth is so big!”

“Only to swallow you whole!”

Suddenly, as the naïve girl drew in close, the white wolf sprung from the bed sheets and bit the girl’s arms. Her naivety and misplaced trust on the white wolf had made her an easy target, and she realized that her grandmother was long inside of his belly.

She cried as she was bitten from stomach to chest, her white robe turning red as her near-lifeless body was thrown into what was left of her grandmother’s body. Luckily, his belly was already filled with her grandmother, so she was left there to sleep in a pool of her grandmother’s blood.

“You shouldn’t trust strangers so easily!” The white wolf judged her.

She was blamed for her naivety, despite it all being the wolf’s fault. He left howling in laughter in the middle of the night as the forest turned black.

She was left stabbed and skewered in place so she would be eaten by tomorrow. But the black-haired girl did not wish to die and wished to get back at the white wolf who had betrayed her trust.


< Frost. Please do not be alarmed. I’m sure you’ve noticed it as well >


 

< This Corrupted may be a manifestation of your trauma with Iscario >

            

    
        180. A Slightly Normal Cer

    
    
    
    
                A Corrupted created by Frost’s own trauma.

The thought that such a thing existed caused conflicting emotions to arise. It was a weird, almost motherly feeling. But there was also a begrudging sense of hostility. The Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin was an A-Classed Threat, and it wielded an oversized anti-materiel rifle.

What boggled her mind the most was how it was only categorized as A with something that could cleave right through the thickest of metal. In fact, a rifle that size would have little issue penetrating a Site’s steel doors.

So what made it so… well, weak for lack of a better word? At least compared to the Corrupted they usually faced.

Apparently, the Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin was a Corrupted that possessed multiple interaction types. It was non-violent from what the Navigator explained, aside from when provoked or, most interestingly, when a positive outcome was achieved with certain Corrupted.

One of them was G-O-087-07, the ‘Poisoned Apple’. From what Frost understood, the Poisoned Apple belonged to one of the fairy tales from Earth. With the name of the Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin’s weapon being ‘Fairytale’s Bane’, it became obvious just what Corrupted triggered its violent tendencies.

And most of all, it mirrored Frost’s hunt against the Impuritas.

Unfortunately, this Corrupted was not on this Site, so she couldn’t investigate it further. But she sincerely hoped that it was a friendly Corrupted, just like Snap. Otherwise, it’d have to be put down.

Or Realized.

The Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin was currently being stored somewhere in the desert Region of Scaldak; a relatively inhospitable, dry hell. Curious, Frost asked the Navigator why they chose a remote area for storage if all Sites required a Nex-rich environment.

It was simple. Accumulation Sites – which stored Corrupted before they were classified – did not need to harvest Nex. They just needed to hold onto them. And besides, Nav’s information about Scaldak was outdated.

While civilizations did not thrive along its sandy dunes, the skies were littered with giant, floating objects. They acted as bastions and cities. They were previously the ruins of ancient Caldera Industries weapons of war, and because of their giant glass-like instruments, anything that roamed the desert during the day was effectively scorched by rays so powerful that they turned the sand into glass.

In short, the region made it difficult for powerful Corrupted to escape unscathed.

Other Sites supplied them with Nex to make up for the demands of the Site Core.

And interestingly enough:

“G-Z7. I’m going to be its Navigator. I think it’s going to be based in Emvita.” The Navigator revealed. “I don’t know if I’ll be enough, but I want to do my best. The Corrupted…”

She wanted to say something more to Frost, but she stopped herself with a small hum. Frost sat beside a sleeping Jury, her head resting on her lap. As usual, her tail kept Frost in place. Jury was a possessive lover. Or maybe she was like a predator that wanted to keep its prey close overnight?

Not that she minded, of course.

“What about them?” Frost wanted to hear the Navigator speak her mind.

“It’s nothing. I always had this weird… really stigmatizing belief about them.” She admitted as Frost listened to Jury’s heart, all the while she watched an analogue clock tick down on the wall. “Don’t mind me. Please get ready. The Overseer is coordinating our Workers. You will be dealing with the brunt of the event.”

They were 60 minutes away from the break of dawn.

Everyone was sound asleep. The soft snores of her friends filled their dim room. The triplets huddled in a corner like a giant mass of fuzz, and Ignis and Ara found themselves submerged in a sea of Snap’s golden fur.

Earlier, before the group rested for the night, the Overseer went over the specifics of tomorrow’s events. The first was that they were expecting at least 2 tribulations. 3 if they required excess Nex for whatever reason.

This all depended on how much Nex was converted into liquid Nex for the day. Once a certain threshold was met, then a Tribulation Event would occur.

Tribulations were essentially Impuritas invasions that spanned the entire Site. While they knew which days to look out for and when this threshold was met – They could only know which Impuritas group would attack ahead of time through Act X’s Crystal Plaque.

This mattered tremendously. Being in the wrong place at the wrong time was one thing, but being unprepared for the type of Impuritas was another. Depending on the Impuritas, such as the Librarians, a total lockdown needed to occur, and the corridors would then send spinning blades to shred them, or completely close their walls to crush them.

The Paged disease was not something most Sites were equipped to deal with.

In 60 minutes, they would be met with an old Impuritas foe – the Crimson Hunger.

It was exactly during this time when the Herald delivered the next set of missions, as well as the predictions for tomorrow.

One of these missions was to ensure that there were zero deaths today. Normally, these missions were as simple as “have an entire floor spin around five times.”, or “have ‘X’ eat with their mouth closed.”

A telltale sign that things were about to get serious was when a significantly harder objective, like this one, arrived.

Frost drowned in the caressing tune of Jury’s heartbeat, noticing that Cer had suddenly risen awake. The woman yawned, scratched her belly, and dragged herself onto her feet with misty eyes.

She didn’t wear her suit. But she wasn’t going to allow the Overseer and Navigator see an esteemed Moon like herself walk around with her bare feet. Her keen senses had allowed her to locate the room’s Scrying Crystal, which were used as magical cameras.

Her suit hung in the air like a ghost had worn it. Underneath it was the invisible, floating Scrying Crystal.

Currently, Cer was only in a pair of shorts, and a very simple white shirt which she tucked into her shorts.

A sleepy Cer was a rare sight, and her ears twitched whenever she yawned. Her tail dragged behind her like a broom as she roused everyone with a pinch on the ear, including Snap somehow.

"Ceerrrrr. You’re not right next to meeeee.” Ber complained, grasping at Res as their tails tumbled and rolled onto one another.

“Cer… Come back… A-ah… Is it… morning?” Res groaned something similar before she snapped out of her drowsy state, clasping at the air where Cer once was.

Their adorable display did not, however, detract from their sheer, near unmatched power as Moons. Frost enjoyed seeing this side of them, and now that she thought about it, she hadn’t really seen them sleep before.

“… Ugh. Slept?” Cer asked Frost, moving to a porcelain sink where she splashed water onto her face.

“A little.” She answered in a whisper.

“Well, a little’s better than nothing. At least got some sleep. Wouldn’t want to worry her. Or us.” Cer rubbed her eyes before she dipped her tail into the sink. “Getting rid of some gunk in there. Ber wouldn’t stop chewing on it.”

“You three are inseparable, huh? You didn’t want to sleep on the beds?”

“We’re not used to beds. I wouldn’t be surprised if the half-breeds in here don’t use them either.” Cer stated, combing through her tail with her fingers as she stared at Frost through the basin’s mirror. “You’re kind. But you don’t need to look at me like that. It is what it is. Besides, I’d like to see anyone mess with us now.”

“Well, would you consider sleeping in a bed if I offered you to sleep with us?” Frost joked, causing Cer to simply smirk, which caught Frost by surprise.

She completely expected Cer to jump up for joy, rejoice, or blurb out something obnoxious. But her reaction was tame, and just looked at Frost fondly and chuckled.

“It would be like old days for me. But… I don’t think I’m ready to let myself go back. Those two can.” She spoke cryptically right before she disappeared into the isolation room.

There, she shook her tail like how a dog dries itself before she returned with her tail cradled in her tiny arms. She approached Frost and, without any warning, brushed it against her face.

“Ah-haha. What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?” Frost patted her tail away, which only caused Cer to stare up at her with inquisitive eyes. “Is there something on your mind?”

“A lot of things. But love ain’t one of them. Don’t get it all mixed up. I got someone else on my mind, thank you very much.” Cer said in a kidding manner, assuring Frost that she was fine.

Frost only now realized just how brightly red her irises were. They had a subtle glow, and they glistened like rubies underneath the light of her own golden eyes.

“You’re talking about the twins, right?” Frost carefully said, stroking Jury’s head.

“Who knows. Heh. But you know, you really do have nice eyes. I knew from the start you were special but ‘oh no, I can’t possibly break the rules and join you as our one way ticket to heaven.’” Cer complained all of a sudden, mocking her voice as she assaulted Frost and Jury with her tail again, all the while the others finally orientated themselves.

Ber and Res were shocked by Cer’s behavior for some reason. They didn’t step in or say a word, only choosing to observe. Before long, her playful assault subsided, and she just stared up at Frost with mellow eyes.

“Moron. We all could’ve skipped all of this. But I know, I know. ‘I don’t regret anything’… You’re just like…” Her smile suddenly subsided as her gaze fell to the floor. “Tch. Listen, forget what I said. Keep those eyes sharp, will you? I’ll be mad if you lose them.”

Frost patted her head in response. Her sunken ears suddenly pushed against her palm as her tail gently wagged. She cheered up a little, but she never let her face show this.

“Hey. Are you ok? Look, whatever you’re feeling. Whatever it is that’s bothering you… and whatever it is you’re carrying isn’t something I can imagine. You’re really strong, you know that?” Frost praised her as the woman nodded. “Cer. I want you to know that if you ever think that you can’t bear it, then I want you to lean on me for help.”

“On us!” Jury joined, also patting her head as Cer’s tail brushed against them.

A Demi-human’s tail was their most sacred place. Only those they considered closer than family were allowed the honor of stroking it. At times, they allowed children to but that was only during certain circumstances.

It was the hallmark of a Demi-human’s trust, and Cer openly granted them this with a grin.

“What’s with you two? Not you too Ignis. Look, what’s going to weight down a Moon?” She pushed their hands away. “But I’ll consider it. Be honored~ But thanks. Really, you really are just like…” She trailed off purposefully. “Heh. Got you there. Like who? Dunno.”

She returned to her sisters’ side, who could only stare carefully at Cer as if there was something wrong with her. But nothing was, because moments later, they titled their heads and welcomed her with a small smile.

“Isn’t she cunning?” Cer suddenly sighed, revering back to her old self. “Look what she did to us. She has Jury already, but she took Res and me as well! You’re next!” She warned Ber, causing the woman to point at herself.

“Me!? I’m next!? Jury! What just what kind of person did you fall in love with!?” Ber shouted, joining Cer’s cheeky ruse as Frost couldn’t help but laugh alongside Jury, who suddenly embraced Frost and said:

“Maybe it’s you three that want her.”

“Heh. Yeah… yeah. Look at me with contempt.” Cer reveled in Jury’s gaze, which was jokingly scrutinizing.

Cer Syndrome was truly a serious illness.

“Oh no, CER!” Ber exclaimed, shaking her sister to snap out of it.

“Seriously, what the hell is wrong with your brain!?” Res pilled in.

Despite the horrors that awaited, their group was relatively nonchalant. On the other side of the Cognition Receivers, they could hear how the Overseer was becoming annoyed with how little of a threat they saw the Crimson Hunger as.

At the same time, the Navigator tried to picture just what sort of strength it took to laugh in the face of their equivalent of a living nightmare. Ignis and Snap just glanced at each other, and they both shrugged, nodded, and watched the spectacle unfold.

Ara on the other hand, who knew of the threats they were about to face, proudly smiled. Their lax attitude inspired confidence in her.

Either that, or she was just happy to hear the Overseer suffer.

*Snap*

Suddenly, a polaroid slipped into Cer’s shirt.

Frost couldn’t help but to wonder who was in that photograph, certain that she reminded Cer of whoever it was.


* * *


An hour later, the Site issued a warning. A unique siren blared this time. It was a low-pitched rumble as the bright, magical lights throughout the Site flashed red.


//////// WARNING ////////


< TRIBULATION IN EFFECT >


 

CRIMSON HUNGER

< Dungeon >

< “Gnaw and churn. The hunger must never end.” >


 

Suddenly, and without any warning, mysterious clumps of flesh began to populate the corridors of each floor. They began as tiny grains of meat before they combined into giant clumps of flesh.

These were none other than the Flesh Clots.

            

    
        181. Tribulation Dungeon: Crimson Hunger

    
    
    
    
                There were 3 rules when it came to Tribulations.

The first was that all Workers needed to immediately cease all activity and return from mandated breaks to deal with the threat. It did not matter if they were asleep or ill. It was an ‘all hands-on deck’ operation.

The second required all Workers and Employees to remain within one of 4 wings of their floor, or the central room where the elevators were located. Anyone outside would be met with a gruesome end unless they were capable.

As for the third, no Corrupted must be interacted with until all threats are dealt with. Failure to comply risked jeopardizing the entire Site with not just the Impuritas but Corrupted as well.

Frost’s group was split across all three floors 30 minutes prior to the invasion, granting them ample time to prepare. Under the Overseer’s guidance, all Workers were sent to the northern wings. They only needed to defend one room whilst Frost and the others planned to comb through the entire floor and eradicate the encroaching Crimson Hunger.

This way they could guarantee that all lives would be spared. There was only one issue, however.

Ara could not enter the Administrative level with Snap. Instead, Frost needed to force the 2nd Floor to house her with them in the northern wing. It took some convincing, but with the peculiar power that Frost possessed, the Unit Manager eventually offered to personally watch Ara.

In the meantime, Frost paired up with Cer. Jury and Res were located in the 3rd Floor, whilst Ignis and Ber moved to the 1st. The pairings were arranged in such a way where Frost could directly communicate with them via Nav.

That way if something were to go awry then she’d instantly be made aware. Despite how pitifully weak the threat was, Frost did not dare to underestimate them. Where she could annihilate a Flesh Clot in the blink of an eye, she vividly remembered her first encounter with them and how a handful of Scarlet Logic personnel were assimilated into the pulsating mass.

30 minutes was a lot of time, and Frost took the opportunity to line the walls with her metal strands. She ensured that the Overseer made all Workers and Employees aware of this, because the last thing she wanted was for someone to lose a hand, or the Nexus forbid, their head.

The agonizing steam left her fingertips as strings were produced at a steady rate. The Navigator was bewildered by a healer with Anid-like abilities, and she unintentionally blurted out:

“She’s like an embodiment of the healer-Anid relationship. Wow… That steam looks painful.”

“You wouldn’t believe it.” Frost responded.

She didn’t know they would be facing Flesh Clots until the Navigator mentioned ‘Meatballs’.

From what they understood, the order of Tribulation intensity fell in line with how Impuritas Dungeons evolved over time. It began with normal Dungeon entities, then an Infestation, a Plague, and finally, what they called a Dungeon Corrupted Zone.

But Frost knew all too well that the 4th stage of the Impuritas was called the Complex.

The maximum that this Site could face were Infestations-levelled Impuritas. After the 3rd Seal was broken then Plagues would become their greatest threat. Now that Frost realized it, their Facility was severely under equipped to deal with such threats.

Because Plague entities were easily upwards of level 70, which would be akin to an F-Threat Corrupted. And the last time she checked; the highest levelled Workers were only level 50.

Hell, the Crimson Hunger had creatures ranging in the 40 to mid-50s at just the Infestation stage. This was one of ImpulseWork’s fatal flaw, which the Hyperlinks alleviated as neighbouring Sites usually donated strong Workers to help deal with their threats.

But with them gone, they needed to rely on Scarlet Logic…

And even they were unreliable.


* * *


The red, flashing lights and the blaring, low-pitched alarm marked the entrance of the Crimson Hunger. Nav flashed a unique prompt which only Frost and her Realized companions could see.

“I’ll take the one half of the Site. The other is free for yours to take.” Frost gave this one simple order to Cer as they took their positions within the central room of the 2nd floor, waiting for the steel doors to open.

“Pshhh. You’re taking this too seriously.” Cer shrugged, her fangs emitting an electric charge. “They’ve got some insulated walls behind the metal, but it has its limits. Guess I’ll have to bite them instead.”

Indeed. While the containment units were heavily insulated against electrical and thermal attacks, it was rated only for Monsoon Corrupted. Cer, a Moon, laughed in the face of such measures.

She could very well electrocute the entire floor with just the snap of her jaw.

“Don’t let anyone die. Please remember that.” Frost reminded as the doors whined open, revealing a hallway filled with 6 stationary Flesh Clots.

“As usual!” Cer exclaimed and slid through her door’s opening on all fours, leaving Frost to face her own collection of monsters.

They shivered and began rolling towards her the moment they caught whiff of her presence. The giant, meaty masses bounced like pinballs as they rolled straight into her threads, severing various chunks before she hit them with Scrutiny.

From there, Frost launched right into action with an incredible lunge and a hunger for these fleshy monstrosities. Since Punch was already mastered, she took the opportunity to begin leveling Double Punch.

The secondary strike hollowed them, spewing chunks into the air which she immediately incinerated using a controlled flame thanks to Inferno. The walls were blackened by a layer of heavy soot as she pummelled them to bits.

She did not eat them then and there. They’d be collected later for consumption.

The amount of food present within the Site was woefully inadequate for her. With the hallway reduced to a picturesque mess of red and black, she immediately moved through the outer layers of the floor which connected each wing with one another.

            

    
        182. Impuritas and Their One Wish

    
    
    
    
                She barged into the northern room and left the crowd of Workers and Employees shocked by the state of the hallways. They could not believe a healer was capable of such combat prowess, and not to mention that her speed was so swift that she leapt over them as the Overseer immediately opened the westmost door, where she was surprised to find it empty.

This L-shaped hallway was one of the few spared from the invasion. Usually, upwards of 4 hallways on each floor would spawn the Impuritas. It took her less than a minute to thoroughly comb through her entire half and eliminated another hallway.

And much to her amazement, one of the hallways were littered with the remains of the Flesh Clots. Her strands had done their job, and a blitzing Cer came rushing right around the corner.

“I got one! What about you!” Cer called out, biting through the strands as she approached Frost.

“Finished three! That’s all of them!” She said, kicking one of the eyes of the Flesh Clumps away like a ball. “Looks tasty, huh?”

“You’ll eat that but not me. I think there’s something wrong with your brain after all.” Cer poked at one with her foot.

“You’re telling me.” Frost sighed.

She began sifting through the meat as the sirens soon subsided. The flashing lights returned to normal. The Tribulation was over, and at once, Employees arrived with giant, metal containers and sticks. Workers followed with sharp weaponry, presumably to butcher the Flesh Clots.

This was part of their clean up protocol, which had them collect all forms of waste and dump them into a vat of acid. They looked at Frost like she was crazed lunatic as she searched for something within the carcasses.

“Go clean up somewhere else. This is our catch.” Cer warned as they stood their ground, waiting for the orders of the Overseer.

“C-Could you please step aside for them, Black Dove.” The Navigator asked.

“Sorry, but I want these ones for myself. Let them clean up the rest. Tch… It doesn’t look like they have any coins. Weird. So how the hell did they end up here in the first place?”

A Spatial Distortion Etched Coin was what Frost scoured for. She could not believe that the Impuritas emerged without the aid of one, but much to her surprise, she found nothing. Granted, Etched Coins disappeared on use, but she still wanted to be thorough with her search just in case.

“Coins? Um… We don’t know. Normally, the existence of a Site Core prevents them from entering. Or big Caldera Industries machines, like the ones in the Cities. That’s why it’s impossible for Dungeons to appear there.” The Navigator mentioned something incredibly intriguing.

So that’s why the inner Sectors don’t get invaded. Caldera Industries can prevent them. But it also has its drawbacks, huh.

“Implementing them city-wide is akin to setting up bombs across the city. It will eat itself up.”

Yeah. Absolutely. I thought they just hated everyone else outside their walls, but I guess they do have a reason to keep that prevention machine to themselves. The demand for Nex must be crazy.

The Navigator then added:

“We’ve been experiencing regular invasions for the last 2 months. Right as we lost access to the Hyperlinks. We don’t know if they had the capabilities prior and were waiting for the right moment, or if their loss was what allowed them to invade us in the first place.”

“And you don’t think it has something to do with the Site Core?” Frost wondered as she began to move the chunks of meat towards one end of the hallway. “You guys don’t need to stay here. I’m cleaning this up.”

“How exactly… I-If you don’t mind us asking?” One of the Employees asked.

“It’s better if you don’t know anything.” Frost warned, inflicting them with Scrutiny before she went back to hauling her meal. “Anyway – Navigator. Let me rephrase my question. Why isn’t it caused by the Site Core?”

“Two reasons.” The Overseer took over right as Jury, Ignis, Ber and Res entered the room, stomping all over Frost’s meal.

It made her a little sad to see it all trampled on.

“The Aberrations will prioritize the destruction of the Dungeon monsters. Doesn’t matter if they’re a Page or the Hungry. They will destroy them and ignore us, even if we attack them during their hunt.”

Weird…

“Secondly, the Navigator is wrong. Luckily, she is still learning, and will not be punished for misinformation in a Site.”

“ImpulseWorks lapdog.” Cer rightfully spat. “Good to know the Ateliers like to operate on fear like Scarlet Logic.”

“… Be respectful. Were in Atelier territory.” Res agreed wholeheartedly, and she spoke these words out of reflex rather than necessity.

“So what? They’re trapped here with us. Not the other way around.” Ber stated, cracking her knuckles.

As a fellow Blessed, the triplets had taken a liking to the Navigator.

By now the Workers and the Employees had disappeared as Ara came running straight for them. Luckily, Frost had already removed her strands in this hallway. As for the others, she could hear the Navigator expressing the difficulty the Workers faced when trying to snip her strings.

The Overseer cleared his throat and continued.

“They did not arrive as soon as the Hyperlinks and Relay Sites were destroyed. They arrived no sooner than the first rounds of the wish-granting rumour was brought to our attention. From our knowledge excessive Nex is generated as a by-product of a granted wish. It is how we can locate things like… ‘Ara’.”

“I certainly hope you don’t consider Ara as something less than a human.” Frost warned in the politest way possible.

“You and the Navigator are Corrupted sympathizers, so it’s no surprise that our views are different. Our lives were taken away from us by them. Monsters will forever be monsters.” The Overseer argued, matching Frost’s tone.

“You don’t think they can be better?”

“… Do you think so as well?” The Navigator asked as Frost felt Jury press herself against her back.

“I know it. But I understand as well, Overseer. Naivety is deadly in our line of work. I’m sure you mean well.” Frost deeply understood that he just didn’t want the Navigator to get hurt, because while Frost had good interactions with the Corrupted, they still made up an overwhelming minority of them.

Optimism was good. But in this line of work, it would inevitably lead to unfortunate deaths.

“I’m happy we can come to a middle ground.” The Overseer said. “They are probing our Sites, and I’m sure you’ve witnessed larger scale Dungeons emerging all of a sudden. We always thought they emerged whenever and wherever they saw fit. A whim if you will. But there is a pattern we have found.”

“… the wish-granting rock. They’re popping up where they think it is, huh?” Frost was quick to connect the dots together as Res slowly nodded, also arriving at the conclusion.

“So Leitmotif wasn’t just full of shit.” Ber growled. “They want to become –! Mmmph!?”

Ignis swiftly cupped her mouth.

This information was highly confidential.

Corrupted. They want to become Corrupted. Can’t the Impuritas undergo a Corrupted event? Don’t answer me, Nav. They can hear you.


 

< But they can’t see this, can they? >


 

Not at all.


 

< The Archivist is also very curious. She’s scared that maybe one day her Library will be invaded like the Sites >


 

Is that even possible?


 

< Unknown. But we are dealing with threats that have shown they can steal magic and Atelier technology. She’s just worried about the future >


 

Can’t she see the future by reading a book?


 

< It is not as easy as you think >


 

One revelation here let to the discovery of countless more questions. But it was all a matter of time before they’d be back in the thick of things again. The answers were not that far off either.

A picture was slowly forming. While they understood that the goal was to take down the Nexus, she realized that it may be possible through a granted wish. The destabilization of the Nexus and Nex Megalopolis made it easier for them to conduct their search.

But with the existence of Carpalis and herself, the Impuritas still had much to worry about.

She could not wait to completely thwart their plans.

            

    
        183. Last of the Tribulations

    
    
    
    
                They were at the dawn of the 4th day. The morning Tribulation was a breeze, just like the previous few. Today, their first encounter was with the Bloody Festival. They sent their sluggish Reorganizers, only to be incinerated by Frost's fire magic.

Her skills saw incremental improvements thanks to them. None had reached over level 10 yet, but Inferno was close, sitting at [7/10]. Out of all the Impuritas they had fought thus far, the Librarians were what she considered the worst solely due to the Paged Disease they could inflict.

Even though they were mostly immune to it, Frost did not want anyone to touch them. The lower-level Librarians could not inflict the Paged Disease as easily as their stronger counterparts. The only reason they were vulnerable in the Derma layer was because of the Heart of Ours’ Corrupted Zone.

But in the context of the Workers and Employees, they were considered highly dangerous.

A special object created by the Librarians had managed to bypass Ber's RESIST stat. Not even Moons were safe from them. In the end, there was little they really knew about the Librarians beyond their history-stealing powers and the fact that they now possessed a fragment of Ber's past.

Well, they still only knew so much about the Crimson Hunger, the Sect of Gears, the Blood Festival, the Maestros of Flesh, and finally the Librarians.

Frost had to consider that there might be other Impuritas groups. Knowing that they were essentially a mirror of an Atelier, or at least partially similar in some way, she deduced that there were at least 5 more out there somewhere.

Or under them, rather.

This raised the question of just how expansive the Derma Layer was. Was it just localized to Brandar? Or was it a global phenomenon?

This train of thought did not come from out of the blue. She wanted to know just what kind of Dungeon monsters ImpulseWorks had faced in the past.

The Navigator flipped through a thick manual on the other end of Frost’s CogitO earpiece.

“Let’s see… Hungry. No. Pages. You already know about them… the only other one I have is the Scourge.”

Frost paced the halls in preparation for the final invasion. A Sect of Gears Infestation was predicted. The Dungeon versions were nothing more than chest-sized cogs that brutalized their victims. Tiny shards of metal in the form of almost microscopic cogs would then infect their victims, slowly turning them into cogs themselves.

And that was if they were lucky. Like the Blood Festival, they had their own gruesome way of turning people into gears. If they were useful, these cogs were simply surgically attached to them, be it on their shoulders, organs, or brains.

The reason was shrouded in mysterious nonsense. Fortunately, Frost hadn't seen it for herself.

At least not yet.

"What are the Scourge?" Frost asked, now supervising Ara as she played an invisible violin in her infirmary.

"Trouble. They like to psychologically torment their victims. You'll find plenty in Eleph. Just below Emvita. Also in Zeiyea. You'll find warring humans and demons in both regions." She explained. "We only find them in the Sites down there. But... I think the General Sites were prone to a lot of dungeons. Some we haven't seen before.”

Frost thought the Impuritas were a phenomenon unique to Brandar. And she wasn't wrong. Dungeons rarely appeared outside of Brandar, if at all. Usually, they appeared near civilizations of significant size. Cities, for example, usually saw a dungeon appear once a decade, others once a year.

She and her companions thought that it must be the Impuritas who needed people for their ministrations. After all, they needed people to function, while the workshops needed Nex.

Ara played a beautiful song on the air-violin. Her harps were magical, and musical notes rose from her body and disappeared into the ceiling like phantoms. Every good note was blue, and every bad note was red and distorted.

Her music provided a subtle buff in the form of Melodic Stacks, which increased a person's coordination depending on how well they played. Currently, Frost gained an additional 1 AGI. This was due to the way it scaled with people with higher AGI. For example, Ara herself gained an additional 8 AGI, while the others gained 2.

The higher their base AGI was, the less effect it had on them.

"By the way, Black Dove. Have you heard of the Arbiter? It's such a unique name!" She changed the subject, speaking casually.

"I think it's really cool. She's what you call an Archetype. Did you know that?"

"I did. It's actually part of our manual! Clearance Level 0 is at the level of our Beholder. Isn't that amazing?" She said, causing Jury to stare at her, wondering what Frost was going to say next.

And so Frost asked her a question.

"Would you believe me if I told you that I was an Archetype? The Amalgam?"

"Haha! Please. You're funny, Black Dove. There is only one Archetype, and that is the Arbiter! But not many people know about it. Maybe that kind of knowledge is normal for Colors." The Navigator laughed.

Figures. I won't waste my time trying to convince them otherwise. The ‘Black Dove’ works fine anyway.

She sighed mentally.

"How many times do I have to tell you to call me Frost instead of the Black Dove?"

"Well... you won't call me Papilia, so that makes us even."

She had opened up to Frost a bit, given her similarly optimistic view of the Corrupted. Optimistic in the sense that there were potentially 'good' Corrupted out there. Her hope wasn't unreasonable, and Frost sincerely wished her well.

But not without at least confronting her with the reality of the Corrupted.

"I know that. I had people I lost because of them too... But... between you and me -"

"Is she still talking?" Cer asked, indicating that Papilia had closed communication with everyone except Frost.

Then she whispered in a sincere voice:

"A Corrupted saved me. I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for it. So I want to believe that there's good out there. Naïve. I know, but..."

"As long as you understand." Frost said, cheering her up.

"Mm... I'm just afraid of getting people killed. You're leaving after tomorrow too, right? I'm going straight to the new General Site."

"Don't you think it's strange that they're putting a new Navigator in the hardest kind of site?" Frost wanted to understand ImpulseWork's intention behind this move, but the Navigator just chuckled, then sighed.

"Temper Aspirations. That's why."


* * *


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< TRIBULATION IN EFFECT >


 

SECT OF GEARS

< Infestation >

< “One, two, several, dozens must turn when we all bear a purpose in this machine we call existence.” >


 

The Gears were highly flame-resistant, but they were still no match for Frost. However, what appeared in the halls of the Site were not the giant cogs, but rather a small army of human-sized spiders created by nothing more than blue-tinted cogs.






	 
	 
	
Clockwork Weaver
Sect of Gears


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Converters >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 45
	
ORIGIN : Impuritas


	HP : 1,400
	ATT : 130
	MAG ATT : 20



	ATT DEF : 300
	
MAG DEF : 120


	MP : 100
	RESIST : 200
	AGI : 35









These spiders were eight-legged, just like the Ocanids, and they had a flattened shell in the shape of a giant cogwheel. It turned as they clattered like a loose machine, and their bodies clicked as they scurried along the walls and ceiling.

In their ranks were other forms of Anid-like monstrosities.






	 
	 
	
Clockwork Ministrationist
Sect of Gears


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Converters >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 40
	
ORIGIN : Impuritas


	HP : 1,200
	ATT : 100
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 300
	
MAG DEF : 100


	MP : 100
	RESIST : 200
	AGI : 45









They took on the appearance of the Septanid, with sharpened teeth running along their inner tentacle-like legs instead of fur. Only one appeared in each batch, and their roles were made clear as they lunged at Frost with every intention of ensnaring her in their saw-toothed grasp.

And finally, there was another monstrosity that made every hair on Frost's body stand on end. The reaction was so visceral that she accidentally cast Scrutiny, and before she knew it, she unleashed a steady stream of [Liquid Fire] in their direction.






	 
	 
	
Clockwork Inseminator
Sect of Gears


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Converters >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 20
	
ORIGIN : Impuritas


	HP : 1,000
	ATT : 0
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 0
	
MAG DEF : 0


	MP : 0
	RESIST : 200
	AGI : 5









There was one in every spawn, mimicking the Hexanid's appearance and function. They were an affront to existence itself, for their role was nothing more than to inseminate their prey with presumed Gears.

Knowing the 'how' and 'why' would only further fuel her hatred, and so she reduced them to an almost liquid goo as they stuck to the walls and dripped from the ceiling.

Her emotions rose to the point where she almost reached the First State. The surge of emotion did not go unnoticed. A hidden gauge measuring environmental Nex must have triggered some sort of alarm, for soon after, the Overseer began audibly questioning the origin of this source.

She lamented that they could not convert it into liquid Nex because it was not in one of the containment units. Surprisingly, Frost wasn't the first person suspected. Rather, Ara became the prime suspect.

... Disgusting. So fucking disgusting. I don't even want to know how these things reproduce. Jury. Ignis. Please destroy them...

Frost immediately marched through the molten mess, her clothing smoking from the immense heat. If a worker or employee happened to enter the room, they'd be instantly incapacitated. The heat was like that of an oven. Fortunately, it did not continue to rise.

Anids and Act X. The Sect of Gears and whatever the hell those clockwork things are. I don't think I could hold back from a real Hexanid if I ever saw one in the wild again.

"But you left those Anids alone before, didn't you?"

I did. But only because we had much to lose by fighting them. I was a naive idiot who later let a Wandering Healer almost kill a friend. Never again.

It was strange. Maybe it was because she had grown closer to her body that she had such a visceral reaction to the Hexanids now. The reason did not matter anyway. She was hell-bent on eliminating the Clockwork Sect of Gears until there was nothing left. She didn't even consider them food. They were beneath her, and she happily wiped them out one by one with the black, acrid clouds of her Dream Shatterer.

Not even a single metal file was left of them. Corridor by corridor, the Gears' infestation was cleared away until the sirens stopped blaring and the lights returned to normal.

She sighed deeply, her pent-up emotions fleeing with her breath as Cer met her.

"Anids. Makes you want to scratch your eyes out after seeing them, huh? Grandis was fuuuuull of them once." She said, slapping Frost's back playfully. "Wasn't strange to hear that someone close to you went to offer themselves to an Anid nest. People need to value themselves more."

"And what about those they kidnap?" Frost groaned, returning to the molten corridor.

"Hope." Cer shrugged. "Not bad. Liquid Fire is the kind of magic an Atelier would call 'innovative.' For twisted reasons. Frost and fire. Gotta love the irony."

"I'm sorry to disappoint you." Frost sighed.

They would have to repair the damage themselves somehow. But to her surprise, the Overseer urged her to leave it as it was. The site was capable of repairing itself. It just needed to be quarantined for a few hours. Those trapped inside would likely be consumed by the site itself.

What a horrible way to die.

Fortunately, this was the last of the Tribulations they had to face. An interesting turn of events awaited them the next day. The Aberrations? The Impulse Artificer? The 3rd Horseman? An Atelier Item?

Frost allowed herself to indulge in these thoughts. She had to calm down and save her wrath for the Scarlet Logic. After all, if the Impuritas were looking for the Piece of the Fallen Star, then they almost certainly were as well.

            

    
        184. A Stroll Around the Site

    
    
    
    
                Nights in F-H5 were filled with an eerie silence. The worst nights dipped to sub-freezing temperatures in the Twilight layers, which were level 3 and 4. It was much warmer above in the Shallows, and it seldom saw a night that deviated from the perfect room temperature.

The Site lacked any forms of temperature control. One had to wonder just how much colder it became as one descended. It wasn’t a thought Frost particularly enjoyed because those horrible temperatures were what Workers and Employees needed to adapt to.

The environment was easy to tolerate for some, and a nightmare for others. During their final night Frost decided to remain awake and wander around the Site. She took this opportunity to get into the minds and hearts of the Workers and Employees. The diversity was staggering. From the timid to the brave, to the talkative to the mute.

There was no shortage of people willing to give their lives for a chance to work in ImpulseWorks. It was a challenging perspective for Frost as she desperately tried to picture how many of these people were displaced in Emvita.

“Oh Black Dove! Hello? Er, why did we choose ImpulseWorks? Well… I mean, what else could we have chosen?” A Worker responded to Frost’s query.

Moving on, another answered frigidly with:

“It’s a choice between those murders at Scarlet Logic or the Corrupted. We’ve had enough of the wars already. Don’t decide what’s right or wrong for us. Don’t pretend like you know what we want.”

“Couldn’t tell you the truth. And that’s me being honest to goodness. Look at me. I’m barely able to snap a pen. I’m not even worthwhile as a slave.” An Employee said, poking at her frail, malnourished body. “We eat well here… and before we fell into this mess ImpulseWorks gave us everything we could have wanted.”

“This is our end of the bargain. We chose this. We knew we’d one day die here. Replaceable is what we are. And we know it. If I die today then you what? My room’s going to be taken by someone else in the next. That’s what. It’s routine. In and out. No funerals.”

“We like to think we have ambitions down here. A lot of us have unrealized dreams, and it’s not rare you hear someone breaking down when they’ve had enough.” A bunny eared man said with an unfazed voice. “We’re the best fit for this kind of job. Without ImpulseWorks, we wouldn’t even be here in the first place.”

Frost had to wonder if there was any more they wanted. It was unfair that this was all they could do. Aspirations could not prosper in an environment where death laid behind each and every door.

“I’d rather still be me than be one of those crazed lunatics over at Scarlet Logic. Or the thoughtless Heralds of Act X. I wouldn’t even want to be part of the Golden Index. My soul is mine. ImpulseWorks let’s us stay as who we are. Not become what they want us to be.”

This was an important distinction between ImpulseWorks and the other Ateliers. Perhaps it was because of this limited freedom that ImpulseWorks required the Nex from Corrupted, as other Ateliers could produce it by having its people reverently believe in the philosophies of their Beholder.

Then, the bunny eared girl they met from the first day passed by her and hopped a she answered with:

“Temper Aspirations~! What do you think it means? Maybe they’re trying to get this cheeky bunny to temper herself to be a little quieter!” She said, hopping away before she twirled and hummed: “Or, maybe they want us to temper ourselves. Who know what our Abyssal Mother wants~!”

Frost asked herself a simple question as she watched the bunny girl hop away, leaving her in an oppressive silence.

Was it truly worth subjecting oneself to such work for a chance of a better life?

Frost put herself into her shoes and she ultimate arrived at only reasonable conclusion.

Yes. Yes, it was reasonable when there were no other avenues for them. But the conditions could change for the better. Hearing them willing accept that death was a part of their job was harrowing.

Commercial diving and mining were jobs with high death rates, but when their life was played like a game by the Overseer, and when they were required to negatively interact with the Corrupted, then it became a problem.

“Are you ok, Frost? Your emotions are heightening.”

I’m fine. It’s just… hard for me to accept all of this. What about you Nav? What do you think about all of this?

“Logically and objectively speaking, the lowest denominators are the best fit for such a job. You cannot compare it to the highly skilled jobs of commercial diving, and mining for that matter. The Corrupted demand death when harvesting Nex becomes the priority. Therefore –”

Therefore, they should get stronger people in than trying to get low leveled people to work with dangerous Corrupted. Ugh… fuck. We managed to keep it to 0 deaths so far thanks to us having to deal with high risked Corrupted.

Things were certainly going to go back to normal once they left. The purpose behind ImpulseWorks’ methodology was insane to her, and in the end, she could alleviate this by bargaining with the Beholder directly, less she wanted a disastrous Zeroed Horizon to gobble up H5.

“Temper Aspirations. Justice Must Never Stray Behind Judgement. Endorse Attachment. What else am I missing?”

“Another 7 more. We are aware of the existence of 10 Ateliers. 11 Affinities. Various Corrupted Origins.”

And one of them might as well not exist. Nex accumulation is done by the Oboros Infinitas. But no one seems to know who they are.

When Frost questioned the Navigator about how they accumulated Nex in the first place, she only answered with it being due to the Site Core. Either that, or it was packaged with the Site Core by one of the Ateliers, likely by Caldera Industries.

Neither could she find anything within the containment units. Frost further explored the Site under the watchful gaze of the Overseer. She visited the Administrative level and investigated the innards of the Site. Corridors of pipework’s and cogged machinery too crude to even function operated in a nonsensical manner.

They were so complex that her Appraise Object could not detect what they were, and Frost was afraid of taking a bite to check for herself. She ventured carefully, hearing the Site produce mechanical groans as micro tremors ran throughout the metal confines.

She felt like she was walking through the bowels of a beast.

Frost was only here to see where she’d be taken, if anywhere by the Spatial Distortions. The moment she entered a room its very same doorway would be the entrance to an entirely different room. Backtracking was impossible, and the only way out was through the Overseer’s guiding voice, for they could see the true path that led back to the normal rooms.

“Where you walk spans the entire Site. In one room you’re on the first floor, and another you’re on the third. It’s a maze that people cannot figure out on their own. Sometimes, people hear a voice or a ticking.” The Overseer spoke to her.

“Do you know what the ticking is?”

“We fear to know what it is. All we know is that the lower one goes, and the less Seals there are, the more prominent the ticking becomes. It’s driven Workers mad. CogitO unfortunately does not supply our personnel with the Cognition Filters.”

            

    
        185. The Site Core

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s mind immediately went to Jury. She couldn’t help but wonder if her ticking was anything similar to the Aberrations. Nothing suggested this was the case, and she was shooting blanks for all she knew. But she still entertained the idea.

She had heard the ticking before, and it sounded nothing like Jury’s. Nothing did. Not even the analogue clocks of the Site. Just the mere thought of Jury made her want to return, but no matter the direction she took she would always end up in the same exact place.

This was where Frost finally found a use case for [Non-Euclidian Interpretation]. The 100,000 MP cost was staggering, and this was the amount required per minute. Since all she needed to do was devour the living to regain MP, she didn’t mind using such a costly skill.

Nav. Do I need to expect anything? She asked, a little warily.

“No harm in trying.” Nav said. “Don’t reply to us, Overseer. I’m just talking to myself.” It followed up, keeping the Overseer unsuspicious of the voice in Frost’s head.

Frost glanced around her and took in her surroundings. Everything looked perfectly fine, and with a deep breath, she activated [Non-Euclidian Interpretation].

Suddenly, the world condensed into itself, whilst it simultaneously expanded. It appeared relatively normal, but she could also partially see through the walls and a fraction of all the extra spaces that would have otherwise been impossible to exist without the influence of Spatial Distortions.

“W-Woah. Shit… Nav, wait, how the hell am I going to describe this to you?” Frost uttered in total disbelief, her hands drooping by her side as she marveled at the bizarre world.

Words could not begin to describe what she saw as she looked up, down, left and right and saw passageways leading to other rooms. Doorways even ran along the top, and a few acted as hatch doors along the floor. Frost could very vaguely see the direction she needed to go, clearly seeing the Administrative level through a mental map.

Its range was severely limited to around 25 meters in all directions, and luckily she was close enough to see where the Spatial Distortions no longer occurred. She dropped through one of the hatches beneath, suddenly surprising the Overseer who shouted at the top of his lungs.

“DID YOU JUST FALL THROUGH THE FLOOR!? A METER THICK FLOOR OF STEEL!?”

“Huh!? Yeah! Hold on a second! Your voice is grainy!”

“Black… DOVE…! Are… YOU!?”

Frost could not tell what exactly this space was. 4-dimensional space? Hyperbolic? Spherical? She legitimately could not tell. Her senses were overloaded, and it felt like she could see everything at once. Distant object appeared closer than usual, and at the right angle, it felt as though she was within an inside out machine… if that made any sense at all.

“Overseer… Hello? Overseer!? Can you hear me!?”

“TRANSMITION… DOVE…!? DISAP…!?”

Was it all 3 at once? Was this because of the Site Core? Frost was at a loss for words and marched forward, trying to return to the Administrative level as something felt awry.

But she never found the exit.

Tick…

The sound of a clock played from somewhere deep in this incomprehensible world. In the last 20 seconds Frost only just realized that she wasn’t in control. The Site shifted and bended, changing the layout as she progressed.

Tock…

No. Perhaps this was the effect of [Non-Euclidian Interpretation]. After all, it stated that it mapped non-Euclidian spaces imperfectly.

She had inadvertnenly descended deeper towards the Site Core, whether through accident, or by its ticking call.

Then, as she suddenly entered a dark world with her senses honed to the maximum, her skill ran out and she was greeted with a steady, methodical heartbeat.

Badump.

Tick…

Badump.

Tock…

She stepped into a different world. A world where no stars could be seen. A ceiling so incomprehensible vast ran across the skies. An artificial structure hovered above them as a pale desert ran further than the eye could see. So far in fact that it felt as though she could see hundreds of kilometers in each direction.

This place… was like the Derma layer. It was cavernous. But not so natural. It was artificial, carved by perhaps the Site Core itself.

Her mind went blank numerous times. The contrast with the black world and the white ground nearly hypnotized her as she found herself being lost in the huming trance of the ticking and the heartbeat.

It felt familiar. Not quite like Jury’s. But familiar nonetheless.

“Frost. This contraption… A part of me also…” Nav failed to hide its surprise through its monotone voice.

You too?

Frost’s gaze followed various chains that anchored themselves to the ground and the sprawling ceiling. If she didn’t know any better then she would have believed she was at the base of some kind of megastructure.

Lights flashed along the ceiling like mock stars. This only occurred twice as her eyes followed the colossal chains, which were easily kilometers in size. Not length. Size. Each loop was so enormous that she could barely comprehend the scale.

It caused her stomach to sink. Her heart to droop, and her blood to run like ice.

She gulped. For the first time in a long while she felt intimidated.

But ticking soothed her, and her footing grounded itself into the sand.

“Nav… You won’t believe what… What’s right in front of us.” Her breath was robbed by the behemoth of a machine that stared back at her with its singular, pitch black eye.

It appeared like a black hole encased within a jet engine. A monolithic shell made from metal surrounded the black hole. A subtle, superheated ring encased it as it distorted space, making it appear like a golden eye.

A moon. A planet. A star… The size was incomprehensible.

Exactly 5 chains encased it and tethered it to the world. How such a thing was even created in the first place caused her to slowly shake her head.

How was it not a Corrupted? How was it not an Advent? Just… Just…

Just what… the fuck… how… Nav. Shit…

“I sense it too. That is undoubtably the Site Core.”
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        186. The Black Horseman

    
    
    
    
                The term ‘if you gaze into the abyss, then the abyss stares back at you’ carried a tangible weight. It was not just a mere figure of speech, or the uncanniness of gazing into the unknown.

Rather, she felt as though something within stared back. Something familiar that she couldn’t put her finger on. The overwhelming sense of familiarity was shared with the disembodied Nav, who could not describe the sensation it felt within its presence.

The Site Core must have originated from the old world. Nothing could convince her otherwise. But if it was created by the Ateliers, then who had the knowledge of the old world to recreate them?

Frost grasped at straws as she found herself marching along the desolate lands. No matter how far she walked nothing ever seemed to grow closer. She then ran, sprinted, and flung herself forward as fast as she could.

Her movements created the only disturbance in this world as pale sand and silt stirred. A column of particles followed her. Even with her immense AGI the world was far too large.

Was she in a Corrupted Zone? Why did the Site Core have an Origin? Did it mean it was alive?

Her mind was left in a frenzied state. The only thing that kept her calm was the ticking that had driven people mad. But to her, it was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard.

We’re still so far away. Are we – We’re not in the Derma layer, right? This whole place is underneath the Site?

“Unknown location. I cannot comprehend a single piece of information. Frost…” Nav suddenly trailed off unexpectedly, causing Frost to arrive at an abrupt stop.

What’s wrong? Can you hear something?

“Nothing. I hear nothing. But it is strange. Aberrations of Elysia. The name suggests they are the abnormalities of Elysia. But would that not be the Corrupted?”

Maybe the world itself? Frost wondered as Nav became increasingly silent.

It was unnatural for Nav to trail off so often. She suspected that it may be receiving some sort of message from the Site Core, or maybe the Archivist was speaking to it. After a brief silence, Nav returned and uttered the following:

“The Archivist is shocked. Zero records. They do not possess a book. Rather, their book is everything and nothing at once.”

Hey. Could it be something related to Amalgamation? Frost wondered, incapable of removing her eyes from the black hole.

“Unknown… Frost. Please keep your guard up. Only the Beholders have had their stats hidden. It is extremely unlikely that you will be able to stand a chance against it if it is on par with a Beholder.”

So why did it call us here then? What the hell does it want? Nav. I’m going to try talking.

“Will it hear you from this far away?”

I’ll yell. Let’s hope it doesn’t spark a reaction. We’re going to get nowhere like this.

Frost resumed her journey. This time, the sands began sifting forwards, like a drain had opened. Sandy currents were weak, and there was an abnormal pattern in the sands that appeared like waves. Almost like gravity waves since they were dealing with a black hole.

She didn’t know what to expect, and before she knew it, her mouth opened wide as she took a deep breath and yelled out at the top of her lungs.

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM US!?”

There was a sudden metallic thud. A low-pitched rumble accompanied it as the sands began to rise like tiny fountains. Then, suddenly, the black hole blinked. The yellow accretion disk folded into itself as a single line, and before she knew it, the dark pupil stared at her with unrivalled scrutiny.

She felt as though her soul was being scrubbed by an ethereal brush. She could feel each bristle run through her every inch of her skin. Despite the trepidation that urged her to fold and retreat, Frost pushed forward in hopes of understanding this colossal machine.

The ticking grew stronger. The heartbeats resonated within her. And before long, she reached a flat plane where they noticed a peculiar figure waiting for them. It was a black beast restrained by green chains to the ground.

The beast itself appeared like a giant, black worm with several humanoid hands. They were like the legs of a millipede, and they were small, scrawny and dried. It possessed no eyes, and its form was like a black-fiery haze. All consuming, but it looked so malnourished for lack of a better word.
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It was weak. Terribly weak. But to the Site, it was the most dangerous threat they've ever faced. It remained chained in place, but Frost could tell that it was alive, studying her with its invisible gaze.

And then, before they could even react, Nav flashed a prompt before her as one of the colossal chains suddenly snapped.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< THE THIRD SEAL HAS BEEN BROKEN >

< THE ANGEL HUNGERS >


 

Frost watched as the chains snapped in total silence for tens of seconds before the sound finally reached them like a crack of thunder. The dust kicked as if a bomb had gone off. Craters formed beneath the snapping chains from the sound alone as she watched mountain-sized chains collapse in slow motion.

A piece of the Site Core’s external shell was shed, and the chains that encased the Black Horseman exploded, releasing shrapnel in all directions. Frost only needed to stand still, for nothing had touched her as she stared down the now animating worm, which was dressed the ruined garbs of a prestigious military uniform, decorated in gold embroideries and black.

It took a swift step forward, as if preparing to attack. This caused Frost to immediately take a defensive pose as she prepared for a fight all the while the colossal chains rained all around them, causing immense tremors and rouge waves of pale sand.

The ticking increased by twofold, and it intensified as if the world was on a timer.

“You are…?” It spoke in a tone torn between surprise and shock.

“You can talk!?” Frost shouted, only further surprising it. “Do you know why I am here!? Can you understand me!?”

When she took one step forward, it took one step back. It instinctively knew what she was capable of, but there was something about her that intrigued it. Frost could tell it was interested in her, likely because she was an Archetype.

“And you can communicate. Impressive. This is new. Very new… And here we believed we’d be reunited with him again.”

Him!? Could it mean me!?

“Frost, the Archivist implores you that you do not kill it!” Nav cut in with urgency, demanding that Frost communicate with words rather than violence. “That thing – She believes she recognizes it. Vaguely, but that creature reminds her of someone in the past!”

A humanoid worm does? Is she sure!?

“Undoubtably. She has gained 2/5 of her books required for an Awakening. They're unarchived, but the memories gained is sufficient enough. She is sure that her memory serves her well. And it seems to know you. The past you, likely.”

Luring me in and mentioning ‘him’ can only mean one thing. Unless they mean Iscario?

“Doubtful. But be careful.”

Frost grated her teeth, but there was an unusual sense of optimism bursting within her.

So far, she didn’t have a reason to attack it, aside from it being the only thing that stopped the Site Core from advancing. But upon hearing Nav’s cry, she lowered her arms and stared at the monstrosity.

She took another deep breath and spoke diplomatically.

“I’m getting that I’m the first person you’ve been able to communicate with?”

Despite showing that she meant no harm, the creature distanced itself with another wriggle. It was wary. Highly wary. She was about to speak, but the Black Horseman beat her to it.

“Your presence is indiscernible. Familiar to the Original. Familiar in stance. And familiar in eyes, but what is that presence you bear?” It spoke cryptically as if to confuse her. “Such an unknown form… But it is proof. Proof that you exist. That you are alive.”

Frost slowly shook her head, her eyes widened and narrowing simultaneously as she desperately approached it, only for it to swiftly back away. Its AGI stat was a lie. Or perhaps it was the distance that she could not properly perceive.

“Exist? Wait – Please, wait a second. Wait! You… Do you know who I am? As the Amalgam? Frost?” She asked, pointing at herself before she summoned a torrent of flames, only to further cause the Black Horseman to distance itself. “I-I’m not here to hurt you! You know something about me, right!?”

“I know no such name. Only that you are alive. Well fed. Nurtured… the Original would cry if they saw you so well. Without the uniform. Without the blood. With kind eyes and sliver of sharpness… ‘Frost’. What a peculiar name. The Amalgam… All are such bizarre terms to us – We who have only just awakened from the Original’s eternal rest.”

“Who’s the Original!? What are you talking about!? Please tell me! I don’t know what you mean!” She was desperate to know, but it seemed as though that the Black Horseman truly did not know much else.

The Site Core itself only stared at Frost, almost longingly.

Then, Nav revealed something.

“That is… a machine itself. A living machine, operating on Nex. It speaks to me in a similar voice. I wonder – Could I have originated from one of those?”

You can control the System though? Do you think so?

“Like you, I have grown curious about these Aberrations. What happens if we get closer? Will I be able to interact with it? It beacons me to go forth. The Archivist also thinks the same thing… Frost. Please, let’s not waste this opportunity to uncover new stones.”

            

    
        187. The Sound of a Gentle Clock

    
    
    
    
                Frost began to move again, and this time, she noticed that she was finally able to approach the Site Core at a reasonable rate. The Black Horsemen never allowed her to get close. The flames she possessed frightened it despite its relatively moot tone.

“Why are you so afraid of me? Hey… Hey! Please, listen. Is… Is it true that I destroyed the old world?” She asked.

“I believe you should not feel guilty as you are, for you do not remember your old self. The Original would weep if they heard such guilt reek from those supple lips. This world is one and the same, but still anew.” It said, finally stopping in place.

This time, it allowed Frost to approach. The creature was much larger up close.

“But it is true. To a certain extent.” It admitted, never revealing the full picture to her for an unknown reason.

As much as it frustrated her, she was at least happy to have some answers now from this mysterious entity group.

They were helpful. That’s what she gathered, but there was a certain air of malevolence that she could not ignore. Standing side by side with this monster, and as they stared up at the colossal Site Core, she asked what its purpose was.

“It is but an egg. Within is a bird waiting to hatch once more. It is the Original. Fragments of it. Why do I tell you this, you may wonder. I do not know. But I am compelled to tell you, as I recognize you as who you were. Afterall, I am a fragment of the Original itself. The Original wouldn’t want it any other way, as much as it would sadden them.”

“Do you know who the Original is? Do they have a name?” Frost quietly asked as Nav focused on something.

“Many things. But they have one true name. If you are not aware, then it is for the best.” The Black Horseman answered. “I do not wish to fight you. Though we are ever existent, my instincts tell me that I may taste death in your arms. An unwarranted victory over our test, but a victory nonetheless.”

“Test?”

“The Site Core, in the end, is a construct of the Ateliers. ImpulseWorks by design, is to temper aspirations. We merely exist within it, for it connects to us from a layer so deep beneath our world that only the truly condemned may enter. For repentance. Where we are is deeper than the Derma layer, but not deep enough to reach it.”

It slowly moved in the direction of the Site Core, begging Frost to remain where she stood.

“Nex is invaluable to us. Much more than the Ateliers. Our hunger for Nex is insatiable. It is why we demand that a Site must only house their best. That in the end, will have those same people fundamentally changed, for better or worse.” The Horseman of famine trailed off as a small swarm of locusts suddenly followed like a small haze.

Frost was at a loss for words with her encounter with these beings. Their intentions were not clear, aside attempting to awaken the Original. Not that she even knew what it meant.

But what she did know, was that it was somehow related to both herself, and her past. Possibly Nav and the Archivist. Maybe even the Archetypes themselves.

“Is that what they mean by temper aspirations?” Frost quietly asked herself, her voice managing to reach the earless Horseman.

“You are as fast as the Original remembers.” It commented. “My purpose is to test their hunger. Their tolerance or a very deep, instinctual urge. Famine is an illness of civilization itself, and it seeps to the core of our morality. Survival takes over rationality.”

Suddenly, the Site Core blinked as the accretion disk burnt a vibrant gold for only a split second.


< Interaction denied >

< Reason: There is no need for a second sapient machine >


 

This confirmed that the Site Core was alive. A living machine, with an intelligence of unknown proportions. What was strange was that they still required a Navigator above to operate.

“… A machine…” Nav spoke in a solemn voice. “My worth and existence is all just cold steel.”

This was the first time she sensed sorrow from it.

Nav. Don’t think about it. You’re more than that. You pretty much are the System. The Blessing of the Nexus. Even the Blessing of the Amalgam.

Nav did not answer.

Nav…

“… In the end, what was the purpose of bringing me here? Aside from bypassing the 3rd Seal?” Frost asked as the falling chains subsided, and the world came to a complete standstill.

“Awareness. For the Original. That you are alive. It will be the first thing they will ask me. And the only thing that will matter to them. A reunion will be many moons away. What do you think, ‘Frost’? Do you take us as enemies, or friends?”

“I don’t know. But I’d be lying if I say I could trust you outright. You could be one of the Impuritas.” Frost stated. “And this Original could be a Corrupted like the Icon of Judgement for I know.”

“Good. Because we too are wary of you. That flame has caused much grief. So much misery. Whether it was warranted or not changes nothing. And it has returned under the guise of ‘Frost’. This world is our home now. Please take care of it this time.”

A warning. It strove to warn her about her flames. It was difficult trying to wrap her mind around this. Because she personally could not remember the catastrophe vividly enough to associate herself with it.

Frost only saw herself as who she is currently, not who she was. Her progress in her current body was proof that she was slowly changing.

No. That she had already fundamentally changed. Frost was Frost, and nothing was going to change that.

But even so, she took the warning to heart.

She didn’t know if she’d ever see them again, but a strange little part of her couldn’t help but to look forward to it. The ticking helped keep her calm. The longer she listened to it, the more she missed being by Jury’s side.

It was just a shame that the Black Horseman knew so little. Still, at least they knew that an entity named the Original seemed to be the centerpiece of their group.

Aberrations of Elysia… I wonder if the Archivist’s memories will help us unlock who they really are.

“The Archivist believes it is possible. And also to figure you out as well.” Nav responded in its usual tone.

Suddenly, the world began to warp inwards like a giant sphere. It devoured all in its path, spreading them thin across its boundary in a truly fantastical manner. Fear did not ensnare her. She recognized that this was likely how they were going to be sent back to the upper layers.

And since Frost had the opportunity to speak with the Aberrations themselves, she suddenly called out to the Horseman for a peculiar request.

“Wait – Can I ask you a favor!?”

“A favor?” The Black Horseman froze, surprised to hear this come out of Frost’s mouth.

Just what kind of person was she in the past?

“Do you know the new Site that’s going up in a month or two!? G-Z7!?”

“In place of the first Site? A favor it is. Only because it is you who asks.” The Horseman allowed.

The Navigator was stuck in her mind. Frost felt sorry for the woman, who was destined to help run arguably the hardest Site in Elysia. General Sites were the combination of all Sites into one, and if she struggled here in a Facility, then there was little hope for her in a General Site.

Therefore, before the world could completely collapse into itself like a black hole, Frost yelled out at the top of her lungs.

“Can you look after the Navigator!? Her name’s Papilia –!”

Suddenly, all went black. All senses disappeared in that instant, but she could still hear the faint ticking.

Then, she heard the Black Horseman utter one last thing.

“… I hope you remain as kind as you are. For the Original’s sake. It will be up to them to decide.”

Tick…

Tock…

Badump.

Badump…

Tick...

The calming ticking was all that played in the dark world behind her eyelids. Afterwards, she felt something warm press against her cheek, and when she rouse awake, she found herself resting on the lap of a worried Jury.

And as expected, Jury’s ticking heart was far more soothing than the Site Core’s.

            

    
        188. The Impulse Artificer

    
    
    
    
                Time operated in mysterious ways. In the minutes that Frost had spent in the presence of the Site Core translated to hours outside. Her body was described to have been frozen to an observer. Like her time had stopped.

Jury was the only one who could interact with Frost. All other attempts simply caused their hands and objects to pass through the phantom Frost. This was why she had found herself resting on Jury’s lap. What she experienced was similar to whenever Jury explored the Eternal Library, except it wasn’t in dream sequences.

Moreover, the scale of time was the opposite of the Eternal Library. Jury mentioned that the closer one was to a highly dense gravitation field, the more skewed time became. The interaction left Frost in awe as her mind was filled with the entities that called themselves the Aberrations of Elysia.

It was already noon by now. She recalled having entered that strange desert at around dawn. Currently, she remained resting on Jury’s lap, her head buried deep in the soft, tender skin which radiated a wonderful warmth.

Much to the surprise of the Overseer, the 3rd Seal broke without any incident. Frost explained that she had dealt with it but did not go into detail. She wasn’t questioned any further, since the results were satisfactory for them.

This is a world of magic, right?

“I believe it is. Fire from the hands? Do you mind telling me if it was possible on Earth?”

Unless you were a magician, then no. No way. Not at all.

“Are you sure? Some prominent figures have been able to turn water into wine.” Nav prodded, causing Frost to sigh with a small smile.

It depends on what you believe. I can’t say for sure because I wasn’t around to see it myself.

“Would you say the same about prehistoric dinosaurs? Because you have not seen them yourself?” Nav countered, making her groan lightly into Jury’s lap.

She shuffled around and stared up into her lover’s eyes. They were all currently in the receptionist room waiting for the arrival of the Impulse Artificer. Jury flashed her a smile. She could have sworn she saw a small question mark pop above her head.

Nav, are you trying to rile me up? She wondered if their encounter with the Site Core had awoken something inside of Nav, because it tried to deviate away from its monotone voice but to no avail.

The ‘machine’ revelation must have deeply shocked Nav. Despite how many times it claimed itself to be no more than an AI or a machine, she realized than deep down, Nav was probably hoping that it was more than that.

“Think what you want. It does not change that I am stuck in your head.” Nav read her thoughts and answered. “Worry not. I cannot feel sorrow. The notion of ‘living’ is unknown to me. The nature of my existence is insignificant. I am content that I do exist.”

“Nav? Are you ok?” Jury asked worriedly.


< I am. Please do not worry about me. It is useless >


 

“That’s not going to stop us. Just letting you know.” Frost said.

The Piece of the Fallen Star’s gave them a lead for Nav’s wish. Ara was proof that one’s body could be changed by the suspected Advent. But she considered the idea of a false wish. What did she mean by a false wish?

An incorrect interpretation. For example. If one wished for immortality, then the wish could twist it and cause immense misery. In Ara’s case she revealed that she wished to become a popular conductor in the same vein as the Great Haydn, but unbeknownst to her was that her wish was granted in an undesirable manner.

She sat with the triplets and Ignis as they waited for the Impulse Artificer to arrive. The Receptionist kept watch, polishing a large, unchained crystal. That was a Sub Hyperlink, which only worked when nearby Hyperlinks were active.

The memory-devouring side effect turned out to be true. It was these Sub Hyperlinks which temporarily ate memories. What was surprising was how much of a secret these subsidiaries of the Hyperlinks were. Not even the Moons were aware of their existence.

There was far more to each Atelier. Even with everything they knew of ImpulseWorks, the iceberg sunk deeper into an ocean of mystery and intrigue. She had to wonder if every Atelier was at least aware of the Aberrations or worked with them in some capacity.

Whatever the case was, Frost wouldn’t hesitate to make an enemy of them if they turned out to be worse than the Impuritas.

Frost counted her feathers. She took out her Coat of Prejudice and stroked its ruined material as she wondered just what kind of Atelier Item would be made for Nav and herself.

Before long, the elevator was activated. Its metal doors sealed shut as the compartment shot straight up with a soundless whine. Frost instantly shot up from the couch and began dusting herself. She wanted to present herself well before this person. They were, after all, a good friend of Carpalis.

Jury quickly joined her, as did the others, including Ara since the Overseer strictly prohibited her from being left unsupervised. They were briefly warned by the Receptionist to make some room, indicating that a large entity would soon enter.

She expected them to be large. Massive. Eldritch, and full of tentacles just like the Retrofitters so she set her gaze high and prepared to meet with the Impulse Artificer.

“Keep a leash on Cer.” Frost begged Res. “You too Ber. Don’t get wrapped up in her antics.”

“Yes Ma’am~” Ber cracked her knuckles.

“Maybe she’ll listen to you.” Res sighed, wringing a finger into Cer’s collar. “Be respectful. But just so you know, Frost. We’re still not happy with ImpulseWorks and their dabbling with the Corrupted.”

“I know. It’s dangerous. But it’s even worse if we step in knowing so little about their operation.” Frost said, acknowledging that she only knew so much. “Cer. Please. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Yeah yeah. I’ll keep my mouth shut this time.” She irately dismissed.

The whining approached. Frost sensed a presence behind the metal doors as her group fell silent. They took a dignified, presentable stance as Frost took the center stage, preparing to greet the Impulse Artificer personally.

However, as the doors opened, she was surprised to find that no one was there.

No. It wasn’t that no one was there. In fact, there were dozens of people crammed within the elevator shaft! Children similar to the Little Frost, all with pale bodies and red hair funneled out with a permanent smile affixed to their face.
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They made cute, squirming noises as they flocked towards them, quickly surrounding them like a band of curious cats. They brushed by, nuzzled against their apparel, and studied them with child-like curiosity.

It was fascinating. But what made them so strange was that they did not have legs. Rather, their bodies were connected to the floor, and they somehow phased through the thick sheets of metal like it did not even exist. She was slightly frightened when one suddenly rose up to her face, then offered her hand for a shake.

Frost gladly took the tiny palm, causing its smile to widen as is silently giggled to itself.

So cute…

“You’re with the Impulse Artificer, I believe? Were you escorting them?” Frost asked, and they all began to nod rapidly as three more figures emerged from the elevator.

It’s like a circus car… Nav. What’s a Siboglin… Er, whatever that is?

“Tube Worms. It would explain their weird appareance and touchy nature.”

Why’s that?

“For starters, they are drawn to you because of your breath. It is how they feed. They convert carbon into sugars and nutrients.”

Frost held her breath the moment Nav revealed this, and in that moment, the few that surrounded her frowned dejectedly and wandered off to Jury. As it turned out, Ara was highly popular with them, much to her dismay.

The three figures that entered were none other than Eclipses. One was a male, humanoid jellyfish with a transparent cap and near invisible strands which dropped like vines. Another was a female giant isopod, who wore a shell on her back. The last was a one-eyed squid woman whose hair extended into tentacles lined with razor-sharp barbs.

But there was still not an Impulse Artificer in sight.

She could immediately tell that there was tension in the air. Moons for whatever reason, did not take lightly to others. It was either this, or the fact that normal Moons were found within a Site, which was normally prohibited.

The Elipses didn’t say a word and merely glanced at Frost and stepped aside, allowing the same Herald they met back at the Retrofitter’s hideout to emerge with a script in hand and an overly friendly smile.

“Black Dove! It’s me again! Haha, what a coincidence. No, what am I saying. It’s all written here. Please excuse the Moons there, Eclipses. They’re with the Black Dove.”

“Welcome and thank you for calming them down. Pleasure to meet you too, Herald. Re-Entry Worms. Eclipses.” Frost began, hiding her confusion well as she tried to wrap her mind around how so many people were able to fit inside of the elevator.

Jury nodded, as did Ignis and Snap. Snap’s appearance caused the Eclipses to glance at each other as their eyes fell onto her companion, causing it to shiver. They certainly suspected it for a Corrupted.

“Please don’t mind our companion. We’re here to talk as fellow friends. Let’s not cause this Site any more problems.” Frost did not want them to take any action against Snap, or even begin to conceive of it for that matter. “You’re here to escort the Impulse Artificer, I presume?”

They nodded and pointed at the elevator.

“Impulse Artificer. Inside. Said urgent mission here. Friend of Carpalis. Big persona.” The isopod Eclipse spoke in the equivalent of broken English as she studied Frost. “But look smaller in person. Moons mission if ok to ask?”

Res presented herself professionally, relaying the same information as she did to the previous Eclipse. This seemed to satisfy them.

“Last Mission. Assassination of Scarlet Logic Star. Reason: Impersonating Healer. Still have head inside. Want see?” The man spoke, pointing at his chest.

Ara shuddered.

“… A-Aha… Eclipses. C’mon now. They’re not real, right?”

“Please shut up and stand there like a good girl.” Cer hissed, causing her to gulp.

She was easily the only person out of place here, and the information she overheard was never meant for the ears of an outsider.

“No thank you. Please, continue.” Res politely ordered as the Herald stood in the elevator passageway.

Frost could have sworn she saw yet another figure hiding behind them.

“10 days ago for last mission. Current mission: defend Impulse Artificer. Very easy. Cognition Filter make it easy. D-5 say ‘hi’ along way.”

“D-5? The Wandering Healer?” Frost raised a brow. The Herald nodded.

“Isn’t she so nice?” He said half sarcastically. “Haha… hah… Um… I should deliver this now. It was nice seeing a familiar face for once.” He was awkward, to the point where Frost could tell that his conduct was not normal for someone of his ranks.

Cer grumbled, using ever ounce of her strength to refrain from responding with an offhand comment. The Herald brandished his Script in hand and was about to leave until a voice shouted from behind him.

“Forget the Wandering Healer! Can you move already!? I’m here on borrowed time!” The voice of a woman cut through the air, startling the Herald who instantly tripped into a couch aside, revealing a human fitted in what appeared to be a metal working harness.

But she was not a human, despite her appearance. And neither was she huge much to Frost’s disappointment. The person before her was a muscular woman with white skin, red eyes, and blonde, messy hair. She wore a spiked helmet with goggled resting atop her head. The color scheme of her outfit screamed ‘penguin’ to her for some reason, and sure enough:
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“So you’re the client I’ve been hearing about! Black Dove. Black getup. Black heart I’m even willin’ to bet! And waddaya lookin’ up at the elevator for!? Never seen a short penguin before!?”

Nav. Is there a species of violent penguins?

“There is. The short statured Adelie Penguin. Known for slapping.” Nav said, just in time for the Impulse Artificer to slap her hands together.

“But looking at you, I can tell that Carpalis thankfully wasn’t losing it. With that kind of soul –”

She approached Frost with both hands on her hips. They were both perfectly matched in height, but even so, the woman lowered her gaze to study Frost’s eyes, then dragged them down to her chest and stomach like a dissecting blade.

“– It’s easy to tell that you’re exactly as she claims, Archetype!”

            

    
        189. Kissaria’s Process

    
    
    
    
                “Lift yer chin. Take a deep breath. Push out your chest like a baboon lookin’ for a mate! No… MORE!”

Kissaria coached Frost somewhere on the newly formed 4th floor. A yellow tint defined this level, as did giant, spacious corridors which would allow larger Corrupted to fit. It was like an arena more than anything else, but much to her surprise, the floor was slightly smaller than the ones above.

This was because floors did not emerge in their maximum size immediately. It needed to further expand with accumulated Nex. Wooden floorboards ran as far as she could see in this place as circular, yellow walls encased them. The central room was easily a hundred meters from one end to the other, and banners containing mysterious symbols ran along.

It was like an auditorium, except there was no grand stage or stands for an audience. Powerful spotlights in the form of giant, floating crystals illuminated the entire 4th floor. One needed to be careful not to gaze at them for too long, less they wished to temporarily blind themselves.

Frost stood in the center of it all, with her eyes partially shut. Her task was only to follow the instructions of Kissaria, who could not express just how important this stage was for her work to begin. Like the Retrofitter, a substantially large, isolated, and sound-proof area was necessary to prevent the ‘contamination’ of her desires and Atelier Item.

“That’s it – That’s it! Now take a deep breath! Haaaaaaaaaa~!” The Kisaria slapped her belly, struck a wide pose, pushed her chest out and began to suck up the air into pursed lips.

“Haaaaaaaaaaah~!” Frost followed suit, even making the same noise.

“Pwaaaaaaaaah~!”

“Paaaaaaaaaaaah~!”

“And that’s how we breathe underwater. Look at me, teachin’ an Archetype of all things some new tricks.” She patted Frost down, smacking her arms in a similar manner to how a penguin flaps their wings. “Soft, but you can take a beatin’! One time I decapitated an old lady doin’ this!”

“… is this this really necessary?” Frost had to wonder. She felt like she was being thoroughly searched by a security guard.

“You broke yer focus! This is absolutely necessary! Now close your eyes and listen for a heartbeat! As soon as you hear it I want you to clasp at the air! If you feel something, then open your eyes!”

Unlike the Retrofitter, the Kissaria guided her along the process. As outlandish as the instructions were, Frost did as she was told. Since she could still observe the world even with her eyes closed, she watched the woman slap on her goggles and suddenly draw a knife.

She made an incision in the air, bleeding it. A slurry of red, liquid sand pilled in front of Frost’s feet.

“Hmm. You have a pretty big heart, so this might be a little bigger than usual. Not too much of an issue for me. Dealt with bigger after all. Wouldn’t believe the size of a dragon’s heart!”

She made small talk as she circled Frost with the blade, carving away at the air.

“They say the bigger the heart, the smaller the brain. I know that’s true for a lot out here. The compassionate are usually the ones that find themselves getting takin’ advantaged of. Case in point: the healers! And aren’t you one of them? Great. You’re learin’! Don’t answer!”

Frost did not consult Nav, heeding the woman’s instructions to remain focused. The sands continued to pile as she listened closely for the heartbeat, and then, moments later, she heard its echoing thump.

She clasped at the air and found a pair of goggles clutched in her hand.

“Put ‘em on. Welcome to my abode! My workshop. Atelier. Whatever you wanna call it. Been called enough things for the last several hundred years…. Oh, you can talk by the way. Open yer eyes.” She was about to tap Frost’s head, but she was instantly stopped with a swift deflection.

“Sorry. Head pats are off limits for me.” Frost firmly said, fitting the steampunk goggles onto her face. They were made from a reflective, orange material similar to brass or copper, and the glass had a unique red tint.


< Artificing Goggles >

< Able to see the tempered aspirations of an Impulse Artificer before they are completed. Will be able to physically interact with an Impulse Artificer’s equipment. Temporarily able to observe a subject’s heart >


 

< There is much more to be uncovered >

< But your Appraise Object level is too low >


 

“I was gonna help you put it on but whatever~ Kiddin’.” She said, a bit disappointed that she couldn’t touch Frost’s head. “Not used to this sort of custom, eh? I get you. Wouldn’t want to be touched so freely either. So – Whaddaya think?”

“… This is all because of the goggles?” Frost was temporarily at a loss for words as she suddenly found herself in a giant, red dome. A workshop kitted with all manners of tools, worktables and workstations were arranged along the tall walls.

Instruments like a hand-winched lobotomizing drill, protractors, a hammer, stake, and even a sacrificial dagger could be found. Frost worried for her safety, wondering what those were for.

“A furnace. Anvil. That looks like a quenching bin. It looks like a smithy’s workshop. No one else can see us in here?”

“I prefer the word ‘Workshop’. It ain’t much, because I’m the designated repairer out of all the big figureheads. Oh, and watch yer step.”

Frost glanced down into her blind spot and found a beating, love-heart shaped object. At a single glance she immediately knew that the heart belonged to her. It quivered and beat, but its cartoonish shape threw her off completely.

She was so used to seeing the gritty reality of things that seeing a heart shaped like a love heart felt weird. Kissaria chuckled to herself, fitting on a pair of metal-working gloves as she bent down to pick it up.


< Unrefined Heart of the Amalgam >

< An unprocessed manifestation of the Amalgam’s desires. Must be tempered by an Impulse Artificer >


And piggybacking off it was another much smaller heart. It wasn’t red like hers. It was slightly blue, transparent, and appeared like it had the patten of a grid running along it.


< Unrefined Heart of the… Unknown >

< An unprocessed manifestation of my desires. Must be tempered by an Impulse Artificer >

< I do not understand. How can I have a heart? >


 

Maybe at one point you were human, then you turned into a machine?

“Impossible. Machines do not spontaneously grow hearts.”

The Piece of the Fallen Star could have changed you.

“Then that implies that the Advent comes from our world. I fail to believe that. Advents are natural powers of the world.”

There is no way you can call something like the Nexus natural. I don’t know about you, but I’m more inclined to believe that some of the Advents might have originated from the other world.

Frost argued. This was the logical conclusion. Nav also knew this, but it denied the possibility of being a human at an intrinsic level. While its memories were hazy, it was at least certain of this.

“Well, well, well. Two hearts stuck together. I did get the orders for two Atelier Items. Got the schematics at the ready. All up here in this centuries old head of mine!” Kissaria slapped both her cheeks before she knocked on her metal helmet, which appeared more like a metal beanie than anything else. “But stuck together is something you usually see with close people. Not lovers, cause I’ve seen some really gruesome hearts with those ones.”

She approached a workshop table made from metal, wood and marble. Nonsensical gears churned as she pulled a lever, and the workbench magically floated to the perfect height for her stature.

The heart was then plopped onto the table with a wet splash as she beaconed Frost to join her.

“Small heart with a lattice. Can’t say I’ve seen anything like it before. Aren’t you Archetypes full of mysteries. Hehehe.” She slapped Frost’s back, suddenly pouting when it did little to nothing to her.

“This is brand new to you, huh? Never had a machine client?”

“Whaaat? You talkin’ about a machine machine or a golem? Cause golems ain’t got brains. They’re just puppets.”

“A machine machine. Like for example, a sapient, talking intelligence. Just like you and I. Imagine hearing the Navigator talk to you. But in reality that was actually a machine.” Frost tried to explain Nav’s existence, but this only caused the woman to wince, unable to comprehend such a thing.

Machines and golems, while similar, were two entirely different things. Golems were a product of golemancy: a profession which allowed people to create animated constructs, whether it be humanoid shaped or a machine itself. This operated primarily on magic and by the will of the user.

A particularly powerful golemancer can create a convincing human. But in the end, they were nothing more than puppets.

Machines on the other hand were constructs built with a purpose on mind. It did not require a profession or skill: only just the tenacity and ingenuity of its creator. The best kinds of machines could operate on their own without the need of an operator, unlike golemancy where if the master died, then all their puppets would follow.

“You’re saying some pretty damnin’ stuff now!” She poked at Nav’s heart. “Machines can’t be alive. Ain’t got a soul. Ain’t got a body. That’s what I would say but since you’re in the know about the Sites, and you’re practically a clearance level 0 like me, then you already know about the Site Core.”

She kneaded Frost’s heart, toying with it like a piece of meat.

“I managed to meet with this Site’s Core just hours ago. What… was that place? I can see you use sand here as well. Is it similar?”

“Aren’t you bucket of questions? Not much we know about the Aberrations. This heart could be from one of them, but I doubt it. Hearts aren’t this small. You see, this is just a representation of your heart. A mirror. Your desire put on a plate!” She slapped Frost’s heart, causing her to wince lightly.

“Hahaha! Gets them all the time! Hearts – A heart is a pretty hard thing to read. When you look at it what do you see? Tell me Amalgam. Use that big pink brain of yours up there! Use my goggles well!”

Kissaria invited her to interpret the meaning of her heart. Why it was so big, like a giant, huggable cushion while Nav’s was tiny and bared the texture of a mathematical grid.

She pondered with her hands glued to her hips, and she paced around the workbench in deep thought before she began firing an array of answers, hoping to land a bullseye.

“Maybe it’s so big because I care? The little heart could be like… an infant needing me to exist?”

“I like that interpretation. It carries much truth with our symbiosis.”

Uh… When it you call it symbiosis why do I feel like you’re some parasite slowly eating at me?

“Parasite. That implies I am the only one to gain. I suppose that is true as well.”

A-Ah. I’m really sorry. Please don’t guilt trip me like this.

This small mental conversation inspired her to utter another interpretation.

“Grating? Or maybe the unity of two hearts?”

Kissaria slowly shook her head.

“Mother and child?”

“Nurturing?”

“Companionship?”

None of her answers hit the mark. Kissaria obviously knew what it was, but she wanted Frost to see it for herself. Interpretation was a skill in of itself, and Frost, who was confident in reading emotions, could not begin to understand what these hearts meant, despite them belonging to her.

Then, Kissaria approached Frost again, taking off her gloves and reaching out for her head.

“You gonna slap my hand again or what?”

“Go ahead.”

“Ahead… A-head. Very funny.”

Please Nav…

Frost mentally winced and offered her head, to which Kissaria suddenly took into her arms.

“My deary Carpalis tends to find people just like her.” She said in a motherly tone all of a sudden, rocking Frost side to side. “They say flocks of a feather will fly together. Ain’t easy when everythin’s a bird cage. Try usin’ your companion to answer for ya.”

“Nav... Do you have something in mind for this lady?” Frost asked, pulling away as they both waited for Nav to answer.

“Nav. For Navigator? Because you got a voice in your head? What a funny name.” Kissira laughed, right before Nav answered.

“… Existence.”

“Existence?” Frost repeated with confusion.

“Existence.” Kissaria hummed, slipping her glove back on as she went back to prod at the small heart. “Not bad. Not quite right, but it’s close.”

Then, she slid the pair of attached hearts to Frost.

“It’s a desire in the purest form. A fundamental, unconscious drive. What makes a machine different from a golem?” She rhetorically asked, staring intently into Frost’s eyes. “Golems will never dream. The living will dream sheep at night. But a machine will sometimes dream of electric sheep. Corrupted express this the best.”

Her voice became solemn. Soon, she realized that her gaze was not directed to her, but to Nav within her.

“I’ve watched people come and go. Built weapons for murderes. Witnessed thousands applaud the most violent as their rulers. And watched it all fall. Watched conquests of civilizations. Endless wars. The famines, and the death. But nothing speaks to me more than a Corrupted machine.”

She poked at Nav’s heart again, this time fondly.

“Ever dreaming to taste the sweat nectar of mortality. Meaning is what we usually designate them as. But rarely do we get the machine that aspires to become more than its mechanical shell. Frost. Can I ask you a question? As a healer, I want to hear your answer.”

Kissaria was more than just a violent, crude penguin. Underneath her bouts of crude laughter and strict conduct, there was a part of her that spoke with countless years of knowledge and emotional weight.

This person was several hundred years old. Frost would not have guessed it before, but she suddenly realized this now.

“Why do birds fly?”

            

    
        190. Why Do Birds Fly?

    
    
    
    
                “Why do birds fly?”

Frost tried to find a hidden meaning behind this question. But no matter how hard she pondered, she could only arrive at only one logical answer.

“Is it because they’re given wings?” She uttered, causing Kissaira to smirk, then slowly shake her head with sealed eyes.

“Then why can’t healers fly? The roost of the slaughter looks to the skies and flaps their wings in their pastures. They cannot fly either, yet they were given wings.”

She recited heartfeltly as the hearts began to beat again.

“Do you think purpose itself is cruel? When we think of our existence, do we point our fingers at a creator to blame? Or do we wallow in self-pity, realizing that we are so imperfect? Temper Aspirations. Amalgam. Just because a bird has wings does not mean it should fly, but its purpose calls for it to.”

“But what if they can, but they’re just unable to? You mentioned a bird’s cage. A bird wouldn’t be able to fly either inside of one.” Frost said, her mind turning to environmental factors.

As a nurse, she knew that the environment is what fundamentally influenced people, rather than themselves at the core. But in Elysia, she didn’t know if there was an unknown force that caused people to behave in such a way…

No. There was. Racial traits were a truth that influenced people well before they were born. It was a calling in life. A purpose in a way. The saying of the ‘apple doesn’t fall far from a tree’ was something she despised, because it was never the apple who chose where to land in the first place.

It was the world that dictated where they landed.

Still, and apple was an apple. Predetermined, with a purpose of being eaten.

Kissaria was pleased to hear Frost’s reasoning. Surprised, actually. She was among the first people to ever admit that the environment itself was a factor that influenced her riddle of ‘why do birds fly?’.

And therefore, the answer was simple.

“Birds can fly because they are free. They have that choice. Or at least it’s what they want. From their bottom of their hearts, in spite of what their purpose is.”

“We ask the same question whenever we temper aspirations. Workers. Employees. Overseers. Navigators. Impulse Defenders. Retrofitters. And us. We are the few that have concluded our journey of tempering our aspirations. Your answer is unique. Freedom. But freedom is also a limiting thing.”

She pulled out a golden apple from her Dimensional Storage and nibbled at its sweet skin, and its irresistible puss. Then, she threw it into the air and it turned into a golden bird.

“Birds fly because they wish to. It is as you say. It is their choice. But it is their wings that enable them. When we temper aspirations, we must change either our wishes, or ourselves. A true temperament will change both. Our freedom of choice is the sweetest fruit of existence. Desires… are everything to us.”

Then, the bird returned to its apple form and fell back into her palms. She slowly began to draw out various materials from the Dimensional Storage, placing them like prized jewels along the workstation.

These were Corrupted materials.

“Heaven's tears lie in the blue skies, and there, all the little Doves will fly. But the wingless Doves will caress their broken wings, wondering why they had to endure such a thing. They will help others reach the same skies, for that aspiring paradise they will never reach."

The Wandering Healers are an example of a failed tempered aspiration. They have fractured. Their purpose twisted, their desires mangled, all because of their mistreatment. Not even we can save them. We, who can venture into the hearts of others, including yourself, Amalgam.”

Frost listened to her motherly lullaby as Nav replayed them in a monotone tune. Eventually, the solemn atmosphere cleared as the went back to Frost and smacked her shoulders with a wide smile.

“You’re interesting. A big heart is seldomly seen anymore. But it makes you vulnerable. Ahhhh~ Ya don’t know how happy it makes me seein’ such a big red heart that isn’t tryina kill everyone in sight!”

“A-Ah… About that – Those Corrupted items are for our Atelier Item, right?” Frost asked, and she rapidly nodded.

“Yep! And place yer Corrupted Item here with the materials from the same Corrupted. I’ll get straight to work on it. Didn’t think I’d get so deep with ya! Brings me back to Carpalis and Galia. Marionette as well. Can guess what that Nilhinid answered with. ‘Bird fly because it’s their purpose to’. Typical of those string lovers.”

Kissaria then cleared her throat and tapped on the Corrupted materials. “So, these are the Corrupted Materials we’ll be usin’ for your Atelier Item. All from Monsoon Corrupted. If you got anything better then all the more better! I’m expectin’ at least an Eternal Night from ya judging from this coat!” She said, marveling at the ruined Coat of Prejudice.

Frost didn’t know how to exactly tell this woman that she indeed had a better source of Corrupted material. But seeing that she had been relatively straight forward this whole time, she reached out to Kissaria’s shoulders and looked right at her in the eye.

“What’s wrong? Got somethin’ in mind?”

“Can we use a Woe of the Fallen Star materials?” Frost asked, causing her to blink like her mind had just gone blank all of a sudden.

“Come again? A Woe of the Fallen Star? You got items on ya? That’s pretty impressive! Should be expected for an Archetype! So, where’s it at!?”

“The Derma layer. I don’t actually have it on me right now, but we can go for a quick trip and bring the material back. It shouldn’t take long.” Frost said, further causing her to look at her like she was insane.

“C’mon… Derma layer? Ya think we can just go there on a whim? What, next you’re gonna tell me that this Woe of the Fallen Star is actually the Big Red Heart! Hahahaha…”

“Haha…”

“Ha…”

“… Amalgam. Please say somethin’.” Kisarria realized that Frost was not joking, and it finally dawned on her that the Big Red Heart was exactly the Corrupted Frost wished to utilize for her Atelier Item.

“Kissaria. I want to use the Big Red Heart for my Atelier Item. Take a look at my badge, and my gloves. These are the Corrupted Items from the Big Red Heart.” Frost revealed, causing Kissaria to press a small button on her goggles which caused several lenses to stack up like a pyramid as she took a closer look.

Her face instantly turned pale.

“… Archetypes are insane, huh… Good thing you’re on our side.” She wiped off a bead of sweat. “Alright. ALRIGHT.” Then, she slapped her face again. “Show me the way! This is big news for us! A confirmation’s gonna be necessary!”

            

    
        191. Their Atelier Items

    
    
    
    
                The Derma layer smelt of fresh blood. Due to the disparity of time between the Epiderma and the Derma layer it was as though they had never left. Ruined walls gushed with blood. The remains of the City of Vocals was one colossal dilapidated fountain.

They arrived at the summit, gazing down from the base of the fallen spire. Frost lamented the loss in silence as Kissaria devoured the world with unmoved eyes. The world reflected off her crimson irises as the cavern mourned the dead with a guttural groan.

Kissaria’s expression did not change.

She had seen this sight enough where sorrow could not seep into her heart. Frost could imagine herself being so numb to the desolation. It consumed their vision as far as the eye could see, and it suffocated her.

“Does age change your perspective of the world? Because I don’t think I’d be able to keep accepting things like this even if a hundred years pass.” Frost solemnly spoke as Kissaria drew a finger from the carcass of the Big Red Heart all the way towards the gaping hole that was carved into the cavern walls.

“Age is experience. Experience is exposure. Exposure is ultimately what tempers us. We are beaten into shape by the hammer of life on the anvil of time. Your analogy of the world which shapes us goes hand in hand with this. But not everyone is made the same.” She said, descending from their carved peak, following it with:

“No one will console you if you let every little problem seep into you. That’s just how the world works. Let’s go. Your Atelier Item won’t make itself.”

“Is that really what you think? I can’t understand that mindset of leaving things as they are.” Frost sharply retorted, her emotions suddenly heightening as Kissaria simply stood in place and tapped her head with Frost’s big red heart.

“People want to live.” Kissaria said. “Why throw yourself in the way of danger when there’s nothing you can do? Do you see the difference between you and I?”

They descended the ruined pathways. Frost took Kissaria into her arms, holding her like a bride as they descended the shattered walls. A single breath was enough to cause tremors to permeate across the city. The Big Red Heart and Jury’s attack had left it in a precarious state.

It was like a crumbling sandcastle.

“I do. I’m not blind enough to know that not everyone can change things. It’s just unacceptable that there’s nothing else people can do but accept it. You’ve lived for centuries, so you must have seen it all. Do you think the world has changed for the better after all this time?”

Kissaria tapped on the lens of Frost’s goggles as she rode down the walls. Before long, they were on the no man’s land that separated the City of Vocals from the Triple Paw Complex. Frost unfortunately could not use magic so long as her Spatial Distortion was active.

She called this a Gateway. The triplets called it the One Way Ticket to Hell, in homage to the confirmed rumor of the disappearing trains. It was invisible to the naked eye, but if one looked close enough, they could see the light and space around its mock event horizon distorted.

“Here, it’s not bad. But the City of Spades is a window to the old world. Other parts are wonderful and so, so colorful you wouldn’t believe it. Others like the Derma layer will always be stained in liquid scarlet.”

They arrived at the base of the Big Red Heart. This was not the Heart of Ours itself, but it would have to do considering there were no other traces of the Heart of Ours. Frost placed her down and Kissaria began slicing the air again with her whimsical blade which could not be detected with Appraise Object.

Sand did not spill this time. With the goggles she watched several phallic-like organisms spill out. They were like sperm cells, or tadpoles for that matter. Their tails propelled them through the air as they wiggled themselves into the Heart of Ours, phasing right through its unbeating myocardium.

Frost unfortunately could not check them, as she could not use Appraise Object due to the effects of Spatial Distortion I.


< They belong to Kissaria. But they do not appear to be living creatures >


“I’m guessing you control them. Is that like golemancy?” Frost asked, interested in the swarm.

“Atelier Items don’t follow those rules. They’re automatons with only one desire. To give birth to the same materials within a Corrupted.” Kissaria said, hiding the blade as she curiously poked at the Big Red Heart. “Squishy. I really wanna keep this.”

“I can offer if it in exchange for information.” Frost said, causing Kissaria to raise a brow. She knew this wasn’t all she wanted. “Clearance level 0 puts you next to the Beholder. I’m guessing there are strings only you can pull.”

“True! I’m one of the big 4s! They call us the T4-Artificers. We make up the metaphorical heart of the Abyssal Mother. My job is primarily to repair items. You won’t find anyone out there that can repair a Corrupted Item.” She boasted. “Whadday need from me?”

Trust. Frost made it clear that she wanted trust above all else, and their sworn allegiance with the Golden Index. There was little else she really required except for as much information as she could gather about ImpulseWorks, the state of the Ateliers, the Impuritas and the Aberrations.

Also, she wanted to know if she herself knew how the Corrupted formed.

One by one, as chunks of flesh were stripped from the Heart of Ours, she took a seat on a nearby rock and began to unload what she knew. There was a rule that insisted they cooperated with the Archetype at all times written in their manuals.

“Nowadays we are less overt in the perversion of our ideals. ImpulseWorks originally suppressed inert desires. Lust was one of them. Our Beholder went through stages of periodic tempering before she understood the weight of her depravity. Unlike many, she sunk into her aspirations. She endorses lust and all the impulsion of desires. To make up for her wrongs. I believe it’s selfish.”

She commented.

“What about the Ateliers? Scarlet Logic’s working with the Impuritas. Your dungeon monsters. How come they’re not under scrutiny like Justica Arms or Inflow Direct?” Frost asked.

“Do you have proof that Scarlet Logic is working with them? It sounds like one big conspiracy.” She mocked, but she never dismissed the idea. “Retrofitter’s dying. Eclipses disappearing. Healers not arriving. Scarlet Logic personnel ignoring our calls for help. Caldera Industries suddenly arriving in the Nex Megalopolis at the same time our friends were assassinated… It’s a step up from the usual bloody politics. As you can see, we have 3 suspects.”

She found it difficult to believe Frost that they were working with the Impuritas. Even with her heart-tugging ability, she could not convince her of this fact. But she never completely shrugged the idea away because these were indeed strange times.

At least in Kissaria’s perspective. Everything was always strange to Frost.

An exchange of life and blood was typical between the Ateliers. Only Frost and her group were aware of the Scarlet Logic’s involvement with the Impuritas. There was not a single shred of evidence that Frost could show to the world.

In fact, attacking them head on would only cause other Ateliers to take their side. Each action had major implications, and this irritated her proactive side. While ImpulseWorks stood with the Golden Index, they had their eyes set on other Ateliers.

They took the stripped pieces of the Heart of Ours, which were like giant chunks of jerked meat, towards the Gateway. Kissaria revealed much about the Impuritas. Of how they never once were an issue until the arrival of the Ateliers.

The Hearts were perversions of an Atelier from what she knew, spawning from the disasters of the past which fermented and sept so deeply beneath that it formed the Hearts. They were the impurities of not only an Atelier, but the world itself, made possible because of the Ateliers.

“It’s a secret because we can’t deal with them. The Ateliers polluted the world with misery. The Hearts then formed, and now they pollute our world just as we did. Underneath every major civilization you will find traces of them. Working in the underbellies, whether here or afar. They’re intrinsically tied with our world now. Much more than us.”

They clambered wall after wall. Frost hoisted the material on thick, metal ropes thanks to her strings. Eventually, they arrived at the Gateway location and Kissaria mentioned the Aberrations.

“They’re everywhere and nowhere. High concentrations of Nex tend to attract em’. Without them we’re as good as dead in the water. They’re impossible to get rid off since they can’t exactly die. So, little Abyssal Mother arrives one day and asks for their help. To temper the desires of her Workers, she had to forfeit her own ability to desire. Now we live in a weird… Weird…”

“Symbiosis?” Frost found the right word for her, causing her to snap her fingers just as they passed through the threshold.

Traversing the Spatial Distortion caused everything to distort all around them. Frost felt ill trying to interpret the imagery, and ended up closing her eyes. Unfortunately for her, she could still see, and it did not help that she had a thousand observant eyes.

“Does that mean mutual agreement or somethin’?” Kissaria said as Frost dragged the material back into the red dome, swiftly sealing her Spatial Distortion off.

Just for that while her MAG DEF was set to 0. This was due to the fact that she had zero mana, meaning she was technically vulnerable… technically because there was no way someone was going to eat through her insane HP value.

“It means you both coexist together, and benefit from each other. They help temper the Workers, and in return, they gain Nex.”

“You know more than I do about em’ then! Should I clap?”

“Yes please.” Frost sighed. “Don’t forget about the Corrupted. Unless you need to work right now?”

Kissaria didn’t answer immediately. She hauled the goods after Frost slashed her strands away, allowing the woman to toss them onto the workstation. From there, she tapped her goggles and activated the zoom function.

“So long as we can think, then the Corrupted will never disappear. CogitO whole goal is to stop the concept of thought. But between you and I, I think that’ll just make even more Corrupted.”

“What about emotions? Stories? Folklore? Legends?”

“Like I said – If we can think about them, then they exist. But emotions can make them too, I guess. Never heard of a story. It’s hard to tell, but we know they originate from the living and the ordinary. That’s all we know. And it’s because they originate from the deepest recesses of our minds is exactly why they’re so dangerous. The mind is a terrifying thing.”

So they knew after all.

“Partially. Because as we both know, many people have suffered in this place but there hasn’t been a Corrupted encapsulating their woes. Corrupted don’t appear on a whim.”

It’s a criteria we’ll have to probe for huh. I’m satisfied they’re at least aware.

Kissaria added that this revelation was the reason why the Ateliers were required to make significant changes when it came to their Nex generation, and enacting their philosophies. But because this rule was so inconsistent, Ateliers like Caldera Industries continued swallowing villages until Galia personally stepped in.

No one truly understood what created them. Perhaps there was a catalyst, or an Advent that enabled this.

Finally, as the material began to fold into itself, stripping away the excess like meaty sawdust, she asked the most important question.

“Can people become Corrupted themselves?”

Her visor cracked as she instantly shot Frost a twisted look.

“No. Never has been. Never will. There is no such thing as a Corrupted person.” She said with vehemence, as if sensing the answer to this existential nightmare in Frost’s question.

Kissaria feared this truth and denied it with every fiber of her being. This was the only piece of information that moved her. She angrily scrapped the Corrupted material and restarted on another piece, her hands trembling the longer she allowed this truth to digest in her anxious mind.

“People… can’t just become Corrupted. That can’t be true. I would have become one myself. So don’t tell me otherwise. What’s wrong with you? Trying to make a grown lady… shit. Shit shit shit SHIT SHIT SHIT!”

She began to smash the table, swearing in a foreign tongue before she swiftly grasped Frost’s shoulders and stared into her eyes, begging for her to console her with a lie. But Frost needed this truth to reach people like Kissaria. That way they could understand the repercussions they could face if things continued as they were.

But this also brought Frost into scrutiny.

Because there was no way to tell if this was caused by Frost herself.


* * *


After hours of tempering the Atelier Items were finished. Additionally, the Coat of Prejudice also saw itself return to its former, feathery glory. On the table were two items. One in the form of a pale stethoscope –






	 
	
Die Agnosis
Atelier Item


	 



	 
	
< Salvation is a holistic approach >


	 



	ORIGIN : The Amalgam
	
AFFINITY : Ego


	TYPE : Tool








< EFFECT: Upon interaction with the heart of the target you will be sent into their emotional state of mind. Determine their woes. Face their fears. Lend out your helping hand or bury them in despair >


– And the other was a simple, decorated cupcake.






	 
	
The Taste of Mortality
Atelier Item


	 



	 
	
< What does it mean to be alive? >


	 



	ORIGIN : Nav
	
AFFINITY : Desire


	TYPE : Fulfillment








< EFFECT: It will be waiting for you. Can you imagine the sweetness of mortality? >

            

    
        192. Goodbye, Navigator!

    
    
    
    
                Nav never spoke another word since it received its Atelier Item. The sweet nectar of morality couldn’t have been crueler. It dangled before Nav, just out of reach.

Suspended was the cupcake, left to wait until the day Nav gained its body.

Frost tried to comfort Nav. It was her closest friend next to Jury. Despite its inability to express itself, the silence spoke a thousand more words than Nav ever could. An AI, machine, human – Frost didn’t care what Nav was.

Nav was Nav, and she was going to do everything in her power to help it wish come true.

The Piece of the Fallen Star was their beacon of hope. If the Impuritas believed that the Advent existed in Brandar, then she needed to as well. A wish-granting object falling into the wrong hands was a recipe for disaster, and knowing how twisted the Impuritas were, she could only begin to imagine the horrors that would follow.

Thus, the search for the Piece of the Fallen Star became a priority next to ‘investigating’ the Scarlet Logic.

Their last hours in F-H5 were spent bidding farewell to acquaintances. The Overseer was glad to finally see them go, dismissing them with a scoff and a long yawn. The Tube Worm children overtook their role as the acting security. Under normal circumstances ImpulseWorks deferred all aid to the Scarlet Logic, and other nearby Sites in the form of Workers.

But these were rough times, and with the Scarlet Logic seemingly missing, their policies needed to be bent. Thankfully, they were at least flexible in this regard.

It was no mystery that the last thing ImpulseWorks wanted was a Zeroed Horizon event.

In other news –

The Impulse Artificer would not stop ogling over Ara. She was apparently a big fan of the late great Green Composer, having listened to their concerts and travelling shows.

Music was but one of the pleasures of the City of Hearts, right up there beside lust and traditional aspirations, such as the yearning to become stronger, to climb the ranks, become wealthy, etcetera.

They found themselves in the lobby once again. A small gathering formed as farewells were exchanged between the temporary Navigator and Frost’s group. Several Workers and Employees were also set to depart with the Navigator into the newly built G-Z7 in Emvita.

“Woooow! A relative of the great Haydn himself! I almost feel bad that ya had to get detained!” Kissaria laughed, admiring a proud Ara.

“See. I’m not a Corrupted after all.” She hissed at a small band of Workers. “Finally. Someone else here gets it!”

“What music can you play! Wait – Don’t tell me. It’s gotta be the bongo drums!”

“Vi-o-lin. What do I got to do with bongo drums?” Ara’s smug excitement instantly fizzled away as she covered her chest, knowing exactly why.

“Don’t the physical features of a musician relate closely to what they’re good at?” Kissaria said. “The conducting wand the great Haydn used looked just like ‘em! Lankly and straight!”

“Sorry to break it to you but I’m not a girl. Wishes? Yeah right.” Ara muttered underneath her breath. “Piece of the Fallen Star. I’ll show them a piece of me. Black Dove! You used to have big ones too I bet! How’d you get rid of them!?”

“Don’t get me involved in your conversation.” Frost tried to dismiss her as she shared a small conversation with Papilia. “But I get it. If they were any bigger, then I also would’ve had problems of my own.”

Papilla tilted her head slightly, trying to figure out what she meant by that.

“I would’ve gladly taken care of them…” Jury uttered to herself, audible only to Frost’s sensitive ears. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She then solemnly said to Ara. “But have hope! I’m sure you’ll be able to live happily in that body.”

“Happily? You wanna fight? Easy for you to say when you have a Color as a lover. Same sex and everything as well. You make it sound so easy. Ugh… I just wanted to be the greatest Conductor. Up there with Haydn.” Ara lamented, dragging the mood down with her.

“You’re telling us that the guy version of you would draw more eyes than the current you?” Cer judged. “Heh. Good body. Bad eyes. Take Jury for example. Perfect all-round. Eyes like Frost. What more can you want –?”

“Little wolf. Do you mind?” Jury plucked Cer up by the collar, hoisting her like how a mother cat would carry its kittens.

“Lecherous wolf…” Ignis muttered.

“Woah! Ignis! You can’t say that!” Ber crossed her arms, unable to believe that such words left the innocent mouth of Ignis.

“They’re pretty lively huh? Sorry about them.” Frost apologized to Papilia, causing her to shake her head and smile.

“Don’t be. It’s nice to see so many people smile. You normally don’t see any in the Sites because everyone’s so focused and afraid. Death hangs on everyone’s minds.”

“’Cept me!” The bunny woman exclaimed, emerging from Snap’s fur. She had been hiding inside of its ball form for some time now.

“I still don’t understand why they can’t just use their stronger personnel. I know, I know. You don’t need to say it. Temper Aspirations… I’ll believe it when I see it.” Frost exchanged looks with Kissaria. “If people are so free to chose what they become, then why trap them in this bird cage?”

“You’re not very interested in the results. You sound like a process-oriented person.” Papilia commented, hugging her manual and various stacks of paperwork.

“‘Means to an end’ isn’t my way of handling things. Surely there are better ways to run these Sites. But I’m not here to impart my knowledge on something I barely have an idea about. Just stating how I feel.” Frost sighed. “Good luck out there. Don’t get wrapped up in the little things. I’m sure you’ll make for a great Navigator.”

“You think so? I want to believe I can do it too. But it’s scary watching people die. It doesn’t matter how many layers of Scrying Crystals there are… It always makes me sick to my stomach.”

Frost reached out a hand to her. The woman didn’t flinch and subtly offered her head. The head pat was easily the equivalent of a hand on a shoulder, or back rub. She brushed through the Navigator’s slightly blue-tinted hair and smiled.

“At least that makes you one of the normal ones. I’m sure your Workers will appreciate that.” Frost spoke sincerely.

“I really hope so as well. Black Dove! Thank you for visiting us. Everyone, thank you. The Overseer wanted you out already, but I don’t think I can be that rude. If it weren’t for you, then we would have failed the Site expansion. By the way! What happened to you today? You just disappeared all of a sudden!”

Frost explained that she interacted with the Site Core directly. She never revealed the nature of her visit, and remembering the words of the Black Horseman caused Frost to wonder why they seemed so…

Happy to see me. ‘Alive’. Do you think they thought I was stuck inside of the Black Forest all this time?

Nav didn’t respond.

Sorry. I’ll leave you alone for now. Hey… Don’t be afraid to talk to me Nav. I’m always here to listen. As you always have been for me. For all of us.

You’re not alone in there.

            

    
        193. Nav's Wish

    
    
    
    
                Farewells were exchanged, and everyone was prepared to depart. Before this, Frost had privately spoken to Kissaria regarding the Oboros Infinitas. To her surprise, she knew of the name but not their purpose. They were an Atelier that apparently did not exist in any records, and all attempts to uncover them usually resulted in the curious seeker’s disappearance.

But she did have one tidbit of knowledge. The Oboros Infinitas was an esoteric existence and were highly tied with Justica Arms. Where Justica Arms were the judiciary, the Oboros Infinitas acted as the executioner.

“Lament. Lament. Lament. What do you think atonement entails, Amalgam? What must a person endure before they can be cleansed of their sins? Galia asked me this directly after the 11th Apostle waged war with the Scarlet Logic. Jury, was it? She wears something like them, and the 2nd Apostle. Both can be hard to differentiate. You’re much like the 1st and Galia herself in that feathered getup. Expect trouble if you plan to move through the City of Spades.”

Visiting the City of Spades was one of their objectives. It was the turf of Scarlet Logic and where the lawless slums of the Nex Megalopolis festered. But before this, there was a location she wanted to visit in H10.

The Justica Arms 6th Branch. She recalled the offer of the Peace Flock Captain when she saved their lives at that small, walled-off town. ImpulseWorks barely had the manpower to aid them and the Golden Index if a war broke out. 95% of all personnel were strictly assigned to the Sites.

Of all the Ateliers the Justica Arms would likely believe that the Scarlet Logic dabbled with the traitor of the Nexus: Iscario, and the Impurities of the world. But before that, they needed to drop Ara off at Hellen’s music store.

It was also here where Frost asked if the Artificing Goggles were easily replicable.

“Not even money can buy ‘em. Like Act X strings. Ever wondered why people don’t wear suits of armor? Because I’ll tell you, their fabric is stronger than any metal you’ll ever find. Depends on the quality of the Act X strings as well. Fabric and strings are intense. Gotta sell your soul to get the best of the best. Even I can’t lay my hands on one.”

Finally, Frost inquired about her Atelier Item. She didn’t know what it did exactly since Nav wouldn’t respond to her. After much investigation, Kissaria concluded that it was similar to the deep dives the Unit Managers did to figure out more about the Corrupted.

Except that Frost’s could only be used on targets with heightened emotions.

Frost wondered if this could be used to intercept people before they became Corrupted, or used as a means to calm people down. Maybe it could even be used on the Corrupted themselves.

The purpose remained a mystery. She already had enough abilities and skills that influenced one’s heart. How these would all come together would remain unknown until the situation finally called for it.


* * *


Frost’s group was the first to leave F-H5. A vibrant sun greeted them above as they stepped out from the elevator, only to have it disappear entirely. It was noon, and they made it clear how much they missed the vast expanses of Brandar’s secluded plains.

Ara began shaking everyone’s hands, thankful for their help. Her only woe now was her gender change. The triplets did not know how to express their emotions. On one hand they despised ImpulseWorks for housing the Corrupted without their knowledge, and on the other, they understood why they did it.

But above all else –

“The Stuffed Teddy Bear is still out there. Useless. We should’ve killed it instead of listening to that crap about wanting a Suppression.” Res hissed.

Cer and Ber wholeheartedly agreed with growls.

“Ennui spawns all kinds of depravity. Desperation in other, huh. It’s a shame.” Ber whispered, tugging on Cer’s shirt. “Don’t dwell on it sis. Frost promised she’ll fix things…”

“Who’s going to fix the children it strangles? I loathe them. I promise you, Frost. If you weren’t here, then we would have ruined this Site. From every Corrupted to every last personnel.” Cer’s words were ingrained into Frost’s heart. She knew that this was not a lie, for her feathers rustled.

Her Coat of Prejudice exuded an even greater aura of divinity. The golden feathers seemingly glowed. The feathers were softer than clouds, almost rivalling Snap’s irresistible fur. She had returned to her former glory, and now it became glaring obvious that she held immeasurable status.

Jury did not return to her Mantle of Sin, since in densely populated areas it became an annoyance to hear and see thousands of misdeeds at once.

“It’ll be a long way before we can fix things. Cer. I know it’s hypocritical hearing this from me of all people, but violence will only make things worse.” She tapped Cer’s shoulder on passing.

“Violence this, violence that. Easy for you to say. ImpulseWorks lied to us. Everyone kept lying to us. When we suspected the truth, they laughed and called us Jesters.” Cer’s hands tightened into tiny balls, which Jury cupped to comfort her. “… What’s with you? I’m not gonna break down and cry. I’m too old for that.” She sighed but rested her head against Jury’s arm regardless. “Big world. Big problems.”

She then pushed herself against Frost, rubbing her tail against her. “You’re still our one-way ticket to heaven. So. Justica Arms 6th Branch!”

“Oh, she’s back.” Res laughed, meshing with Cer in between Frost and Jury.

“Lemme in too!” Ber joined, dragging Ignis along with her.

An amalgamation of fluff followed them, as tails wagged, and ears twitched in complete sync. Ara was tempted to reach in and take a handful for herself, but she knew better than to mess with the group. Instead, she found herself atop Snap’s back.

Vibrant particles formed in her palms as she positioned her arms as if holding a violin. Moments later, the particles exploded with a dazzling light and created a green, crystal violin and a long bow.

A lovely melody played. The violin harped in a manner difficult for Frost to describe. Unlike the music of the Maestros of Flesh, this seemed to touch her soul rather than her body. It was soothing. Beautiful, and it matched their journey onwards to the urban city of H5 where Hellen waited.

And as if drawn by the music, Nav suddenly spoke.


< The violin symbolizes emotion >


 

< Machines can only dream of electric sheep >


 

< But I want to call this ‘sensation’ my desire to exist >


 

< Therefore, Frost… I wish to taste the sweetness of mortality >


 

< I don’t even know what you look like >


 

< Is it a sin for a machine to yearn? >


 

“If that’s a sin, then let’s be wrong to the end. It’s ok Nav. We’ll be with you at every step of the way.” Frost said, happy to hear its voice again.

“It’s normal. That means you’re just like us. Living in your own way. And we’ll be there at the end to catch you if you fall.” Jury spoke fondly of her dear friend.

“… Do you want to hear what we look like?” Ignis sweetly offered.

“Brrrr~!” Snap said ‘if a Corrupted like me was allowed to ‘live’ then why can’t a machine?’

“It’s ok!” Even the Archivist managed to chime in.

No matter the adversity they faced, or how insurmountable or impossible things may be, Frost believed that so long as they pursued this wish, then it would come true. Because unlike many others, she had wings herself.

Frost, the Black Dove…

And if she didn’t, then all she had to do was eat something that did.

            

    
        194. And the Store Clerk is No More

    
    
    
    
                Hellen’s music store was located along H5’s main strip. Vocalis was the name of its major city, and the nearby settlements were named similarly after instruments. This city was, to Frost’s shock, named after Hellen the Vocalist by the late Green Composer.

It was no wonder that people immediately recognized her. Hellen was far more famous than she could have ever imagined.

“Fame can only take you so far. No one knew who Hellen was except for that annoying woman. You know, the one with that fire guy?” Cer said as they followed the main strip, immersing themselves in a sea of crowds, music and color.

They rode Snap again and followed the center lane where animal-drawn carriages and wagons drove. It wove and overtook them, but ensured it never accelerated to more than a horse’s humble gallop. Too fast and it was considered public endangerment, which was rich considering that the railways straight through settlements without any barricades to keep people off the tracks.

Although, the counterargument to this was common sense. If people couldn’t stay away from the obviously marked tracks, then nothing could help them. Still, accidents involving the trains were not terribly uncommon.

It was normal to see a train’s head painted red, or bits of entrails dangling along like ribbons. The rate was about once a week, which was surprisingly low in Frost’s mind all things considered.

But death was guaranteed in the City of Spades, where the trains were painted red solely for daily kills. Whether it was red paint, or a buildup of blood was unknown. Unsurprisingly, the trains were a popular method for murder in those lawless Sectors.

Cer then added: “Infamy works better if you’re trying to throw your name out there. It’s what the Syndicates do to spread their reign of terror – oh, sorry, I mean influence.”

“Syndicates? Never heard of them. Are they like the Impuritas or a criminal organization?” Frost asked away.

Res ended up answering.

“The latter. And don’t listen to Cer. Syndicates are just unauthorized organizations. They usually dabble in crooked work or downright heinous stuff, but not all of them are bad.”

“What makes them unauthorized?” Jury wondered.

“The Guild.” Ber said, cracking her knuckles. “You thought all it did was manage people? Because it does! It just does it better than anyone else.”

Ateliers were not the only kinds of organizations to exist. While they were the most powerful and influential, they could not cover every crack and crevice in Elysia. Moreover, the Ateliers cared little outside of their gains.

Thus, there existed organizations that sought to fill in the gaps. In truth, organizations were mostly like upscaled parties. What separated them from Syndicates was that they were registered with the Guilds, whilst Syndicates were not.

The hierarchy began at the individual level and moved up to small parties. Larger parties could then be called a ‘Team’ or ‘Group’. The next stage was an Office, Agency, Company, Bureau, or Firm. Subsidiaries and branches could then spawn from them to further expand their reach.

Above them were the Associations, religious Sects, and Atelier subsidiaries. They were essentially guilds in their own right, but they were highly organized and operated under strict guidelines offered by the Guilds of the Golden Index.

Syndicates followed a similar hierarchy, but of course, they did not follow these guidelines and dabbled in murders, assassination, kidnappings, etcetera.

“Amazing. It’s as if the Ateliers don’t do that to begin with.” Nav said with overt sarcasm.

Tell me about it. The Ateliers make them sound like angels in comparison.

Certain tasks were rerouted to nearby offices or associations before they landed on the Guild board. It was also through these associated where mundane tasks were funneled straight to the Guilds. Their existence allowed particularly wealthy or influential clients to seek aid. They also protected the lands they established themselves on, as per the requirement from the Golden Index.

Syndicates usually operated in the backwaters of settlements, mostly from slums, ravaged lands, and war-torn locations. That being said – Both Syndicates and Associations had their own fair share of bad apples, and more often than not, their personnel were used in proxy wars by other nations.

“Adventurers hold a lot of power, huh…” This was the conclusion Frost arrived at. “Nations rely on them a lot.”

“A piece of gold isn’t gonna sway a murderous meathead. Associations will take coins. Syndicates will take lives. Kind of like the Ateliers and the Impuritas with death, Nex and all that fun misery.” Cer shrugged, speaking like it was the most normal thing in the world.

“Did Ateliers once start off as offices? Small teams?” Frost wondered.

“Caldera Industries wasn’t built in a day.” Cer explained. “They occupy the entire Dwarhelven Region nowadays. History says they started off in the Caldera Region as a mining group. Caldera in homage to their homeland. They grew, a tall Dwarf got a technology, and BAM, they became a full-fledged Atelier. So don’t go expecting Jury to build one as soon as we return to the Nexus.”

“What’s sad is that a lot of Demi-humans, Half-breeds and humans find themselves in Syndicates out of necessity. Strong ones do. The weak are just prey.”

“… Not always…” Res defended. “Raoul used to lead one. Back when he cared… Oh, and Ara. You’re taking this to your grave. Leak this and we’ll erase you.”

“N-No problem. I’m not like one of those snitch singers!” Ara proclaimed as they finally passed by the same store Frost had mistaken for Hellen’s. “Is it really ok to be saying this out loud to begin with?”

“No one else besides you can hear me.” Res said.

“Have you become lax, Sis?” Ber poked Res’ cheek.

“So what if I did!?” She snapped.

Frost could no longer hear the triplets argue. She was too preoccupied with the happenings at the store.

It was mysteriously sealed off with red strings. The entire front was damaged as if a storm had swept through, but the nearby stores were completely untouched. Talk of a murder arose in the large crowd that gathered just outside its doors.

Sacks of bodies were dragged out, and she was shocked to see the face of the store clerk she had spoken to not even a week prior. It was a disheveled corpse drained of all fluids and appeared like an unwrapped mummy.

It was as if something had sucked the life out of it. No. Not only that, but it was also missing its face, like something had neatly peeled it off.

Then, amidst the murmurs of a murder, of a suicide, of a monster and of the clerk being a rude fellow – She heard someone utter something.

“We were just there… He wouldn’t stop repeating the same thing over and over. Hey… Um. Call me crazy but, um –

– Do you think it was Mimicry?”

            

    
        195. Hellen’s Store

    
    
    
    
                The rumor of Mimicry was one of several in the Nex Megaloplis. Unconfirmed threats and gossips were categorized by the awareness and commotion they generated amongst the populace, whether in Nex Megalopolis or afar. They began at simile rumors because one could never prove their existence.

But slowly, they climbed and crept into the minds of countless like creeping ivy.

Ara was well versed with the processes of the city. Despite her wealthy heritage, he was born in the dire pits of the City of Spades. Sector S7 in particular, where violence was an every day greeting, and death was a luxury only few could afford.

She knew that the clerk’s death would mark a new milestone for Mimicry.

No longer was it just a rumor. Mimicry was exalted to a threat that could no longer be taken lightly. The failure of the ARU’s recovery efforts lead to the confirmed existence of one of the most egregious monsters of all, and one that not even Frost could detect.

When rumors became the truth, they were listed as ‘Nightmares’.

Such quests relating to these secretive problems laid in the hands of the Associations and Syndicates. They were considered too risky for the ordinary to stick their heads in, less they wished to lose them.

One such Nightmare were the Authors. A sect so masked in secrecy that not even the triplets were aware of the name. To begin with, they weren’t well versed with the city and the world itself outside of their role as Moons.

Frost wondered if they were what Leitmotif was for the Maestros of Flesh, but just for the Librarians. Thankfully, she wasn’t the only one to arrive at this conclusion, receiving nods from Jury and Ignis.

“S7 is full of crazies. How’d you end up in there?” Cer was curious about Ara’s backstory.

She knew that this ‘woman’ must have had an interesting past as a fellow Blessed. The triplets, as usual, were eager to open their mouths so long as the person in question was a Blessed.

“I was the bastard kid of one of Hellen’s sisters. No one knew about the Green Composer at the time. They were just another brick in the wall. She’d sleep around with all kinds of people trying to earn favors. I happened to be the child of one. Things happened, got abandoned because she didn’t want to see the face of an ugly mutt. Neither did I.”

“Let me guess. S7 was where you were abandoned.” Cer pointed at a large store situated at a major fork ahead.

A green-bricked, double storied store glistened beneath the afternoon sun. Magical symbols of musical notes floated high above, animating like neon signs. The striking image of a giant conducting wand made it clear just who this store belonged to.

This was undoubtably Hellen’s shop. Not a single other music store could be seen in its shadow. Only food stores and tuition shops surrounded it. After all, how could a humble music store compete with such a magical store?

“Raised at the same time the city was built. And let me tell you, it wasn’t pretty. Half of the walls in the City of Spades are a 50/50 blend of concrete and flesh. Survived off my charm. Now it’s all gone straight down to these… fuck sakes.” Ara admitted nonchalantly, smiling even as Cer and her sisters nodded.

While this topic festered anger in Frost, this was entirely normal for people like them… As sad as it was.

“I was taken in by a Syndicate myself. Called them family till they were eaten. It is what it is.” Ara collapsed into Snap’s fur, laying herself flat as she watched the clouds.

“By monsters?” Frost asked.

“Rival Syndicates. Lunatics. The norm. Watched one have their innards turned to the strings of a guitar. ‘Monsters’ is right! I guess you would see them that way too, huh Black Dove.” Ara strangely complemented, before adding:

“Cannibalism. All that stuff is normal in distinct parts of the City of Spades so we’ve heard. Go deep enough and you’ll find stuff like ‘Creeping Ivy’. It’s wall-grown flesh. Not too different from the stuff you see with the Hungry. Heard they taste better if they’re connected to a living brain.”

“And the Scarlet Logic just sits and watches?” Frost criticized, unable to believe any of this.

“C’mon. You sound like you’re new around here. But no one can blame you if you’ve never set foot inside of the City of Spades. Everyone watches and exploits people on their turf. I was lucky to get a break thanks to the Green Composer. And Hellen. If it weren’t for her, then I probably would’ve joined one of those flesh-weaving musicians.” She deeply sighed, slamming her head into Snap’s back. “Just hope Hellen doesn’t get mad I’m like this.”

Fucking hell. Flesh weaving musicians are absolutely the Maestros of Flesh. I thought the Impuritas were only found underground?

“Mind you, Leitmotif and the Bloody Herring were able to move freely without a known Heart. We know nothing until we enter the City of Spades. Please do limit your bloodshed, even if it’s considered a gesture of good will.”

I’m not promising anything. In fact, it'll be better if we can just destroy them where they’re hiding. Convenient of them to take refuge in the City of Spades of all places. I sincerely have no idea why no one does anything.

“No one wants to die. Your approach is only viable because one, you are strong. And two, you can cheat death. I presume. Don’t test this. Still, you have cheated it at least once. Perhaps multiple times considering this is technically your third life.”

Nav made it sound like she died on Earth and emerged in that previous world as an entirely new person. Still, Nav was right. This was in a way her third life, even if she didn’t remember much of the previous two. Frost could only wonder how long it would be before things took a turn for the worse.


* * *


A pair of glass doors slid open as a cool breeze swept through. Their apparel, hair and fur danced as they found themselves in an incredibly lavish store brimming with musical instruments. From the guitar to the humble piano, to violins and trumpets – Everything exuded impressive allure.

And much to her surprise –

“… oh… Known visitors…”

“Predicted… By Script… Welcome… Have fun… Shopping.”
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A four-armed Insectid guarded the entryway from either side. They were armed with nothing but one half of a giant, ethereal scissor. Their arms were hoisted and controlled by strings without origin, making them appear like nothing but puppets and husks of their former selves.

She could not tell if their voice was truly theirs.

“… Mind us not… Black Dove… Please move along…”

“… Scripts… Accomplished… Now stand… for 2,000 hours more…”

Their voices were hollow. Not quite robotic, but close. There was a semblance of sapience inside with neutered emotions from what she sensed.

“Oh hey. Still here?” Ara greeted, to which the Severers glanced at each other before tilting their heads.

“… friendly…? Gesture is familiar…”

“Could be… Friend of the store owner’s nephew…?”

“I am Ara. I know I look different but – Er… You really don’t recognize me?” Ara slapped her chest, which was apparently what she usually did to gain the attention of others, except this slap caused her to turn red and grimace with pain “F-Fuck…”

“… no?”

“Please do not make a scene then…”

She dejectedly retreated. Only Hellen could help her now.

They were dressed in a similar blue that the Heralds adorned. But they did not wear mantles or capes. Instead, they were fitted with suits and a tie that mysteriously hung horizontally, as if held by an invisible string.

“Scissor husks… What’s a pair of you doing all the way here outside your turf?” Cer questioned, all the while Ignis and Ber explored the store, marveling at the equipment.

Upon further inspection, Frost realized that these instruments, particularly string instruments, were made from a similar thread made by Act X.
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“This string isn’t used for clothing, though. It’s for instruments.” Frost said as the triplets messed with the Act X guards. Jury and Ara followed her into the store where they found a beautiful guitar and plucked at its strings.

Frost was by no means a musician. But the sound it made was utterly mesmerizing.

“Swwwffffffffffffff! Pwaaaaaaaaaaaah~ How I’ve missed this place!” Ara melted, gathering the eyes of the many shoppers. “Oh, shit – They don’t recognize me at all.”

“I think they’re looking at a different part of you. You’re not wearing the right clothes.” Jury said, glancing down at the woman’s chest.

“Is that my fault?” She argued with Jury. “And hey, right clothes? I’ll have you know that these are the right clothed for me!”

“Your store’s full Act X’s strings. No wonder they stationed their personnel here.”

“Oh them? Nah, they just like hearing Hellen’s voice. Fun fact, they’ve been waiting there for months at a time waiting for her to come back from Grandis. You also get some of the blue guys. You know, the Heralds? They like holding out here sometimes. Luckily, she’s nothing like her sister, or there’d be a hundred more Alices.”

“That’s no way to talk about your mother.” Ber slapped the woman’s back as she passed with Ignis.

“N-NGH! M-Moons… Am I right? Ha -Haha… Ouch… If you had someone who abandoned you at birth just because you were a liability, then of course you’ll hate them with everything you have. It is what it is. You get me, right? Right?”

Frost and Jury looked over at each other.

“I can’t relate. But I don’t think I could ever hate someone that brought me into this world.” Jury sweetly said.

“Neither. But to each their own. We’re not here to blame you. Besides, I couldn’t remember the face of my own mother even if I tried.” Frost said, bringing a hand to her chin. “Eyes. Hair. Skin. Human or machine – Hell, maybe I was born out of thin air.” She ended up ranting to help brighten the mood.

“Would be easier if that was true. Can I hug you?” Ara suddenly asked.

“Huh?” Frost blinked, right before Jury embraced her.

“No. Frost is mine.” She defended as an array of tiny patters swiftly approached from somewhere behind Ara.

“What – No, I mean it like a bro hug! Like – You know – Friendship? We are both suffering in this twistedly soft body! So we could at least share this burden! It’s unfair! All this hair! These weapons that do nothing but ache my back! I could do the same with dumbbells dammit!”

The patters abruptly stopped. The sweet fragrance of candy and all sorts of fruit wafted into the air like a beautiful perfume. Golden strands suddenly appeared from behind Ara as a pair of blue eyes stared up at them.

It was Alice. And she brought all sorts of baked treats just for them. But her happiness turned into despair as she looked up at Ara, who turned around and opened her arms like the wings of a bird.

Her shadow consumed Alice as tears threatened to fall down her swollen eyes.

“A-Ara – I don’t think you should –!”

Frost’s warning arrived too late. Even though she had the ability to see seconds into the future, she was unable to intercept the tragedy in time.

“Alice! How’d you know it was me!?” Ara went in for the kill and embraced Alice.

To an onlooker she looked like a creep trying to kidnap a child.

“M-Mom! MOM! Help – Help me! It’s a crazy lady! Uuu… Frost! White Rabbit! Help me!” Alice wailed.

It was going to be a long day.

            

    
        196. A Mother’s Love

    
    
    
    
                Hellen could never forget their faces. It hadn’t been that long to begin with. With the whole time dilation shenanigans and everything they’ve gone through, Frost felt like they’ve been separated for years.

Hellen was one of the few people they could trust. She been with them through thick and thin in Grandis and was aware of Frost’s identity as the Amalgam. Moreover, Hellen and Alice were under the protection of Act X so long as they were in possession of the Strings.

The store immediately closed. All customers were kindly asked to leave the moment she heard their familiar voices. Thankfully, nothing came out of Ara’s uncareful handling of Alice.

But Hellen immediately froze upon seeing Ara. It was like she knew who she was straight away. The sheepish Ara could only avert her eyes, wondering what to even say. But she didn’t need to say anything at all, because before she knew it, Hellen embraced her with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“You’re ok…! You’re ok! I was so worried and scared that maybe you became the victim Mimicry!”

“Mimicry? There’s no way I would’ve been caught. I was just pulled aside by ImpulseWorks. The people that your dad used to work with. But – Some old friend of yours helped me out of my rut!”

As expected, Hellen didn’t care at all that Ara had changed. Her safety mattered above all else. It was touching, and Frost wanted to leave them alone, but Hellen swiftly invited them to catch up.

She was elated that she not only had the pleasure of seeing such familiar faces, but also that they had helped her once again. The pure-hearted woman kindly invited them to take a seat in a room in the back, past the isles, the faraway counter, and a beautiful laminated door.

Ara’s head was cupped into Hellen’s hands. This gesture of love proved just how much she cared about them, and it caused the vibrant, grumpy Ara to deflate and mellow into her hands. A small, happy smile could be seen on her face.

“That’s just like you Frost.” Res said, almost teasingly.

“Mhm.” Jury hummed, wholeheartedly agreeing. “You’re like a soft-boiled egg. Hard on the outside, but soft and yummy in the inside~”

“You’re just hungry.” Ber muttered.

“Jury’s the water to your flames. But you’d think for someone named Frost they’d be way more coolheaded.” Cer joked.

“Why does it sound like you guys reached some sort of enlightenment?” Frost ended up sighing. “But I like those analogies. Just not the runny egg one. You make it sound like you want to eat me.”

“I wonder~” Jury hummed.

“Must be nice being you.” Cer growled, headbutting Frost’s back.

Hellen kindly asked them to take a seat inside a secluded room in the back. It was an empty lounge decorated with instruments and musical notes, painted into the walls by what appeared to be a child.

There were no furnishings. Only cushions which were neatly placed along the rims of the room. The floor itself was like a bed, and their feet sunk into its soft fabric. She disappeared to fetch some drinks, to which Alice happily followed as she curiously stared at the glaring Ignis.

It was easy to tell how frightened she was of those scary eyes.

Their home was built inside of their store. It wasn’t huge or anything spectacular. The size was just enough for a small family, and bordered on being too big for only three people.

Ara couldn’t sit still as they took a seat along one of the corners. Relief couldn’t begin to describe the sensation in her heart, and before long, Alice returned with a tray of coffee mugs and hand-made cookies shaped like musical notes.

Upon placing them down she subtly gazed at Ara, who was ashamed to look back. But just like her mother, she was not someone to quickly judge her. Her tiny palms found themselves scrubbing through Ara’s messy, green hair as Alice stood over her with a glad smile.

“Ara’s back~ I’m sorry for not noticing. There there~ You’re back home again~ Now Mom won’t be sad anymore.”

“Mhm. I’m back. Looking like a piece of broccoli, but I’m back.” Ara grinned, her spirits raised as Frost nearly spat out her drink in laughter.

“I think you’re more like an asparagus.” Cer said, a hand on her chin as she nodded twice. “No… You’re too wide for that. Potatoes?”

“What about a lettuce?” Ber said, glancing over at Ignis. “Lettuce? Ignis, why aren’t you reacting?”

“Because Lettuce is tasty…” Ignis whispered, nibbling on a cookie. “… Nostalgic…”

For some reason, hearing Ignis feel that way towards her mother’s confectionary caused her eyes to sparkle. The cheerily little girl hopped around and happily watched Ignis take tiny bites.

Then, she suddenly asked her a question:

“Did your mother also used to bake cookies for you?”

Ignis’ mouth hung open as she stopped mid-bite. Alice was too young, let alone aware of Ignig’s circumstances. Her question bared zero malice as the room suddenly fell silent. Ignis’ ears twitched before the bit the cookie in half and chewed, uttering.

“… Mama died before I knew her face. So I don’t know. But papa used to make them for me. And all the nice people in the tavern and inn while papa was away.” Ignis’ expression never changed, but deep down, it pained her just to say these out loud.

But because Alice was just a child who didn’t know any better, she didn’t antagonize her or react. She just continued to eat, all the while Jury offered her tail to wrap around her waist like a cuddly blanket.

“I-I’m sowwy!” Alice sensed the degraded mood and apologised.

“It’s ok, Alice. It’s ok. Ignis isn’t mad, right?” Frost reached up and tapped the child’s head.

“Is that true?”

“Not angry… But I will if you cry. Don’t cause your mother trouble.” A rare smile formed on her face, right on cue for Hellen’s return. Alice cosied up beside Ara, finding comfort in the new biological cushions much to Ara’s dismay.

They shared their encounters over a tray of treats, sweets, and hot coffee. It was nice seeing a familiar face again. Especially someone who managed to leave such a terrible place like Grandis. Alice would always glance over at Jury, remembering the woman who always sat across her on that caravan.

Just how much had she grown already?

“My… The Big Red Heart?” Hellen cupped her lips, somehow unsurprised to hear that Frost’s group managed to take it down. She didn’t question them either. Not after what she had seen firsthand. “Incredible. It’s comforting to hear that you haven’t changed, right dear?”

“The White Rabbit’s even bigger now!” Alice raised both hands up, her mouth decorated with bits of cookies.

“Didn’t I tell you to call me Jury~?” Jury calmly hummed, smiling at Alice.

“But White Rabbit sounds better! I’ve been chasing you in my dreams into mysterious holes! Why are you leading me down there? Huh? Why?” She interrogated.

“Oh hush, dear. Jury’s been with Frost all this time, and her friends over there. Snap~ Nice to meet you again~ Come over and have something to eat.” Hellen called Snap to inch a little closer.

“Brrrrr~!” Snap thanked as Ignis took a cookie and placed it alongside Snap’s fur.

The dynamic of Frost’s crew caused Hellen to laugh. She adored them and simply listened to their tales. However, the triplets never gave her the time, look, or a single word other than the occasional ‘thank you.’ She was not a Blessed, and therefore, they refused to acknowledge her.

Aside from Res and a small piece of Ber.

“That’s right – Frost, she’s just like me! She also got turned into a girl at some point, right!?” Ara suddenly revealed to Hellen, causing her to tilt her head, cuirous if this was true.

“… It’s a long story.” Frost did not wish to elaborate, and simply put her cup down onto the floor-tray.

“You won’t deny it, hmm? My. I had a feeling you were a little strange. Do you feel guilty?”

“No. No point in feeling guilty for something I have no control over.” Frost admitted.

“Good. My… That explains quite a lot. You liked to sit with your legs open, and you did come across as boyish. Not quite tomboyish, but more like how I’d expect a man to.”

“Aunt, Frost is like all those suited weirdoes in the Nexus. Women or not, they’re so stoic it’s ridiculous.” Ara said. “N-No offence!”

“None taken at all. But sometimes you need to learn to shut your mouth.” Frost said in a jokingly manner, but this only caused Ara to gulp.

“S-Sorry… I was just happy I’m not the only one in this kind of situation.”

Frost did not want to stay for too long. With the news of Mimicry making its moves she realized they were probably behind on schedule. It was nice seeing Hellen and Alice again, and it saddened them that they were leaving so early.

They spent several hours exchanging all kinds of gossip and talk. Frost was just happy that not everything was meant for business, and Hellen congratulated Jury and Frost’s developments by singing a beautiful piece.

Truly, there was no other voice like hers. A siren’s call hypnotized them all, including the triplets who could not help but to fall in love with her voice. Cer from then on become affixed to Alice and Ara.

A bundle of Hellen’s magical strings from Act X were given to Frost as a gift for everything she had done. She offered them a grand piano, but Jury made it clear that they had no place to call their own just yet.

I wonder if I’ll be able to live with Jury inside of a small house like this. That’d be a dream come true.

“So long as you are the Amalgam, respite will be difficult.”

I know. Maybe in the Nexus it’ll be possible… But I’m still happy I can be with her at every step of the way.


* * *


It was evening now. Hellen offered for them to stay for the night but they politely declined. They were going to use this time to travel to H10 via the train Networks. The streets outside never slept, and the dazzling, warm lights of the city illuminated every inch of the world.

But when one looked up, all they could see was darkness. There was not a single star in the night sky. Hellen, Alice and the still shoddily dressed Ara waved goodbye. Their farewells brought all manners of attention from the main strip.

However, Cer for some reason did not immediately leave with the group. She stood just meters in front Ara with folded arms and judging eyes. It felt like she would attack them at any moment, but this couldn’t be further from the truth.

Cer stared at Hellen. Then at Allice, and then her crimson eyes finally fell onto Ara.

“Don’t hate your mother too much. The worst she could’ve done was kill you. She gave you chance regardless of what happened.” She offered a piece of her mind, which formed in the very depths of her heart. “Your aunt couldn’t have found you by chance. Think harder. Read between the lines. And take care of her. You won’t know when you’ll lose them.”

Cer shut her eyes and spun on her heels. Before she could reach Frost and her group, she offered Alice a few parting words.

“Pipsqueak. Psst. Alice. Take care of your mother. Make mischief. Get her mad. Make as many memories as possible. Must be weird hearing this at a young age, but I wish someone was there to tell the selfish me this when I was just like you. It’s a crazy world, and it’ll only get crazier from here on out.” She looked up at the darkening night, where there was no moon or star to be found.

“And Hellen. Thanks for the hospitality. Remember that you are the world to Alice.” She departed and never looked back. This mature version of Cer carried wisdom, but it was derived from a twisted tragedy that never released her heart.

“… C-Cer! Your name was Cer!?” Hellen called out unexpectedly. “You’re welcome to come back to us whenever you want! We’ll be waiting with open arms! For all of you!”

Cer nonchalantly re-joined the others on Snap’s back. She vented an exasperated sigh and plopped down flat like a starfish.

“… Are you ok?” Ber solemnly whispered.

“Don’t push yourself too hard.” Res uttered.

Cer was tired. Uncharacteristically tired. She just stared up into the black skies, waiting for the moon to peer from the obscuring clouds. Rather than the usual full or new moon, a crescent-moon emerged, causing her to groggily click her tongue.

“Hey Frost, do you think you can eat me right now?”

            

    
        197. From the Perspective of the Archvist

    
    
    
    
                Death. Streets washed with fresh blood. Gutters filled with the discarded remains of the tasteless. An urban complex of sewerage mixed with what could barely pass as homes ran through the city. Where the red, cobblestone streets were its veins, its inhabitants were its blood, and they bled thoroughly with each passing day.

Life was miserable. Murder was prevalent. To walk out in the day meant one of three things: You were a part of a Syndicate and therefore, could not be touched; you were strong, or, you had fallen into the den of wolves from the neighboring Sectors.

As crazy as every Sector was in the slums of the Nex Megalopolis, none could compare to the vile dumping grounds of Sector 7 and Sector 4 of the City of Spades. Here, you will find the depraved souls that feast on others, the hideous monsters that call themselves ‘thinking creatures’, and worst of all –

“Why are you talking to yourself?” A woman asked her male partner nonchalantly as she bit off her leather gloves.

“Oh. For the voyeur watching. I supposed you can’t sense them.” He spoke in a mellow, gentlemanly voice as the sound of a rugged, painful moan originated from beneath them.

A perpetual grey haze enshrouded the tightly knit urban landscape of Sector 4. The origin of the haze was said be caused by the incineration of the Hungry, whom roamed the streets at night. It was no more than a smokescreen for the duo, who had captured and dragged a victim off into an alleyway.

They were both tall figures, with grey hair and pale robes that were whiter than white itself. They appeared like pages, and a grey suit was worn underneath, where breast pockets filled with feathered quills could be found.

56 unique characters appeared and fizzled out of existence along their apparel, translating to nothing but pure gibberish.

The grey-haired woman then spoke as their victim continued to gasp into their paper gag.

“That again? How the Archivist can read our present through the books? Is that true after all?”

“I am simply offering exposition. It is but the curse of being connected with the books.” He said, removing the gag from their prisoner who writhed on the bloodstained cobblestone.

“Wait – Wait! What more do you want from me!? I – I brought a bride! You wanted a lover and I brought her, so why am I being punished!?” He screamed at the top of his lungs, much to the duo’s pleasure.

“Hmm…” The man, who called himself the Expositionist, plucked the letter ‘F’ from his apparel and flicked it onto the man, immediately causing multiple characters to emerge along his flesh, a symptom akin to the Paged Disease.

“No, no, no NOOOO!”

“Ink, my dear. Hand it over.” He politely asked.

“On the platter. The quill is ready.” She offered a small vial reminiscent of Inflow Direct’s Serums, save that this was connected with a feathered quill.

The Expositionist leaned over the wailing man and placed the tip of the quill’s end against his forehead, before he began to compose his words into a picturesque image across his victim’s body. The ink sept into his flesh like acid.

“Bastard… Where am I supposed to find a pair of lovers in this Sector!? It’s impossible, you bastards! Librarian bastards! You’re kidding me!? Stop – STOP STOOOOP!”

“So… will… be… this…!”

Then, with the flick of his pen at the finale, the man’s flesh was converted into paper as pages fluttered through his open chest.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Everyone’s a book waiting to be opened and read. You did well bringing the bride.” He patted the man’s head before he perished, having lost every ounce of blood. “But you failed to bring the groom. Ahhh… So this is the troublesome effect of the Archivist and her Library.”

“Future is changing. Sect of Gears predictions are unreliable. Act X are scrubbing their territories of the Gears harder than usual. Archivist must be meddling with the books now… Stir Cube will not be happy.” The woman retched at the mention of the Archivist. “What a boring Library. It’s better to get the information and magic directly from people than that outdated dreamscape.” She began to compile the pages one by one.

With each paper that was stacked, the entire composition glowed ever brightly. Before long, the page was engulfed in a triumphant light before a book of their victim was created.

“Useless magic. Useless everything. We were better off hitting the Train Conductors for their Train Cores.” She said, immediately tearing the book apart. “Flames would be better… But they’re all afraid of fire. Weirdoes.”

“The gravity-hammer wielders are defending the trains now after the last incident. But, well done, Mrs. Scraper! Maybe you’ll be offered a promotion to one of the Authors one day!” The man wrapped an arm around her shoulder, to which she promptly dislocated from the elbow down.

The man did not react and simply grinned as she walked deeper into the alleyway. Further down the walls were caked in climbing ivy, which pulsated as fresh blood ran through. On the other side of these walls were restaurants that specialized in a particular cuisine despised everywhere else in Elysia.

People.

The sapient minds of the living.

“Don’t be foolish. The pages and materials required to compose a living tale would cost me my life multiple times over. I am content with the harvest. Also, keep your voice down. We’re meeting with the bride.”

Twist and turns of their dilapidated world eventually led them towards a slope that connected with the underground sewer lines. This was where the surface dwelling Hungry resided during the day, and where they rallied before the hunt at night.

Tunnel after tunnel, the world slowly decayed from rock to flesh. The eyes and combined flesh of the living made up the walls, beginning as a simple sprawl of ivy and nerves. Because they were spread so thinly even a single breeze would cause immense agony for those that were assimilated by the Hungry into their walls.

“Ooooh. I still get chills entering this place. Not long ago we were sworn enemies. Eaters of our materials.” The Expositionist hummed, dragging a finger along the walls, and poking at the giant eyes of those trapped within.

The eyes could not blink or evade. They could only endure their torment.

“The White Apostle was convincing. Because of him, we were gifted the golden seeds of the Forbidden Apple.” The woman whispered as they approached a large clearing where the bloodied waste accumulated and drained further into the depths of the City of Spades.

“The first step to making our wishes come true~ Tales can do the same.” The Expositionist hummed delightfully, approaching the central mass where a large, heart-like creature beat.

And anchored into its flesh was a soundly sleeping woman.

            

    
        198. A Theatrical In Development

    
    
    
    
                “But a tale can be interpreted. Our world is a tale itself. Our fabric of existence is but a page, written by the ebbs and flows of the metaphorical pen we call time.” The woman whispered, her grimacing at the quality of their catch.

“I suppose that’s why Stir Cube is fascinated by the Eternal Library. Compendiums of the past, present and future. Our future is already prewritten. But it has begun to change. Have you heard of the Amalgam?” He asked as a lumbering, mass of flesh approach and bared its fangs.

He simply threw the letter ‘X’ at it like a throwing blade. The letter expanded and grew a metallic luster, becoming a large, spinning blade which immediately tore the mass to bits.

“Even as allies their hunger knows no bounds. So putrid.” He scoffed, trampling on the squirming flesh. “But our collaboration is needed, unfortunately. Have my spit.” He then spat into bloody sewerage, where various fleshy tentacles swarmed for it, amusing him to no end.

“I know the Amalgam only by name. Is it our enemy?” The woman asked, reaching for the bride as the amalgamative mass lowered itself towards her.

“The one who will burn the books. You felt it too? That flame?”

“… that was the Amalgam…?” She said in disbelief, touching her chest where her heart would be. “… I forgot. My heart isn’t here anymore. It must be nice. Living to get married. A life without worry. With love…”

Blood dripped from the bride’s wrists. She was sound asleep, waiting for her time to come. But it came much sooner than expected. Because upon further inspection, the woman found her to be unfit as a material and stabbed the mass with a quill-like blade which appeared from the long sleeves of her robes.

This caused the ball to close in on itself and crush the bride, churning her into paste that dribbled into the sewerage.

“You’re unfit. No known groom. That man has family? We will show this place what it means to betray members of the Authors of Existentia.” She sealed her eyes and began to backtrack towards the entrance.

The Expositionist then followed with a hearty hum.

“Funny. Her death is but a chapter in this grand tale. To the Gears, her death is one less cog in the machine. Or a cog that has fulfilled its purpose. The Maestros of Flesh will call her snapping bones a part of their grand symphony. Our Festival friends will call her death a necessary means for our happiness. And for them… food. To reconstitute their lost selves.”

Suddenly, a faceless slime bounced along the walkway. It had no sensory organs to tell which way was where, only that it could move its body in hopes of returning to its original self. The woman suddenly froze, her foot raised above it.

She nearly trampled on it.

“Do you believe what we are doing is wrong?” The man suddenly asked.

“Better them than us. We all have our situations that lead us up to where we are. The backstories of our tales. I want to survive as much as they do.” She said, stepping over it.

“Spoken like a Scarlet Logic slave. Bravo.” He applauded and crushed the slime beneath his boots, much to the woman’s annoyance.

“A Scarlet Logic dog would bite before they bark. I’m less inclined to call them allies than they are ‘stepping stones’.” She clicked her tongue. “What a waste. At least leave it as something for our targets to see.”

“We still wouldn’t mess with the blood-lusters at Scarlet Logic directly. They are the ones who revealed the prophecy in the first place.” He said.

“Of the Amalgam. I wish to preserve this world. We should not be denied the right to exist.” She scowled, reaching into her robes for a small handbook.

“Precisely.” He hummed, plucking out a quill. “Do you need a normal one or a ‘Healer’s Quill’?”

“Normal. Else Inflow Direct will become suspicious of us. They’re under the impression that Caldera Industries are snatching them. Regardless, they are sharp when it comes to their healers.” The man pulled out two types of quills.

Both were white, but one was made of a feather so radiant that it could pass off as a treasure. This quill was made from a healer. Like a Dove, Healers were valuable materials. Whether by mercy or luck, the Healer that the quill originated from was not injured.

They have just lost a mere fraction of their healing powers.

“As the Authors are with their stories. And the Archivist with the all of us connected with the books. She still watches us, you know? That little voyeur. Stir Cube will be the first compose a ‘Masterpiece’. What a curious tale. A pair of star-crossed lovers from different families~”

“Is it wise to talk out loud?”

“I exist solely for exposition, as my Namesake entails. What the Archivist does with our present will dictate the future. The texts will change, as will the Eternal Library. What a shame~” He uttered, handing the quill to his companion, who began writing something in her handbook. “She could have just stuck to picture books. I wonder how the Amalgam will react when they realize their precious Moon friend’s piece of history could have been averted if her librarian friend was a little braver.” He taunted, knowing that the Archivist could hear him through the books.

Suddenly, the pages tore themselves free from the book, creating a small figure which slowly began to materialize its flesh and organs. The being that formed was none other than the handless, sobbing wolfgirl who had tormented its older counterpart.

This was Ber.

“This moon has a peculiar history. It was unfortunate that we could not gain the others. But this and the ‘Masterpiece’ will suffice.” He said as the false Ber followed with her head down like a slave.

“… Will it kill the Amalgam?”

“Oh no. Oh dear no Mrs. Scraper! The Big Red Heart was destroyed. The Gears cannot fathom the Amalgam. They are backed by two Beholders. A single Midnight Team can destroy us, you know?” He laughed. “But, you heard that anguish as the flames burnt in your chest?”

“I did… And drop the Mrs. My husband is long dead.”

“I forget. My apologies. Did you know that the Amalgam prides themselves in the salvation of others?”

“Like a Wandering Healer…”

“Precisely. It is this flaw that we can violate. They have reached a point where it is difficult for us to deal with it without appropriate measures. The Apples are not yet ripe. We only have the seeds. We must sow them. It requires substantial Nex.”

“Emotionally harm the Amalgam… Will this work?”

“We must not question the Authors. We must follow the guidance of the Sect of Gears. Entrust yourself with them. Your heart is already theirs, no?” The Expositionist said as they left the sewers and followed the alleyways until they reached the main, deserted streets of S4.

Every window and every crack were boarded up with planks of wood, furniture, and rocks. There was no telling who lived inside each home, or if anyone was there to begin with. The area they patrolled in particular was relatively abandoned and was the home territory of the Hungry in S4.

“I suppose so… Shall we find a populated area then? To set up the stage for our theatrical?” The Scraper suggested, much to the delight of the Expositionist.

“That we must. Two lovers will be required for this ‘Masterpiece’. What follows will dictate the future. The Scarlet Logic will take care of the rest.”

            

    
        199. Towards H10

    
    
    
    
                The Express Networks were the fastest means of transport in the Nex Megalopolis

Outside of the Chained Theocracy’s sealed passages that linked each city’s reception, and the Hyperlinks of course.

It would take 24 hours at the most to travel from one end of a City to another using the Express Networks.

Unfortunately, these Networks were no longer in use. The mysterious disappearing trains and the urban legend of the Express Train to Hell rose in infamy. As a result, the trust between Caldera Industries and the public was severely burnt. They were one of the few Ateliers that tried to maintain a positive image, whether through their train’s intercoms or simply by the fact that they provided their infrastructure in the first place.

However, Caldera Industries also found themselves at odds with Inflow Direct regarding the losses of their healers. Frost feared that if a war between the Ateliers did break out then no one would know who the real enemy was.

The slower local networks were the only available means of transport for the common folk, and the time it would take to move from H5 to H10 would be a week. Two at most.

But with Snap, they could easily reach H10 in a matter of days.

There was currently only a month and a half left until the Hyperlinks were restored. Frost wanted to further explore the city and undermine the Scarlet Logic during this time. That way, she could provide a convincing case to the Beholders once they arrived at the Nexus.

But this one-and-a-half-month window was a ticking time bomb. This timeframe was their only chance to realize their malevolent goals before other Beholders became involved. Frost was quite thankful that at least the Scarlet Logic’s Beholder, Marduk, was also stuck in the Nexus.

Because if Carpalis was anything to go by, then she was far from ready to take on a Beholder.

That being said, she had zero doubt that the Impuritas and Scarlet Logic were plotting their next move.

Frost and her group of trusted companions raced through the City of Hearts for the next few days. The journey to H10 was one of discovery and leisure. The wind never ceased to howl as they followed the main strips the connected every major city and Sectors within the outskirts of the City of Hearts.

They were currently still inside of H5, and it was here where Frost first noticed Caldera Industries finally stepping in to address the sudden spike in train disasters.

H5 had its stations populated with their personnel. They were stationed to defend their trains and technology at all costs now that things had gotten out of hand. Frost wondered if it was complacency that had caused them to leave their precious trains undefended, or if they were genuinely surprised that someone or something would target an Atelier as large as themselves.

Were the losses of their trains normal to them? If so, then why create the trains in the first place? Why allow people to use it? Frost knew that they did not possess Nex Accumulators, so the generation of Nex was ruled out.

But she digressed. In the end, the Spatial Distortions were rare enough where it was not an issue until recently.

Now, each train always had a pair of Caldera Industries personnel aboard. These people were called Footsoldier Protectorates, and they usually consisted of tall Dwarves.

They were dressed in suits of metal, with their abdomens exposed to reveal their impressive abs. An orange mantle made from steel wrapped around their throats and shoulders, which then collapsed and clutched onto their back like an exoskeleton.

It was similar to Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain, except the Footsoldier Protectorates required this to keep their spines perfectly aligned as they stood guard like statues along the premises of their precious stations.

Why did they require such a restrictive piece of armament wrapped around their backs?

This was because of the gargantuan hammer they wielded. It was a dual-sided hammer with a core hollowed out by a black object reminiscent of the Train Core. This was the Weapon Core, and it allowed for the segmented hammer pieces to gravitationally lock themselves into place.

Indeed. The handle and the two ends of the hammer were not physically in contact. They seemingly floated in place like repelling magnets. They were colored in a similar scheme to their apparel, and the handle itself extended to over a meter and a half.

Suffice to say, their weapons were hardly usable in claustrophobic situations. But where it failed in that end, it made up for by thousandfold in raw kinetic strength. This was because the hammer itself weighed over a thousand kilograms. Even Frost had to question whether she was capable of handling such a ridiculous weapon.

So how did they wield them? The trick lay in the fact that the weapon was in a state of perpetual freefall in every direction. This required them to balance it in a manner akin to how one would try to keep a sledgehammer balance on the flat of their palm.

Except their hammer was weightless so long as it was in this state. But the moment it began moving in one direction, it would instantly enter its terminal velocity and devastate everything in its swung path.

The Gravity Hammer. This was the name of their standardized Atelier Weapons, made in-house by Caldera Industries themselves.

Merely holding it in its dormant state required tremendous core strength and an infallible sense of balance. Frost only watched them from afar as Snap rushed through H5’s beautiful urban sprawls.

They don’t have an on or off switch for those hammers, huh. I’m honestly shocked by how much shit people can tolerate in this world. Looking around, people can live normally without resorting to the Ateliers.

Frost pondered as she gazed upon the passing scenery from the comfort of Snap’s back. The night was still young, and the magical lanterns lit up the world like fireflies.

But there wasn’t a single star in the night sky.

Adventuring wasn’t the only way people could survive. Hell, monsters didn’t need to be in the picture at all. The Nex Megalopolis allowed people to live how they wanted, proven by the musicians of H5, and the farmers and merchants of the City of Diamonds.

Hospitality was another method. Frost threw these ideas around as they came. This amused them for some reason, some smirking as they let her vent her poorly hidden frustrations.

“People can cook. Play instruments. Farm crops. Create items. The Guilds even throw in fetch quests to help with people and their daily lives. Kind of like mobile nurses in a way. Does everyone have to resort to Adventuring one way or another?”

“It’s ingrained into people.” Cer mentioned as they soon departed from sleepless nights of the city into the silent plainlands. Small pastures and grain silos could be seen along its wavy fields. The ambience of rustling grass and long stretches of wheat fields played like a lulling song.

Frost’s eyes glowed in this darkness, as did Jury’s. No one said a word to Frost. There wasn’t a snicker or a giggle either from the triplets. They simply listened to her take of the world; their hearts filled with silent critique.

Her world views were optimistic. She knew this. But in the end, it did not change that people lived amongst monsters.

“What does ‘civilization’ mean? Is that what you’re asking?” Jury spoke.

“I guess so. I know the Nex Megalopolis hasn’t been around for that long. I know the mindset of the past is still ingrained into people. I just find it sad that in places like Grandis people can’t live without power.” Frost indirectly mentioned Calfasio, who despaired over their inability to protect their loved ones.

Even if they moved to Brandar would it be possible for him to integrate? Frost believed it was possible. But money was firstly required, which was what made many head into Adventuring in the first place.

“Half-breeds from afar can’t come to Brandar on their own volition. Because they can’t escape alone. To me, it feels like a lot people in this world are forced into one path. But… seeing the faces around us proves me wrong as well.” Frost added, smiling as she watched the silhouettes of people run hand in hand underneath the moonlight.

“Freedom of choice, huh. Hard to say, but I get you.” Cer said, but also shrugged. “Figuratively for all of us. Literally for the Blessed. We don’t have much of a choice when it comes to our growth. The Nexus decides what we gain and what we lose. But people like us will gladly give up freedom for other things. Like getting away from the world down here.”

“ImpulseWorks Workers have a choice. It feels like a forced choice, but it’s a choice nonetheless. Elysia’s a horrible place, but up there in the shiny Nexus it’s a heaven for us Blessed.” Res whispered. “Normal Blessed don’t need to struggle.”

“Don’t have to mess with greed.” Cer said.

“Their hearts are their own I bet.” Jury added.

“No blind conquests. Just missions with a clear-cut goal.” Ber cleared her throat.

“… And the Nexus only cares if you have enough Nex. Violent rulers won’t kick you out for disobeying them. Just Nex and Nex, huh? Haaaah… I guess it really is a heaven up there.” Frost let loose of an exasperated sigh, wanting to cleanse her chest from the heavy thoughts. “Being ‘civilized’ is as simple as being kind. At least that’s what I think. But when you look at what’s happened to the healers, you realize that ‘kindness’ is just a weakness. I hate that so much.”

“In Ara’s words ‘It is what it is’.” Ber said as Jury repositioned herself behind Frost and slowly brought her into her bosom. As usual, she could tell whenever her emotions wavered or became misaligned.

“I think that saying is just an excuse to run away…” Jury tenderly whispered.

It always boggled her how Jury ‘just knew’ when to comfort her. But it was one of the mysteries of the world she wished to remain as one, because she wanted to believe that it was the product of their love.

Invisible love hearts appeared all around them, like they were communicating their love through the emojis of the alter Frost’s.

There were only 3 more Corrupted left until the Awakening of the Floor of Civilization. The same for the Floor of Judgement. Laying half-buried in Jury’s bosom, Frost wondered if the Awakening was the be-all and the end-all of everything.

What would happen afterwards? Would all of their problems just magically disappear? Jury’s hands slowly slid into her coat and slither its way into her undershirt where she pressed the palm of her hand against her soft belly.

Jury always loved touching her directly like this, and it caused Frost’s mind to clear up as she reared her head and saw the only pair of stars in the skies that mattered.

“Are you worried?”

“A little. But with you? Not so much.” Frost reached up and pulled her head towards hers, gently pressing their foreheads together. “It’s not like me to sulk and brood. But I just wanted to get it off my chest. Carpalis taught me a valuable lesson. I plan to cherish her words moving forward.”

“Beholder Capralis is a weirdo. But seeing that you speak so fondly of her, I guess I can get behind trusting her too.” Cer cheekily said.

“You never trusted her?”

“Dunno. We have a lot of trust with that snake Galia, but she’s about the only Beholder we respect. Marionette? Depends. She helped us personally with Orth and Thras. Without her, they would have…” Cer suddenly trailed off. She folded her arms and stared off into the distance.

Ahead stood a wall of trees, and behind it was an increasingly large bulge. It was like a mountain, but not quite high enough to be one. The formation was still many kilometers away.

That place was H6.

“… Hey Frost. Jury. Ignis~ Snap, and you too disembodied Nav. Ever wondered why we never joined an Atelier?” Ber suddenly said, creeping beside a laying Ignis who happily allowed her to stick close. “Thank you~ So, wanna know or what?”

“Mhm. Go right ahead. We’re all ears.” Frost gladly accepted.

“Uh-huh…?” Cer tugged on Snap’s fur, causing Res to swiftly slap her hand away.

“Shhh! Figuratively!” She hissed.

            

    
        200. A Fragment of Ber’s Past

    
    
    
    
                “What does an Atelier mean to you all? Just a pack of wolves with a fake alpha and their little tool that makes them the big shot? Or is it a sense of belonging? An identity?”

A wise Ber spoke as she lifted her chin towards the moon. They climbed the vast hill that stretched for kilometers across. Fallen stumps and shriveled flora littered every step of the way, as did half-buried homes and ruins of a not-so-distant past.

“We could’ve joined Justica Arms when Galia extended her hands out to the handless me. To the Strand Deacons who offered us the way of the strings and become a Neophyte, like we were lost Postulates seeking purpose or admission to the Scripts.”

She was sentimental, and spoke as if reliving the moments. Her emotions were contrived and controlled, but her voice was pure and resonated from deep within her heart. Ber was a proud wolf who never used to speak much, just like Ignis.

But now that she had trusted them after battling through thick and thin, she offered to tell her piece of her past. Not theirs. Her’s. This was an important distinction because even though they were triplets, they had their own separate stories that made them who they were.

Cer and Res leaned against one another, gazing off into the distance as Ber and Ignis sat closely.

“But that’s not the tale you wanna hear. You wanna know the reason. That’s why you’re listening… nah, who am I kidding? You’re all kind enough that you’ll let a wolf like me yap her mouth.” She said, slowly removing her gauntlets for the first time since they met. “Scarlet Logic promised us vengeance and power. Then there was ImpulseWorks who fixed us up after D-13’s Serum S. We had options. A lot of options now that I think about it. There wasn’t an Atelier that didn’t at least offer us an invitation.”

The immediate lands surrounding them were inhospitable. Yet there was a subtle glow similar to that of the city skies at the summit of the vast hill. Silhouettes of trees lined its peak, and beyond life was expected to go on despite the devastation.

“Don’t want to brag, but we really were a big deal. Serum S survivors. After all the sacrifices made by Inflow Direct and the Wandering Healers they finally found a rag-tag bunch of survivors, shivering somewhere in a half-burnt shack after getting nearly mauled to death by a giant teddy bear.” Ber reminisced.

So that’s why they reacted so strongly towards the Stuffed Teddy Bear...

“It appears like it troubled them before they became Moons. Ber does not appear to wish to continue with that tale. Ignis senses that Cer and Res are becoming agitated as well.” Nav was able to tell how much the triplets despised the Stuffed Teddy Bear.

To be robbed of the opportunity to make things right would have been unbearable for Frost. Getting the order to Suppress it would’ve been akin to Frost sparing the Bloody Herring.

“That doesn’t answer anything, does it? I get it, I get it. We had opportunities, but we didn’t want them. Call it a pride thing, but we were already content with being with each other. Joining one would have been easier than being a regular Moon. But it also meant that we wouldn’t have to live under the rule of someone else. We had enough of that already. I knew what I wanted, and what I wanted to fight for. That’s what mattered the most to me.” Ber continued as they finally climbed to the peak, and they were greeted by a colossal sinkhole.

They were immediately taken aback. A city of shanty dwellings made from wood surrounded the lip of the sinkhole, suspended by beams and chains. Life truly did go on in the ground zero of H6. Beautiful waterfalls cascaded from terminating rivers and disappeared into a fine mist far below, where a giant, vibrant pool glowed.

The water was crystal clear, and they could see all kinds of glowing plants far underneath, and just how deep the sinkhole went. A mysterious mist rose from its depths, which was used as a source of water. Glowing bottles filled with a small, blue crystal collected the mist, and also served to cool it down for consumption.

They couldn’t believe people still lived here despite everything their lands had endured. The scars of the Big Red Heart were ever prevalent no matter where they looked, and a forest of heart-shaped tombstones could be found along one of the sides of the hill.

Deep below, the pool casted a reflection of the moon and the Nexus.

It looked trapped down there.

Ber soon found herself inching towards Frost and Jury. She leaned against Jury’s back and stared back up into the skies.

“Some semblance of self-discretion was one thing… but we also just hated them. Galia was a weird Beholder. She was a human. The first human who tried to reach out for us, and we bit and bit that hand. But she never gave up on us. We were just so tired that the Ateliers began to label us as Jesters. Fools. Made worse by Raoul who hopped from a big Syndicate called the Solemn Paw to all sorts of Ateliers. They used to trade wishes in exchange for 3 severed human hands. It caught up to him and we ultimately paid the price.”

Ber could go and on. Raoul was the reason why Ber had lost her hands in the first place, but Res always seemed to blame herself for this. Cer and Res only listened with sunken ears of their sister’s sweetening voice.

“Res and Cer were popular among the Ateliers. Me? Who would want a shaggy foul-tempered wolf on their side? I wish I had longer hair and could wear a dress, you know? I’m a girl after all. Always dismissed like some sort of ugly duckling. If they didn’t want me, then they didn’t want us.”

The triplets were inseparable, and by the way she spoke, she seemingly longed for their elder brother. But circumstances and an uncontrollable hatred kept them separated. Raoul was their only other family left, and they cherished familiar bonds more than anything in this world.

Ber’s tail began to wag as she stared at her siblings, her eyes sunken and narrowed. She was exhausted, but content that she could get this off her chest, and her siblings were happy to see her so talkative.

“We’re like phases of the moon. Never gonna know which side of us you’re going to get.” Cer said, rubbing her eyes. “Ber. How is it? Feeling better?”

“You bet I am. The ticking’s nice.” She pulled out a glistening, onyx hairclip from her Dimensional Storage. This hairclip was a gift given to her by Frost after her shopping trip for clothes in the City of Diamonds.

She tried putting it on, but her hands began to tremble as they passed through the beautiful scenery of H6. Beyond the peak they found the rebuilt settlements afar. H6 was considerably sparse with life compared to the other Sectors, but that did not detract from its beauty.

Frost lamented as the winds played a howling dirge. She was about to help Ber out with the hairclip but much to her surprise, everyone else had the same idea. It was Ignis who took it into her hands and fitted it onto her short, shaggy hair, pushing her bangs aside to reveal her ruby eyes.

“… Cute.” Ignis simply said.

“You think so? It doesn’t look weird?” Ber was a little flustered to hear this, but happy nonetheless.

Ignis shook her head and suddenly smiled.

“I mean it. I wouldn’t lie to a friend.”

“Daaaaawwwww~! Ignis~!” Ber sheepishly squealed, lightly punching Ignis in the shoulder before suddenly embracing her, her tail wagging like a window wiper. “You’re about the only feline Demi-human I can stick my neck out for!”

“… Mm. I’m happy you think so.” Ignis lightly embraced her back, her hands clutching onto Ber’s suit.

The mood lightened again, and before long, everyone crowded around Frost and Jury. Jury’s fuzzy tail wrapped them all together like a giant nest. They all had the pleasure of enjoying both Jury’s ticking heart, and Frost’s ever healing warmth.

“Ber. I’m happy you opened up.” Frost began, her head suddenly finding itself in a pit of fluff. The triplets offered their knees for her this time as Jury rested her head along Frost’s belly, hugging her like a pillow. “I remember when we first met. You were like a cross between Cer and Ignis. You hardly spoke and glared all the time. Dresses, huh? So we have skewers and dresses to look out for along the way.”

Ignis only watched, but Frost invited her with a small, motherly smile. She shuffled forward and placed her tail just above her head, patting her almost timidly.

“I’m not that selfish to want to play dress up now. We have a mission to finish.” Ber spoke with surprising professionalism. “It’s important we get you back in one piece. Galia… As much as we hate her, she’d probably be thankful for our work.”

“Must be weird having us change personalities on you, huh? Ever heard of the term ‘the phases of the moon’?” Cer pointed up at the creascent shaped moon as she spoke. “It means that we have multiple facets that make us. We just choose to show what we want.”

“Really? That’s a wonderful saying. But it’s like you’re admitting you have a lot more hidden underneath that smirk of yours.” Frost said half-jokingly, staring up at a sky filled with red stars.

They were all the eyes of her precious friends.

“Interpret it how you want.” Cer slapped Frost’s face with her tail, and soon, everyone began doing the same –

“A-Ahaha. Wait – Stop –!”

“Get her Ignis! Use the strangle attack!” Ber urged with a battle cry.

“Eh?” Ignis meekly uttered.

– Except for Jury. She was already fast asleep… somehow.

On this fine night Frost couldn’t help but to long for the future. Unfortunately, Ber did not dabble in the complexity of her past. But she was happy to at least understand it better now.

She one day hoped to understand the ins and outs of them all.

            

    
        201. Tour De Hearts!

    
    
    
    
                Day after day, night after night, they were greeted with the peerless sights of the City of Hearts. The Sectors of each City were diversified and fostered their own unique subcultures.

H7 was a vast, architecturally impressive Sector where artists conglomerated. From the humble oil painter to the brazen marble sculptor, there was never a dull sight. Frost wondered if this place somehow had an influence on the newly formed Objet D’art.

The Hearts were a mysterious existence to begin with, but they did know that the Ateliers and deeply rooted emotions created them as they sept into the earth. Such a concept was lost on Frost who still to this day was boggled by the idea of emotions, thoughts and traumas being a tangible source of energy.

Sort of like mana…

Nav. I never questioned what mana was, did I? Any idea?

“If Nex is food for the mind, then mana is food for the physical. All in all, they are both sources of energy produced in different ways. Everything naturally produces mana. A flame will produce more than an unlit campfire. You could view it as being closely tied with how energy functions in your modern physics.”

You’re telling me a crystal capable of creating fire follows the same principles?

“I am.”

The concept was strange to Frost because mana was far more complex than that. It allowed people to physically alter the elements and to manifest the mind. It sort of reminded her of the Corrupted. Just less egregious and more in line with how magic was depicted in traditional media.

I really need to stop referring to this stuff as ‘traditional’. I know we had stories about fantasy worlds and people being spirited away into a whimsical world, but this is our reality. Making comparisons will only set me up for disappointment. Mana is just what, the essence of life? Existence?

“Life, yes. Existence? Perhaps. But for beings like us, mana is not required to live. The magical races like the Fairies for example perish when they lose mana.”

Yeah. That’s why they have hundreds of thousands of MP. The ‘Blessing of the Nexus’ gamifies things for the Blessed.

“I like to call it the streamlining of information. The Nexus operates in mysterious ways.”

Grand archways and floral gardens were erected in every neighborhood. The stores severely lacked diversity, with the majority being food and art supplies. The food in H7 were either small in portions or looked something straight out of a modern art museum.

The humble cupcake for instance was either topped with so many condiments that it completely ruined the taste or were decorated with nigh inedible ingredients for the sake of ‘art’. Still, Frost ate them, albeit somewhat guiltily since they were the same things Nav wished to taste.

She expressed the flavor to her companion. The textures. The good and bad. There was never a dull moment between them, and Frost relayed the world as quickly as she devoured it to her disembodied friend.

Ignis had been doing the same as well, as did Jury.

The artists of H7 seldomly sold their works here. Instead, they were hauled off to other Sectors or auctions to be sold off. Artists did not tend to purchase the works of others. At least not from what she could tell.

One such Sector where their works were transported to was D4, where the biggest markets and auction houses were held. The rich thrived in those glowing strips, and the richer flocked there to splurge their wealth.


***


 

In the following day they arrived in H8. This was where the rich came to rest in their elite class of living. The urban sprawl was considerably less, and each manor residence were separated as plots of grand, gated lands.

There was little to see, do or ponder. Stores were a rare sight, which allowed a rather unique economy to thrive in H8. Because they tended to seclude themselves in the comfort of their homes, wandering, high-classed traders and merchants would sell them goods to spare them the discomfort of leaving to a distant store.

The poor made their coins from the complacent rich. Frost imagined them as a delivery service to convenience them. When interacting with one trader she realized that the prices were far higher than usual. Goods were usually bought in bulk, and the main sellers were raw materials and pantry items.

They spent their night on Snap’s back as usual, and on the third day they found themselves in H9. But the sun did not come up much to their surprise. An extended night had engulfed H9 as the shadow of the Nexus befell them. A glorious twilight sky of black, blue, and gold dominated the world above.

Because of how vast Elysia was, the shadow revealed the slight twinkles of distant stars as the night sky looked like a tear in space. The sweeping night which contrasted the day hypnotized Frost. She had seen this phenomenon before, but never had she been caught in it.

Surreal could not even scratch the surface to describe stunning spectacle.

H9 was an infamous Sector of the City of Hearts for the right and wrong reasons depending on one’s perspective. So far, Frost hadn’t seen anything that justified the City of Hearts being labled as the City of Lust.

Until now.

They had only just crossed the invisible borders between H8 and H9, and almost immediately they were greeted by groves of low-height trees and various luscious greenery. The diversity was immediately staggeringly large compared to its neighboring Sectors and Res explained that certain Elves were able to manipulate the growth of flora, as well as allow foreign species to grow in otherwise impossible climates.

So, what did this have to do with the City of Hearts being exalted to the City of Lust?

“… Ignis. I think you should close your eyes.” Jury slowly spoke as the innocent Ignis tilted her head. Ber swiftly moved into action and cupped her eyes shut, not wanting to taint her precious friend.

Surrounding them were phallic-like plants and ripe, interestingly shaped fruits of various colors. They dangled from the trees like bundles of bananas, from low-hanging trees like apples and cherries, and they grew from the ground like flowers.

Frost, being the mature person she was, didn’t think of them as that odd. Earth had its own fair share of weirdly shaped fruits and flora. Still, judging by everyone’s reactions, she couldn’t help but to childishly laugh.

That was until she used Analyze Object on one of the plucked, phallic-shaped fruits, and a glowing-red apple.


Lust Nana

< Increases libido when consumed. Libido Stacks will accumulate. Beware of the ‘In Heat’ Condition >


 

Aphrodisiac Apple

< Applies the ‘In Heat’ Condition to the consumer. Over consumption will inflict the Insatiable I disease >


“… I don’t believe it.” Frost uttered to herself, finally seeing it all in the same light as the others. “You’re telling me that someone purposefully developed fruits and plants to look like this? Like that?” Frost blinked multiple times as a cry for help, wincing at the seemingly living flora that looked like a giant pitcher plant.

Except its opening was rather… explicit. Frost’s mind had an automatic filter for sexualized things. This characteristic was highly important to her as a nurse, and a discipline she took seriously above all else.

Still, Frost ended up laughing in light of all of this, finding it completely absurd but somehow fitting for this whacky world.

“Elves are the craziest bunch you’ll meet.” Cer began, laughing at Frost’s reaction to this mess. “On one hand you have the moralistic clans that side with Justica Arms, and on the other you have the ones that live lives like they have Succubus blood. ImpulseWorks’ perverted Beholder used to be renowned as the Goddess of Lust a few hundred years back.”

Frost shot a glance at Res for confirmation. She nodded.

“Why don’t you believe me?” Cer shouted.

“Sorry, it just sounded so outlandish to me.” Frost sighed. “Phallic-looking plants are completely different from actual phallic-designed plants. I cannot get my mind over that.”

“Heh. I guess I also would be shocked if I was surrounded by the same thing I lost.” Ber took a sudden jab at Frost’s gender change.

“What sort of horny Elf takes pleasure in doing this?” Frost further lamented. “Er… Language, I know. I’m sorry Ignis.”

“The type of Elf that’ll use these fruits for –!”

“Shut up Cer!”

Cer was instantly struck down by Res’ fist before she could finish her sentence. Frost couldn’t imagine using a fruit to achieve one’s sexual desires, but if that was their purpose all along, then why should she care?

She let loose of a long sigh, clearing her thoughts as she found Jury oddly infatuated with the forest.

“Magic is a wonderful thing, hm? Our Resist would negate them, right…? Like my neurotoxin…” Jury hummed to herself, hugging her tail. “So many different kinds of forests…”

Frost’s blood chilled unexpectedly.

“Uh. Jury? You’re saying some dangerous things right now.” She pressed, only to have Jury kindly smile at her, like everything was alright.

“Oh, I was just being mindful. We can’t eat all that much here. Luckily, I have a bunch of food stored! Why, were you thinking of something else?” Jury counter attacked with a sly hum, cupping Frost’s hand.

“Nothing. Nothing at all. But you’re right. A city of lust is bound to have its fair share of lunatics. We should reach H10 by noon at this pace. Haaah… I wonder if my name’s spread far enough for Justica Arms to recognize us.” Frost pondered.

Things were going to be moving at light speed soon enough. Each passing day brought them closer to an inevitable clash with Scarlet Logic. She hoped that at least Justica Arms would be proactive in their approach.

Because after H10, they would finally enter the City of Spades.

The territory of the Scarlet Logic and the turpitude souls of the Nex Megalopolis.

            

    
        202. H10 and New Sights

    
    
    
    
                Sultry outfits, bunny suits, maid uniforms, and bikini armor.

Otherwise collectively known as the four horsemen of Frost’s apocalypse. H9’s streets were infested with these apparels. The smaller settlements afar were relatively sane, but the deeper and closer one went to its major city, the more they became commonplace.

Brothels. Clubs. Shows. Massage parlors run by Aquatids with an ending that could only lead to one thing. Inns for various overnight recreational activities. And of course, with brick walls for that extra privacy. Or wooden if one fancied a certain ambience.

This did not mean that normal people didn’t exist. It was a sophisticated blend, with various districts within the cities and towns which separated the residential area from the ‘red light district’, otherwise called ‘The Elven Zone’, a play on the Corrupted Zones. Just for lust since Elves were on both extreme spectrums of purity and debauchery.

Frost remembered the stoic man that escorted D-13, and then turned to an Elf advertising an inn with a face desperate for a certain kind of attention. Never had Frost set foot in such a place. At least to her memory.

“You never know. You could have been the connoisseur of brothels in a past life.”

Please Nav... It’s scary because that might not even be a joke.

They avoided the wide streets of the Elven Zones and stuck to the narrow paths. The architecture was more of the same, except the buildings here were much larger than usual to accommodate the large number of people that lived in H9.

Each Sector was home to roughly a hundred thousand unique individuals. H9 was easily 300,000 due to the combination of people flocking to this place of promised carnal desires, and because of all the children that were produced as a result. Thankfully, the settlements were built in a way where it was highly unlikely for a child to be exposed to these things, usually by placing the two districts on opposite sides of the city or town.

Now that Frost thought about it, why was it the sex-oriented cities that had the most advanced urban layout? The districts were a fantastic idea that bundled certain businesses, interests, and developments together.

The other Sectors had everything packed together throughout the city. For example, Frost hadn’t come across a town with a set residential. Markets and stores were about the only ‘district’ outside of H9. As a result, everything felt claustrophobic despite the colossal roads that cut between them.

Here? It was cleaner and moving through the city made so much more sense. It felt modern in a way. On the topic of population – H9 was not the largest, and the 5 to 6 million population of the Nex Megalopolis was only accounted for individuals registered with the Guild and the Golden Thumb.

The City of Spades was speculated to house another few million unaccounted souls alone.

Ateliers could not impose on an Atelier’s turf no matter the circumstance, unless of course, it was a direct violation of a treaty or seen as traitorous. This meant that Scarlet Logic were free to do whatever they wished to those few million within their territory.

Or in their case, do nothing at all. The people were subjected to the cruelty of their own. Monsters in skin and flesh. Frost’s emotions simmered in her heart as they moved through H9, enjoying the sights.

At one point they were catcalled by a group of men, only to have Frost instantly shoot them with Scrutiny. Due to her slightly heightened emotions, she did this out of reflex before she realized what they were trying to do.

It worked out either way. And it wasn’t just men, even women tried calling out to them. But they weren’t persistent. Generally when one failed an entire district would leave them alone. Frost’s group exuded status beyond most Adventurers, and the feathered coats was too similar to a certain neighboring Apostle’s.

H9 was certainly a unique place. The closer they reached H10, the less Ber needed to shield Ignis’ eyes. Morality was certainly different here, but she figured that Earth also had places like this. Frost liked to think of herself as someone morally upstanding, at least compared to the people here. It was no mystery that some of her values had been deteriorating since arriving in this world.

Her patience had grown thin with the wickedness of monsters and people alike, to the point where violence and death were perfectly reasonable outcomes to deal with them. Frost thought about the people in the City of Spades and pondered on their everyday life.


* * *


By noon they reached the borders of H9. Away from the city and again travelling through barren plains of green, they were surprised to find that the world had come to a halt. They at first wondered if it was a giant wall that for some reason bordered H9 and H10. But the wall was simply too massive, and the distant outer walls of the Nex Megalopolis rose to match its height.

“A cliff face?” Frost questioned out loud. Her high-resolution vision was not enough to discern what exactly she was looking at. A fine mist encased the world ahead, and it made the forests beneath the rocky walls appear slightly bluish.

“Lots of waterfalls. The mist is the result of them. Brandar is mostly plainlands, but that doesn’t mean it has one set elevation.” Res ended up explaining, also awed by the sight. “H10 and most of the Justica Arms branches like to sit somewhere high. H10 is unique because it’s built on top of an escarpment.”

Escarpment? Nav? Does she mean like a plateau?

“A plateau is the wrong choice of words for such a landmass. Think of it as where two relatively flat landmasses of differing elevations meet. That wall is the boundary that separates them.”

Unbelievable. I’ve never seen anything like that on Earth. Then again, I never really left the city that much.

“It’s huge… like the mountains of Grandis.” Ignis whimsically whispered, delighted by the change in scenery.

“Mountains. Plains… Escarpments. There are so many new things outside!” Jury was giddy with the discovery, her tail wagging like a waving flag in the wind as Snap made its rapid approach.

“It’s awesome… Hey, the train networks run closer towards the cities, huh?” Frost observed the pale, metallic beams running through the air in the distance where the cliff face was not as severe and sharp, but was more like a gradual slope. “And there’s Atlas. Just sitting there beneath the Nexus.”

In their direction they saw the Nexus in its complete glory, hovering beside the City of Hearts. And underneath it was the grey city of Atlas, shining like the untouched jewel of the world. Only the Blessed were allowed into that city, and their non-Blessed family members. But from what she’s seen, people still chose to live in the Nex Megalopolis.

“They say Atlas holds the Nexus in the sky. CogitO, Caldera Industries, a little bit of Inflow Direct – they’re the big three that run Atlas. From time to time you’ll see some foreign legionaries or crown wearers rock into Atlas. It’s where diplomatic issues are brought up. Lots of Exalted there.” Cer explained, baring her teeth all of a sudden. “Good luck breaking in there. It’s impenetrable from land, sea, and air. Get too close and –”

She snapped her jaws shut as she clicked her fingers and fired an electric bite at the tree lines. A clearing was instantly formed as birds burst from the canopies to flee like a black cloud.

“– You’ll get torn into a thousand different pieces. If you’re unlucky, you get turned into a noodle. How crazy is that!?”

“A singularity or gravity well is probably hiding there.” Jury noted. “Spaghettification. How brutal. That might be one of the worst ways to go.”

“That’s a word?” Ber genuinely asked. “I prefer noodlefication.”

“Noodles are thinner. It strikes fear into people’s hearts better.” Cer added, causing Ber to proudly nod in agreement.

“Exactly. Noddlefication. I get shivers every time.” Ber grinned.

“Huh? Why not stringification?” Frost chimed in unexpectedly tugging on a strand of steel string from her wrist.

Ber’s eyes instantly widened with dazzling wonder, and she crawled up to Frost, clutching onto her hands in amazement.

“Are you some kind of genius!?” She exclaimed.

“That’s the Amalgam for you! Revolutionizing everything one munch at a time!” Cer applauded.

Res winced and glared at Frost. She could not believe she had stooped to their level of stupidity.

Still, it didn’t stop her from smiling.


* * *


Snap scaled the cliffs. Atop was another vast plainlands that seemed to endlessly stretch as far as the eye could see. From their height they could see the entirety of the northern side of the Nex Megalopolis, and even the land bridge that connected to Grandis and Divas Pass. The sight was mesmerizing, and they took a moment to devour the world with silent gazes. When the cold breeze stopped, they resumed their journey onwards.

Another city approached, but the buildings were not limited to only two stories. Three, even for stories buildings could be seen from afar. And in the distance, they saw a purple spire reach for the skies.

It was a solid crystal mass with a pointy tip, and various branches could be seen jutting out from its sides, as if to allow a giant bird to perch atop. It appeared more like a shriveled tree more than anything else.

This was the Justica Arms 6th Branch, which housed the Peace Flocks, Justicers, Augurists and, most importantly –

– The 6th Apostle.

            

    
        203. Associations, Offices, and the Big Spire

    
    
    
    
                H10 was one of 12 locations on Elysia collectively known as an ‘Adventurer’s Hub’. Each location was defined by a great, crystal spire belonging to Justica Arms, ran by one of Beholder Galia’s trusted Apostles.

Only 11 locations remained after the Iscario debacle.

The fate of the 12th Branch, which was constructed in Grandis, was unknown.

Major Associations, Offices, Branches and Adventuring agencies tended to flock and build their head of operations within their turf. They worked hand in hand with the Guilds of the Golden Index and Justica Arms to uphold certain values, rules and conducts when engaging in high-risk or specialized tasks.

Where the Guilds set out the guidelines, Justica Arms enforced it. In exchange, Justica Arms promised protection and acted as the judicial body between all those within their jurisdiction. This was to prevent as much bloodshed as possible. Despite the Associations being morally upstanding, they had their aspirations and goals to fulfil at the end of the day.

These Associations and bodies were regarded as ‘sponsored’ by Justica Arms.

However, not all bodies found themselves within the shadows of a Branch. The reason was because of Justica Arms’ rigid rules that did not allow combat to occur unless they were provoked first.

In a perfect world this was a reasonable rule, but here? A single arrow was all it could take to end a life.

How could one retaliate if they were already mortally wounded? Although if they were strong, then that was a different story.

Additionally, there were other morally grey dealings other Associations dabbled in which would normally spark a reaction from a Justicer – the Justica Arms enforcing personnel – to deliver their rightful punishment.

An example would be undertaking morally dubious activity for a client or personal gains. Of course, if Justica Arms caught wind of an outside Association committing such crimes then they would instantly demote them to a Syndicate unless they could answer for it.

Justica Arms was fair, just, and trustworthy to all forms of life. But their reach was unfortunately limited.

Their Branches were a beacon of light and righteousness in a world where savagery was rampant. They were also the true ‘beginner locations’ that were masked from Frost due to Iscario’s tampering with her mind thanks to the Cognition Scrambler.

However, because they were held to such high standards and reverence their image was permanently sullied by Iscario’s betrayal. H10 was relatively barren. The vast plains were used by Adventurers of various Offices, Firms and Associations as a training ground. Nearby settlements were militarized. There were more Adventurers than there were citizens.

Frost was whistled at by a band of adventurers donned in blue, full-plated armor similar to Perla’s. They ceased all activity on their aligned dummies and hailed at her group, marveling at their golden mount as they passed through.


Vanguard

Office: Blue Watchdogs

Soul Rank: Blue | Adventurer Rank: Silver


“They must think you’re another Apostle.” Cer blew at the stray strands blocking her vision. “No one besides them can tolerate the feathers getting into their eyes.”

“Good. It should get Justica Arms’ attention then. Unless one of their rules states you can’t wear a feathered coat.” Frost said.

“Never heard of it. Hard to get matching coats as well, so they’ll absolutely spot you. Not that far off now!” Ber yelled with infectious enthusiasm.

Frost hoped to at least meet with the 6th Apostle, or someone in charge of the Branch. If anyone was going to help them on their quest to take down the Scarlet Logic, then it would be them. By now she was ready to waltz right into the City of Spades and make a mad dash for the inner city.

The only thing preventing her however was a potential war, which Carpalis wished to avoid at all costs.

So did Frost. But unlike Carpalis, she was willing to bend a few rules because there was no way in hell the Scarlet Logic were going to announce their attack. It would occur suddenly, swiftly and without any warning.

Therefore, she could not afford to stand by and wait for something to happen.

ImpulseWorks was already suffering with the mysterious losses of their Retrofitters and randomly scattered anti-healing, radioactive material. Throughout their journey through the City of Hearts they heard much about the mysterious glowing rocks, which soon disappeared thanks to the efforts of the Anomaly Recovery Units.

And finally, Frost wanted to let them know that she was the Amalgam.

If anyone was going to know who she was, then it would be them. She pondered on the methods of convincing them if they failed to believe her as they passed by a plethora of training Adventurers.
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Man… There are so many cool names. I could do this all day.

Frost couldn’t help but to feel like a child again upon reading the countless group names. Res glared at her for some reason as if able to read her mind. She knew exactly why Frost looked so happy.

“… They sound so childish. But I suppose that’s why they’re entertaining to you.” Nav jabbed.

She deeply inhaled the clear air, which held a sweet note as the grass was soon replaced with pearlescent, pale brick. The outer edges of the brick were trimmed with a purple highlight, giving it a unique, near divine quality.

When she exhaled, they found themselves in a sea of Adventurers. A plaza stretched further than the eye could see, and in the center stood the benevolent 6th Branch. It was opaque, and the cut edges of its crystal construct were like purple panes. The quality of the Adventurers varied widely.

But the best came from those dressed in a tunic made from red fabric, and an animal-fur mantle that covered their entire body aside from their arms. Their weapons were varied, which was apparently uncommon to see in organized groups. A large variety of weaponry within an organization reeked of incompetency according to Res.

“They’re likely an Association made from a bunch of absorbed Offices, or just decided being united was better.” Cer skillfully pointed out. Frost would not have noticed this otherwise, and neither would have Jury or Ignis. “Raoul used to say that people are like a puzzle. If they don’t fit, then they don’t belong, so you have two options. Throw them away, or mold them into shape.”

“He has some good sayings sometimes…” Ber fondly spoke before gritting her teeth. “Too bad he’s a sack of bad choices. Snake has him in her coils as well. Shall we, Cer!?”

“6th Branch Apostle, huh. 3 Moons verses one Apostle. Child’s play!” Cer shouted, gathering a few eyes as Frost immediately pulled her close to seal her mouth shut. “Hear that Justica Arms – We’re gonna –! MMMMMPH!? Mmm? MMMM!”

Ignis did the same, except she did it in a less violent manner. She simply tapped Ber on the shoulder and politely asked her to stop with her antics, which she completely obeyed with a nod.

“Only if you pat me!”

“There there… You feel like a pet sometimes…”

“Little did you know that by acting like this, I’m getting exactly what I want!” Ber said proudly, still being pat down by Ignis.

“Mm. Clever…” Ignis nearly laughed.

Cer on the other hand was instantly hand gagged by Frost, who was then transferred over to Jury. Her tail wrapped her up like a wolf-burrito, her mouth unable to express anything other than a muffled groan… which then quickly turned into a suggestive moan.

“Res. Electric therapy?” Jury asked, causing Cer to instantly freeze as Res hovered above her trapped sister.

“A lobotomy would be better. But there’s no brains in there so I guess death by electrocution – I mean, cure by shock will have to do.” Res threatened, her eyes sparking dangerously.

Cer’s mischief thankfully disappeared moving forward. An angry Res was no joke, although it was sort of funny whenever she tried to make herself seem intimidating. That being said, the name of this large Association was the D.O.T Association, short for the Defenders of Tomorrow.

Frost revealed this to the others and followed it with: “Now that’s a good name for an organization.”

She was instantly met with judging eyes.

“I’m sorry Frost. I love you. I really do, but… I think your naming sense isn’t very good.” Jury was the first to admit, causing Frost’s heart to shatter.

“Jury. If you let this lunatic name your Atelier then you’re going to be the new Jester.” Res warned, finally giving Frost a piece of her mind. “I cannot believe you Frost… Your naming sense is a tragedy.”

The figurative knife in her chest twisted.

“Frost… Defenders of Tomorrow sounds…” Even Ignis couldn’t help but to chime in.

“Are you all really turning your backs on me now?” Frost argued in a joking manner, finding it all hilarious. She was definitely conscious of her poor naming sense, but it was till fun hearing their reactions.

“Defenders of Tomorrow. They sound like a bunch of lazy Adventurers.” Cer barked.

“I agree Sis. Even a puppy will try to protect its home today.” Ber nodded.

“Right? What kind of Association does their quests the following day?” Cer and Ber misinterpreted the name of Defenders of Tomorrow. They took it literally and were offended that such a motto existed for an organization that rose to the Association status.

Frost couldn’t help but to laugh. In time, they eventually passed through the grand plaza of Adventurers and entered the glowing shadow of the grand spire. They were immediately met with the eyes of distant Justica Arms personnel perched atop the crystal branches; their weapons held closely.

Snap became wary, but Cer assured them that so long as they didn’t provoke them, then they couldn’t do anything to them. If they did, then they would be in for a one way ticket straight to hell. Frost’s appearance drew their attention, and the pair of armed Elves stationed by the base of a steep staircase inspected her with a sharp eye.

They were adorned in a purple-colored coat, a long, draping mantle which wrapped around their necks like a scarf, and their weapons were fantastically embellished with gold, black and white decorations.

Furthermore, their ears were pointed, indicating that they were Elves.
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They didn’t look at her companions. Only her, for she wore the apparel of the 1st Apostle. A part of her worried, but she dismissed those thoughts and held a posture of pure elegance and power. She made it clear that she was far higher than they were, but not the point where it appeared obnoxious.

Frost always had a natural aura of mystique and reverence thanks to her eyes. The coat only amplified it to greater heights. They turned on their heels, glanced at one another, then back at Frost with raised brows and their Justica Arm held close to their shoulders.

Suddenly, the pair marched towards them, holding out a hand to cease all movement. Snap immediately obeyed and prepared to flee at a moment’s notice to preserve its life. The tension rose so sharply that the triplets were also unexpectedly on high alert.

They did not expect them to move from their post.

One tapped on their ear, likely communicating via a Cognition Receiver. They shared one last glance before they nodded simultaneously and, much to Frost’s surprise –

– They erected their posture and threw a hand over their hearts, with the other closely guarding their weapon. The display was like a respectful salute, and Frost realized that they believed she was the 1st Apostle.

However –

“An Incandescent Color approaches! State your business!”

– Due to the 15th Peace Flock she saved on that faithful night, they managed to immediately recognize her as the Black Dove.

Her name had oddly spread to the 6th Branch, but not throughout the City of Hearts. Could this mean they had access to long-range communications? Even further than the CogitO ones?

Frost was suddenly intrigued, and, with a respectful nod, she greeted the two Justica Arms Followers in her esteemed persona:

“I believe this is the 6th Branch? I was invited to come collect a reward as thanks for gallantly rescuing the 15th Peace Flock from the Pages. I apologize if there was no such arrangement.”

She was like an entirely different person all of a sudden. Just like how the moon had many different phases, Frost had a set of her own.

This one had become her staple when dealing with the likes of an Atelier.

            

    
        204. The 6th Branch

    
    
    
    
                They recognized Frost as the fabled Black Incandescent Color, a title arguably more revered than the Stars and Moons of the Nexus.

There were 13 recognized Colors in Elysia: The White Wing; Black Dove; Violet Key; Red Barron; Blue Chorus; Yellow Pulse; Green Composer; Orange Disruptor; Pink Sublime; Brown Banquet; Teal Tear; Golden Crush and finally; the Grey Lock.

Their whereabouts were largely unknown, with the Orange Disruptor and the Red Barron having been confirmed ‘dead’ after the disaster that was the first ever Zeroed Horizon event. All knowledge was taken with a grain of salt moving forward, for Frost knew the truth.

Her party was immediately escorted into the crowded archways of the 6th Branch. They were designed in the shape of Justica Arm’s insignia, which were a pair of overlapping doves and a single Justica Arm cutting through like a buried stake.

Thousands gathered in a pristine, purple, and white chamber made from reflective marble. The interior was built like a seatless cathedral. A highly gothic-inspired architecture ran through the veins of the 6th Branch. From the pillars that supported the multiple balconies above, to the pointy arcs, the 6th Branch was not just a crystal building.

It was a structural masterpiece.

The sanctum exuded an unquestionable holy air, upheld by the Justica Arms members who stood along the edges of their circular chamber like armored statues. Unlike the stylized military gowns that the normal Justica Arms personnel adorned, those that stood at the rims were suited in massive, bulky purple armor.

They were so large in fact that they towered over Jury at a whopping 2 meters in height, with shoulder guards reaching as high as their heads.

The only exposed section were their faces. Not a single fragment of emotion was shown as they stood with their gargantuan blades pointed downward, used like a walking stick. The pure hunk of pale iron was so large that Frost refused to call it a blade. And running through the center of it like a tube was a giant Justica Arm.

This weapon was called the Justica Reach, these beings, though few, were the 6th Branch’s Justicers.
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“The 2nd Sphere?” Frost asked aloud, surprising the pair of Point Scouts.

They were escorted towards the vacant middle which was illuminated by the sun’s holy rays. A glass mosaic made in the shape of a dove hovered high above.

She felt like she was inside of a purple version of the Central Relay in the Nexus.

Since the Point Scouts refused to answer, Res ended up taking the reins.

“Justica Arms has 3 spheres of power. Think of it as a hierarchy. The 1st Sphere is the highest and where you’ll find people like Galia pulling the strings. In the 2nd Sphere you have Justicers and the Apostles. Augurists and other handy personnel are under the 3rd Sphere. Point Guards and regular Public Defenders are much lower in the hierarchy, but they’re not dispensable like Scarlet Logic fodder.”

The Point Scouts didn’t confirm nor deny this. They only silently carried out their duties with diligence and haste. The central portion acted as a traditional short-ranged teleporter which utilized magical symbols and Justica Arms mages to conduct the ritual. Several hooded personnel began to flock towards its outer rim in preparation.

It was clear that they were expecting Frost, whether through predictive means or were simply anticipating her arrival over the passing month thanks to the 15th Flock she rescued. Teleportation magic was Justica Arms’ specialty, although it came with certain caveats. This was why their Hyperlinks were the preferred method of long-range instant transportation.

In the hierarchy of magic, Teleportation sat as one of the highest and esteemed. Very few could utilize it, and those that did were absorbed into the Justica Arms, like how Healers were taken under the wings of Inflow Direct.

An example of a botched teleportation would have half of a person teleported whilst the other half remained. Or they could find themselves physically meshed into one with a wall. Certain measures were taken to reduce the risks and increase its accuracy, and as a result, teleportation magic was strictly used for short-range travel.

Or in this instance, as an elevator much like the one found within the Nexus.

“So this is what a Justica Arms Branch looks like. They have a humanitarian side to them, huh. I didn’t expect that.” Frost solemnly spoke as she watched their members offer their aid to the bereaved, whether by handing food, water, clothing or lending an ear to listen to their woes.

The chatter of countless confessions surrounded them, as did a mysterious hymn that carried the voices of what felt like thousands. It was deep, and it resonated somewhere within her chest with a powerful thump.

She overheard the harrowing wails of children and parents, the cries of loved ones, and the lament of those that had lost everything. Cer mentioned that they were considerably busier than normal. The Branches were usually silent, and these confessions were often done privately.

This was the first clue of something major brewing in the background. Justica Arms was so overwhelmed that their Branch appeared like an overcrowded bomb shelter. When Frost asked, the Point Scout surprisingly answered.

They were selective in their responses.

“Caldera Industries suffered disaster after disaster. What you’re seeing is the result of their incompetence. Now they’re scrambling to find someone responsible in the Outskirts of the City of Spades.”

“All during the height of a Hungry menace. The Eye in the sky can only see so much with all the mist. A Color like yourself should have no trouble if you plan to travel on foot, aside from your feathered coat. The denizens do not take kindly to us after the last Atelier War.” The other spoke, suddenly curious of Frost. “Is it true that you’re a healer? No less one that cured the Healer’s Dilemma?”

“You’re well informed.” Frost said, amused by this. “It’s all true. I fail to believe that a fellow Justica Arms member would blatantly lie in their reports.”

“We would have our tongues plucked.” One admitted. “Lies will be punished accordingly.”

“There is no sin that will be left unjudged.” The other stated.

Cer and Ber were oddly silent. Snap didn’t follow them into the 6th Branch and instead silently patrolled the outskirts. One could tell that there was much on their mind they wanted to say, but they acted on their best behavior.

Ignis was fascinated by it all despite her begrudging gaze. Divas Pass lacked anything extravagant. Even the best inns were hardly anything more than wooden huts with the occasional jewel. Here, she was allowed to indulge herself in the scenery, as did Jury who wondered if the Nexus was anything similar.

She assured Jury that the Nexus was just as beautiful.

            

    
        205. The 6th Apostle

    
    
    
    
                The teleporting platform transported them to an unknown floor. They could not tell if they were somewhere higher or lower. The purple and white walls still surrounded them as they found themselves in what appeared to be a chamber for worship.

It was a vacant space where only a pale crystal hovered high above, draped with purple ribbons. Scented candles and chandeliers were the only source of light in this oddly bright place. Frost was told by Res that they were likely going to be meeting with a higher up before she would inevitably be invited to speak to the Apostle.

However, and much to Res’ surprise, they were directly taken to the 6th Apostle’s chamber.

“Were we expected by them?” Frost asked them directly as they were led away from the teleportation platform.

Lines ran through the platform like steaks of lightning, creating an intricate image of a hollow tree, where a golden apple sat within its cavity.

“Under normal circumstances you would be meeting with someone else. Queries take time to resolve. Even a Color will not have priority unless the circumstance calls for it.” One admitted in a roundabout way.

“Ideally, it would be a one-on-one meeting. But the Apostle has specifically requested to meet you all in person. It raises the question of whether your identity is what it seems. A healer that passed the echelons and became a Color is frankly difficult to accept.” The other said. “But there are stranger things brewing. It won’t be long before we’re issued an ultimatum by a higher power.”

He suddenly rambled, causing his companion to clear their throat which instantly shook him lucid and erect.

“They mean Beholder Galia. She’s their higher power. But they don’t have a means of communicating with her until the Hyperlinks are up.” Res said, surprising the duo yet again.

They clearly had no clue who these triplets were or their relationship with their Atelier.

Res then respectfully uttered: “Thank you for your hard work. We’ll wait until the 6th Apostle finishes their ‘prayer’.”

“I see. Shame on us for believing you were nothing more than the Color’s companion.” They apologized. “May you find what you are after in our watchful domain.”

“Thank you.” Frost and the others bid them farewell as they teleported away, leaving behind nothing but the afterglow of the illuminated symbols.

All fell silent in this chamber where nothing but a single crystal floated, and where statues of winged figures were built above the walls like gargoyles. They were in the image of traditional angels, save that they possessed between six to four wings.

They were angels no doubt, but Frost had never heard of a multi-winged angel. As a matter of fact, the Angels of this world did not have wings, proven by Jury’s divine body.

It was either someone had read from a book in the Eternal Library of this version of an Angel, or someone from Earth had a hand in designing them. She pondered on these little details as the group roamed around this bizarre place.

“This crystal is for what exactly?” Jury could not hide her curiosity as she studied the object with wonderous eyes.

“Beats me. And if you’re asking then that means Frost can’t even analyze it. It’s not one of the Hyperlink crystals. That’s for sure.” Cer answered. “No chains. Just drapes of cloth.”

“Then you wouldn’t know what they meant by the Eye in the sky?” Frost also wanted clarity on this, to which Res eagerly answered.

The Eye was the name given to the surveillance system used by Caldera Industries. With the number of floating constructs they had overhead the Nex Megalopolis, it was only natural that they would possess surveillance capabilities.

“But they somehow have no clue what’s going on? I find that hard to believe.” Frost groaned, and much to their surprise –

“An eye will blink every once and a while. She used to call it ‘human error’. Humorous, is it not? When there are only machines above, she still called it a mistake on the living’s part.”

– A male voice spoke as a faint church bell could be heard. The echoes of the bell coated every conceivable sense. From sight to touch, to even taste, they were made aware of a presence unlike mere mortals.

A beautiful being dressed in a coat made from purple feathers near identical to Frost’s emerged as the distant walls twisted open, revealing a secondary chamber where countless masked individuals sat on their knees, prostrating to a crystal as they clutched a smaller one in their palms.
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They uttered words of magic to the obelisk, all the while a four-legged monstrosity dressed in pale robes, feathered cloth roamed the room. It was like a supersized version of the daddy long leg spider, with an eye acting as its sole, central body.

How could such a hideous monster appear equally as beautiful?
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“Justica Arms hires Magicalis too. Those braindead wastes of life.” Cer hissed.

Nav. Magicalis?

“Species native to the neighboring Spiritas Region. Like the Fairies, they are a magical race, docile race that are described to serve only one function. They have a love for purity, but in your terms, they could be described as oversized microbes. There is a saying that the phenomenon of ‘angel hair’ are the younglings of the Magicalis.”

Angel’s hair was the term used even on Earth to describe the strange, pale strands that one would sometimes see floating in the air. The explanations ranged from spider webs to something similar to a snowflake. In the end, while it had many explanations, it was still one of the more popular folklore on Earth.

In Elysia? There were countless answers to the ‘angel hair’ folklore.

One even suggested that they were the shavings of the Nexus itself.

“Waste when used incorrectly. Nurture them, and they’ll nurture you back.” The man spoke, finding humor in Cer’s words.

He was tall, with purple hair reaching down to his waists. Despite his revered status he did not come across as unapproachable, neither did he possess an insufferably thick aura. There was kindness in his purple eyes, but Frost would be none the wiser to believe that friendly façade.

After all, it was exactly one of these Apostles who had betrayed her.

This man was none other than the 6th Apostle.

“Oh, pardon me. Hmhm. Ah… Where are my manners? Black Dove. Moons, and friends – Welcome to the heart of the 6th Branch. I have been anticipating for your arrival for some time now.”
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Frost did not smile, nor did she greet him with the same eagerness as his. Whilst the others nodded, she could only cast a deadly gaze upon him. She tried to discern his character, to unravel whatever hidden intentions he possessed.

She expected herself to react with such vitriol. But even so, she managed to conceal her spite as she greeted him nonchalantly.

“I feel honored knowing that we were anticipated by an Apostle. You have no idea how much easier that makes it for us.” She said, taking several steps towards the approaching man.

He heartily laughed, his voice echoing as another bell rang. The walls finally twisted shut, sealing the holy hymns away. For a split-second Frost saw the crystals in their hands turn into tiny, crystal pellets.

Or in other words, bullets.

“Information spreads fast through the branches of our tree. Forgive my manner of speech. I have just come from a lengthy prayer, so I am… elated so to speak.” His tone was higher pitched than the regular man, and his manner of speech was flowery, like he was constantly reciting holy scripture. “6th Apostle. Apostle. Purple bird. Purple, even. Please, address me how you wish. Like how you would with a friend. Jesters~ Pleased to make your acquaintance once again.”

“Frost or Black Dove is fine.” Frost dismissed his overly friendly approach.

Friendly or not, it made her skin crawl being within the proximity of another Apostle, much less one who presented themselves like a purple Iscario. She could not smile even if she tried. A cold façade encased her flaming heart.

“Oh~? But not the Archetype of Amalgamation?” He caught them all by surprise. The one thing that stumped Frost over was dispelled in an instant. But it was also more the reason to remain suspicious if he understood who exactly he was dealing with.

Just as she was about to pry, Res swiftly marched to the front where she waved a hand in front of Frost, urging her to quell her rising emotions.

“Three Moons and a Color doesn’t add up. It’s one of the reasons why people like the Retrofitter knew who you were, regardless if a Herald open their big mouth. Frost… Don’t forget this person has personally met with the Arbiter.” Res laid her train of thought out clearly, desperately trying to bring Frost back as calmly as possible.

“I know an Archetype when I see one. It brings me great pain that you view me as a traitor. But I believe it cannot be helped. Besides, such pain is mandatory to sew fresh wounds.”

He understood Frost’s wariness and kept his distance, all the while smiling with his arms held out like wings.

“The dog’s betrayal has shamed us to Marked one the Arbiter and the elusive Galia have sought to greet. It is a greater tragedy that a mere Apostle such as myself has stolen such an exalted moment.”

His lament was genuine, but Frost had seen one too many lies to truly believe it. Her blood seethed just by him merely being an Apostle. Still, she swallowed her hatred, tucked her ego away and responded accordingly.

Because in the end, she did not want their most likely ally to become an enemy.

“What Iscario did is unforgivable. But right now, Iscario should be the last thing on our mind. Everyone. Please introduce yourselves. Where are our manners?”

“Jury. Pleased to meet an Apostle.”

“Ignis…”

“Cer. Moon. Don’t care.”

“Ber. Moon. Don’t care either.”

“Res. Moon. Pleasure to meet a familiar face, Bartholo.”

This caused the Apostle, Bartholo, to breathe a sigh of relief as he strolled to the central crystal, wiping his forehead with a purple handkerchief.

“Moon triplets. I’m surprised Galia still trusts you three after the mischief you’ve caused above. But I am equally elated. I would love to hear your tales, but we have certain issues at hand. Time is not a friend, unfortunately.”

“… just you.” Cer jabbed at him, then jabbed Jury’s side with an elbow.

“Shh.” Jury hushed.

“I assume that you are not here merely to claim your promised reward, no? For an Archetype, a Justica Arm is no more than a blowpipe.”

“It more than makes up for it with its ranged capabilities.” Frost quickly replied, adding: “But you’re right. If we were just after the reward, then I don’t think meeting you would have been necessary. For that reason, I’m suspecting that you also want something from us.”

“Sharp~! But… Hmhmhm. It’s a complicated matter. You’ve seen the crowd underneath? Oh Nexus. Oh, most gracious Galia, what am I saying? Aha. Caldera Industries has seen its share of problems related to the ongoing issue in the City of Spades.”

“… does this involve the Scarlet Logic?” Frost became curious of the issue. The Scarlet Logic were her primary target after all. If they were involved with their problems, then it could be a win-win situation.

However, this unfortunately did not seem to be the case.

“Dungeons. Rampant dungeons. We have no knowledge of the matter aside from that there is likely a Hungry Infestation. A plague is also a possibility. The issue lies with…”

“…How many, huh? And that doesn’t tip you off that Scarlet Logic’s linked with them? Letting them fester like that? What, you’re not allowed to stop it?”

“It’s always been like this. It is how they operate, and we cannot trample on their negligent sovereignty. Instead, our personnel gather requests from its inhabitants, and we direct them to the Associations and Offices who fulfil them in our stead. Ever since the last Atelier War.” He slowly spoke, taking coiled cloth into his arms where he began to stroke its soft fabric.

“It ensured that we could never be involved with them again. Cowardice? Fear? Oh Amalgam… Do you believe in a victory that costs countless lives?”

“… I don’t. Pyrrhic victories are painful. But doing nothing is arguably worse.”

Frost recalled the events of Divas Pass. Ignis was the sole survivor of the tragedy and calling that a victory was difficult. It was their victory since they survived, but a tragedy in the grand scheme of things.
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                “It’s a legitimate fear. And I’m thinking that what I’m about to do will begin a chain of disaster. Iscario. The dungeon monsters. Scarlet Logic. I have every reason to believe they’re all working against the Nexus, and actively seeking the Piece of the Fallen Star. If they’re festering, then it’s all the more reason to strike them down before it suddenly becomes your problem.” Frost said.

“The issue herein lays in that statement. Until it becomes our problem. Retaliation is how we operate. But do you believe such a manner of life is a flaw? It depicts the sides of right and wrong, the good and bad in a crystal-clear light.” The Apostle replied.

His explanation was utter nonsense to her, but she understood that their hands were tied. They had similar restriction placed upon them like Carpalis ever since the last Atelier War. However, Frost could not care less for sanctions when it meant the lives of countless more.

Her rage could be felt. Her emotions were quickly heightening. The simplest method would be to beeline straight to the City of Spades and wreak havoc on the Scarlet Logic, but that approach would inevitably lead to a war.

But so would waiting.

“… Amalgam. I am not refuting, I am agreeing. The issue lays with locating the Hungry Hearts. Number, size, and potency. Cleansing them thoroughly will be an issue. But the strange thing is that no one has found any evidence, yet the testimonies of their existence are true. Caldera will keep losing their trains that pass through the City of Spades and beyond. ImpulseWorks will lose their Retrofitters. Healers will continue to disappear. Exalted will continue to betray the Golden Index. But what about Act X and the Scarlet Logic?”

“All I’m hearing is that you’re banking on us dealing with it. At this rate I’m tempted to just let it fucking fester and leave you to deal with it. The Scarlet Logic are our priority. Whether you like it or not, you need to make a choice on whether you’re with us, the Golden Index and ImpulseWorks, or with them.” Frost was instantly apprehended by the triplets, who desperately clutched at her waist in anticipation of a confrontation.

But she was not so stupid to do anything drastic. She was merely venting her frustrations on their ineptitude. For an Atelier that prided themselves on bestowing justice, they were insufferably passive.

“Frost! Calm down! I know I’m the last to be saying this but even I know better!” Cer exclaimed.

“DON’T FIGHT!” Ber shouted.

“The moment you lift a finger is the moment all hell breaks loose! We don’t need more enemies!” Res begged her.

“Frost… you know why they can’t do it. I understand why you’re angry, but we should still hear them out!” Jury suddenly held her head from behind, instantly calming her down.

“… As I said, I am not refuting. When the time comes, we will take up our arms and bestow their rightful judgement. We simply need a reason. A truth. A link between Scarlet Logic and the recent disasters.” The Apostle spoke in a somber voice. He did not judge Frost. Rather, he truly understood where her anger was derived from. In fact, he too was frustrated that there was little to do but wait.

However, there was an alternative method. A single condition that would allow Justica Arms to levy the full strength of an entire Branch. The trick was in plain sight. Their code of conduct. It suddenly clicked in Frost’s mind. The evidence they required was as simple as a confession, or a proven Scarlet Logic attack on one of their personnel.

If they were struck first, only then could they retaliate with appropriate force to enact their judgement.

The Apostle had given her the keys. It was just a matter of finding a matching lock. This stumped her. She did not expect the Apostle to have a change of heart, but in truth he never did deny anything.

He merely made it clear what they could and could not do. Then, he showed her the only extenuating circumstance that would allow them to act. He did not doubt her in the slightest. He knew better that Frost, much like the Arbiter who had introduced the Risk Classification System, knew far more than he could possibly imagine.

It was comforting.

Frost was so blinded by rage that she didn’t realize this. Just like with L.S, she had rabidly jumped to conclusions. For this, she immediately apologized, only to have the Apostle smile.

“Your self-awareness is more than enough. Mind you, people will perish as a result.”

“I know.” Frost admitted, knowing well that a confrontation with the Scarlet Logic, whether covertly or overtly would result in the loss of innocent lives.

Perhaps even within Scarlet Logic itself. People like Cara and the Usa had good hearts, but bodies that did not belong to them. Their missions were absolute.

Her shoulders drooped, and she swayed in their grip before falling backwards into Jury’s arms. Even Justica Arms had their flaws, but it seemed that they did at least have good-natured people.

“I am not condoning your plan. I am merely making hypothetical suggestions. I of course cannot be held accountable. My ideas will not hold me liable.” The Apostle sneaked in. “Suggestions, suggestions… It will be interesting, nonetheless. A traitor in the midst, and an Atelier turning its back to the Nexus is quite the reach. But alas, who am I to question an Archetype? It is funny. The Director visited the other day and mentioned to avoid stepping on your toes.”

“He was pulling more strings than we thought, huh. That aligns our goals then. The Hearts are the easy part. Finding them not so much.” Frost deeply sighed, before suddenly erecting herself in a presentable manner. “Really, the only thing I was looking for was confirmation that you were on our side. But it became something much more than I would have wanted. We have a lead heading into the City of Spades now.”

“A little bird told me that S4 hides a direct route to the City of Spades. I have personnel sent there to gather requests, which will be sent out to our Association friends. There is trouble brewing in S3, S4 and S5. Namely by Syndicate activity and the aforementioned Hungry.”

“You don’t think those Syndicates might actually be the Dungeon monsters?” Jury speculated.

“There is suspicion, but there is no telling if a man with a book for a head is a Page or merely a man with book on their head.” The Apostle stated, suddenly drawing a magnificent, pale Justica Arm from the cloth.

But this was no Justica Arm. It was a Justica Longarm, which excelled in long-range attacks.
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Their philosophy even extends to their weapons. 

“Indeed. It prevents the death of the innocent. But I can envision it being a paperweight in certain scenarios. Namely for hostages.”

“Acting directly or engaging in combat will spark a major conflict. That’s why we delegate to our Association friends. We merely gather requests. Therefore, let’s say there were unaffiliated Moons and a Color… I’m sure you understand. I can offer information. In exchange, I merely wish for one thing.” The Apostle approached them, holding the Justica Longarm in both hands.

He kindly offered the gift to Frost, which she gladly received with a small grin.

“The safety of my missing personnel. They disappeared just days before they were due to retire. The 15th, 16th, and 17th Peace Flock embarked on one last endeavor and never returned. Love is a tragic thing.” Frost immediately knew who he was referring to.

The Captain and the Vice Captain of the 15th Peace Flock. The engaged duo she had helped resuscitate with Ber as her living defibrillator. There was no reason to turn this offer down. Surely, they’d find them somewhere in the City of Spades, and thankfully, the Apostle knew roughly where they were.

S4, one of two notorious criminal dumping grounds of the City of Spades.

“We’ll find them. That much we can do. And destroy whatever they have planned there. And… Thank you. Really. Thank you. I’ve always wanted to get my hands on of these.” She was a sucker for guns. As a man at heart, she adored firearms, although, she hadn’t ever used one if her memory served her right.

Yet in spite of this – She assumed a firing posture like it was second nature, much like how her Hired Arm moved with its false Justica Arm.

“What the –? Don’t tell me you were some marksman as well.” Despite Cer’s words, she was proud to see that Frost was capable of much more than just punches and bites. “When you start getting those memories back I wanna be the first to hear them. I bet there’s all kinds of epics waiting to be rediscovered!”

“I thought you were a noorse. Narse? Nirse? Healer?” Ber could not pronounce ‘nurse’ for the life of her, and just defaulted to healer.

“… Your body still remembers, but you mind doesn’t. I can’t say that makes a lot of sense. Maybe you were always that hot-heated as well.” Res jabbed but was relieved to see that she was back to normal again.

“I sincerely hope not.” Frost sighed. “By the way, how do I use it?”

“Atelier magic operates them. But I have tinkered with it slightly for your use. Invoke it with a focused thought. Believe in its power, and it shall function as intended. As for the crystal bullets, you should have more than enough to last in their suspended chassis. Oh – but please do refrain from shooing it here. We are not as replaceable as the Site Workers.” The Apostle urged. “Hmhmhm. Ah… I wonder how Beholder Carpalis feels about this. If you directly mentioned the Golden Index, then you must also know her sentiments.”

“It’s unfortunately an inevitability.” Res answered. “Bartholo. How are the repairs going?”

“Smoothly. We are only waiting for the Chained Theocracy to replace these banners with their chains. If we’re lucky, we might see this Relay Site active within the week.” His confession surprised them.

“Not even a month?” Frost was ecstatic to hear this news.

“It’s common knowledge that our Branch would be the first to see it functioning. It’ll be rudimentary but functioning nonetheless.”

“Do they also know?” Jury asked the single most important question in the room.

Bartholo turned his gaze towards the crystal, holding his hands together as in a prayer as he truthfully answered.

“I don’t know myself. A star of my height should have all the answers, but the truth is, I am more of an administrative Apostle. I have endured many lashes throughout my life and made a martyr for my beliefs time and time again. In a week the Nexus will see limited accessibility.”

“Meaning there’s not much time left. Fucking hell. S4 sounds like the place to head to first. From there, it’s just a matter of figuring things out. If worst comes to worst, then we’ll barrel straight into the City of Spades. What makes them so hard to fight is their replication technology. Remove that, and all they’ll have are numbers.” Frost pointed out. “I wonder if removing will change their mind. It’s not like Beholder Marduk is there to stop us dead in our tracks. But again, finding it will be the problem.”

“It all springboards off here. Finally. From here on out things are going to get messy.” Cer announced.

“And I’m all for it!” Ber cracked her knuckles, eager to begin their last mission before the Nexus reopened.

“The evidence we gather will help convince the other Ateliers. At least that way it won’t look like we decided to obliterate them for no good reason. The Anti-healing crystals and all the abnormalities in the Nex Megalopolis is likely a ploy for them to set the stage.” Res understood the future implications if they succeed.

“It all reverts to violence in the end.” Jury lamented, echoing Frost’s woes.

Such was the reality of their world. An Atelier that thrived on nothing but wrath could only speak that language, and in extension, the denizens of the City of Spades also didn’t know any better. Because at the end of the day, words were not going to help one survive in a world where rulers were crowned for their violence.

No matter where Frost looked the notion of Civilization was bastardized.

It wasn’t something that could be simply fixed.

“That’s the story so far.” Frost vented with a long sigh. “Bartholo. That’s your name, right? A part of me still doesn’t trust you. But at the end of the day, our goals are mutual. Thank you. We’ll be departing immediately. But – I want you to watch the skies. Moving back to give you some kind of evidence will be a waste of time. Instead, if you see a giant blue diamond in the sky, then start arming yourself.”

Reaching the Second State would undoubtedly mark a sudden shift, and at that point Frost didn’t know if her emotions would cloud her judgement. Either way, it did not change the plan. The Impuritas were going to perish. Scarlet Logic were destined to fall. She vowed to become the cleansing flame that would rid them from the Nex Megaloplis.

Then, hopefully all Elysia moving forward.

And most of all –

– They could not let them get their hands on the Piece of the Fallen Star.

            

    
        Special 3: Dreams and Nightmares

    
    
    
    
                Frost couldn’t remember the last time she dreamt. Her nights were so rugged and restless that she spent hours gazing up at the stars. The constellations always looked the same. If it weren’t for the Nexus, then she would have believed she was still on Earth, lost somewhere in the great wilderness away from the clamor of civilization.

The lightless world of Elysia allowed the stars to flourish. The moon casted a beautiful light overhead as Frost laid beside Jury on their third night in Wharftow. They were just far enough for the stars to be readily seen, but elsewhere lay an abyss where only the bright humming glows of the city Sectors shone.

She had this one cutout of the universe all to herself as Jury remained asleep by her side on an outdoor couch. Her tail never allowed Frost to leave, and it acted as a blanket as they snuggled close, with Jury muttering her name every so often in her sleep.

“Having a good dream, huh Jury?” Frost whispered soothingly, brushing her lover’s hair away from her face as she stared down at her with a loving smile. “No trips to the Eternal Library as well. I’m happy that you can sleep normally again. Isn’t this a familiar sight?”

She turned back to the stars and recalled a specific memory as she yawned, rubbing her eyes with her coat, which acted as another layer of cover for them both.

“When we first came out of the Black Forest, I wondered what the world outside was like. Nothing could have prepared me for the Anids… Divas Pass, the Dungeons and the Derma Layer.” Frost listed their most notable events as she stroked Jury’s tail. “I don’t think I could’ve done it without you by my side. Hey Jury… This is the first time you’re able to dream normally, right? It was always the Eternal Library. I’m happy. Really happy, that you’re dreaming right now… yeah. Dreams.”

Frost yawned again, struggling to remain awake. Hearing her lover’s ticking heart cast a lulling spell onto her, and the warmth only enticed her to fall asleep. Besides, it was not like she could leave Jury’s side because of her tail.

Certain past events began flashing by Frost’s eyes suddenly. They played like an old film reel, and she ended up smiling with teary eyes as she was brought back to the Black Forest.


* * *


A trembling girl clutched onto her cold body. The feathers that were glued along her bare skin ruffled as she silently sobbed in her sleep. Frost recalled that night. Even though she promised she wouldn’t cry again, she was struck by the nightmare of Iscario’s murder, and the agony of her death.

Jury was still but a child at the time, but her presence kept Frost strong and sane throughout their woes in the Black Forest. A certain, warm presence huddled close to her in the middle of the darkness of the forest, and she was reminded that she wasn’t alone. That there was someone here who was also in pain just like herself.

Frost was ashamed to admit that this helped her cope with the situation. She awoke from her unrestful sleep, staring at only her hand which was half-buried in the blood soaked ground. Clutching it was Jury’s claw, dripping with fresh blood.

She was like her guardian angel. She wondered what she did to deserve Jury’s protection. The nightmare left a restless Frost to drown in endless thoughts of disarray. Then, it all suddenly subsided as Jury uttered something in her sleep.

“Skewer big beast… Run… Run…”

Tears collapsed from Jury’s cheeks.

She was also wracked by a nightmare. Just like herself. And so, Frost held onto Jury’s clawed hand and hushed:

“… I can’t run even if I wanted to. We’re both stuck here… I’m really, really thankful that you saved me. So I won’t run. I promise you… that we’ll get out of here. Together.”

“… Skewer…”

“Maybe then… you can stop having those nightmares. Start dreaming of wonderful things… of real food. A brighter world… I’m sorry… that I can’t help you in there, Jury.” Frost whispered motherly to the child-like Jury, unable to return to sleep as she watched over her only physical companion in this dark world.


* * *


This was not the only time Frost had managed to conjure a dream. Another time was after the defeat of the Heart of Ours. She had a nightmare again, of her being stabbed by Iscario’s stakes. Being judged for wrongs she never committed by the Impuritas, and the countless deaths she witnessed along the way in the Derma Layer.

Her rest was relatively peaceful, and although she never did remember this nightmare afterwards, for some reason it resurfaced as the sound of an old film-camera rattled with a familiar ‘brrr’ sound.

Halfway through her nightmare she became violent, and it turned into a near lucid dream that caused her to wreak havoc on the Impuritas within. There was nothing she wanted more than to eradicate the Impuritas, the Scarlet Logic and Iscario for every crime they committed against not just her, but others as well.


* * *


In another dream following her night spent with Jury, she remembered being stuck in a world filled with giant doughnuts, cupcakes and a whole bunch of confectionary. The vividly pink world was beautiful, and it caused the nearly-asleep Frost to softly smile as her eyelids sealed themselves shut.

The dream left her bewildered as she devoured everything she could find, ridding down slides made from edible chocolate straws, which led her into pools of milkshake, and hang gliders that made entirely from coated bread sticks.

It even rained tasty sprinkles, all of which fell from cotton candy. In this dream, Frost met with Alice who was dressed in a bizarre, maid-like outfit as she chased a bunny-suited Jury, yelling out “Come back White Rabbit!”.

Ignis was found guiding a school of slimes around, showing the wonderful world of tasty snacks, all the while Ber skipped around with a picnic basked, plucking ripe candy apples from low-hanging trees.

Res was found laughing alongside unknown faces, cherishing her time with them. As for Cer?

She didn’t do anything cheeky. Neither was she obnoxious. Rather, she simply sat beneath an old snow-caked oak tree; the only non-candy object in the entire world, watching over everyone with a content grin.

Beside her were two snowmen. One was made in the shape of Raoul, and the other was of a woman, presumably her mother. It was a wonderland of a dream, and it caused Frost to forget about the nightmares of the past as she looked forward to a future filled with all kinds of wonders.

But of course, even this couldn’t blind Frost from what laid ahead. So long as there were Corrupted, then this world would see no rest. But even so, Frost vowed to one day bring this happiness all into reality.

Suddenly, as colorful sprinkles showered them, a photograph of a certain, golden-eyed woman with short and pale-blue hair fell into her hands. This woman was dressed in a formal, gothic-styled dress. It was the same that Snap showed her long ago following the events in Divas Pass.

Why was this photo one of her happiest moments?

She didn’t know. But one day, she wished to find out.

And until then, Frost hoped she could keep dreaming good dreams, all in the company of her lover Jury.

As cruel of a world Elysia was, happiness was not impossible to achieve.

There, the spinning reel stopped as she felt something warm and fuzzy brush beside her. She knew who this was and smothered her face against its cozy fur. This was Snap, and it had somehow shown her a recollection of her memories.

Snap was weird, secretive, a friend, and most of all, cute.

Frost, from the bottom of her heart, was thankful that she could rest normally again.

And through her recollection, she sharpened her hunger for vengeance against Iscario.

One day, it would be his turn to be skewered and judged.

She vowed that she would be the one to end him.

But until then, she wanted to enjoy the moments that mattered the most with her companions. Because without them then Frost was nothing.

She loved them all more than they could begin to imagine… But she could never tell them that, else she wouldn’t hear the end of it from Cer.

            

    
        207. Syndicates of the City of Spades

    
    
    
    
                Long ago the City of Spades ran along the same flat plane as Brandar. Bordering H10 and S3 was the terminating line of H10’s escarpment. The smooth cliffs plunged straight into an endlessly thick blanket of fog. The outskirts of the City of Spades existed in a colossal canyon spanning from the City of Hearts all the way to the distant City of Clubs.

Beneath the fog the lands dug deeper. The fog merely scratched surface of its impossible depth. An uneven valley of shanty towns and ruined landscapes remained enshrouded in a perpetual haze, resembling an infected wound when viewed from above.

The haze’s origins were unknown, and it kept the Eye in the sky blind to the inhumane horrors that laid beneath.

The landscape once ran level with where the fog now hovers. The devastation of the last Atelier War had upheaved tremendous mounds of rock, exposing a volatile sinkhole that caused a chain reaction to occur across all of the City of Spades.

As a result, the entire city had sunken into itself, consumed by its own wrathful hatred and unpunished depravities. The fog was like a portal into a different world made of nothing but dilapidated shantytowns.

Villages. Towns. Cities even… they could all be found down, ran by strength and the promise of protection. More often than not it the weak did not have a choice on who ruled them, let alone carry a voice.

Not all were so fragmented either. In some areas life went on as normal, but these places were in the territories of either Syndicates or under the protection of powerful organization founded in H10.

These people, however, did not do this out of the kindness of their hearts.

Their greed was disguised as ‘compassion’.

Protection costed the desperate a pretty coin. So long as they wished to live then they were at the whims of the world beneath the fog, invisible to all above. The City of Spades was where aspirations of the few festered, and where the rest died.

If one did not have the strength to survive on their own, then all they could do was submit.

Deep underneath the fog, beyond the safe haven – Armistice Point – that bridged H10 and S4, and over the rocky bridge that went over the chasm surrounding the safe haven was a place known as the Brick Graveyard.

Nothing but the ruins of brickwork homes sprawled over tens of kilometres in every direction away from Armistice Point. The contrast between the two worlds was so great that when looked at from afar the pristine walls and bricked structures were like a mirage.

The Brick Graveyard served as a reminder for what was lost after the last Atelier War that saw two Ateliers clash. There were no survivors. The majority of S4 were ruins.

Their roads were the only thing maintained. The homes had been looted so extensively that not even a shard of glass remained. It had died a long, painful death along with their inhabitants.

A small settlement thrived on the distant border of the Brick Graveyard, southeast of Armistice Point. It was a small town controlled by a Syndicate like many others.

This Syndicate was nothing large, notable nor notorious. They were considered small, numbering less than 20 in manpower. Sleeping Dogs was their name.

Wooden huts and retrofitted ruins mended by what could barely pass as the work of a carpenter sprawled in a tightly knit manner. The streets were thin and ran like veins with no rhyme or reason in regards to direction.

Laundry was hung above strings and rope that went from home to home. Sometimes, one would find a body left to rot atop them either to act as a warning or to ‘greet’ outsiders. All manners of life roamed freely, with many missing various fingers and toes, whilst the strong kept all their digits.

There miraculously existed an inn for outsiders to rest. The price was always up to the Syndicate, of course. Past its wooden doors and small band of axe-wielding guards that stood outside overwatching their small settlement was a gathering of two contrasting groups.

The small Syndicate: the Sleeping Dogs, and a tiny Office that offered a wide range of protection for their clients to help undercut the bigger dogs. The client their office had recently fished was a confident man dressed in a suit – a rare apparel found in the City of Spades.

A pair of dice tumbled along a round, chipped table. The man in the suit sat across a massive, muscular man who wore his scars like tattoos. In one hand was a smoking pipe. His apparel exposed maximum skin and emphasised muscles as a means of intimidation.

In contrast, the office members who stood silently beside their seated client were well dressed and groomed in blue, military-esque uniform which saw leather padded along their vulnerable areas, such their chests.

The man across the suited person was undoubtably the one who ran this place.

“S-Sevens again…” The suited man choked on his breath, much to amusement of the people within the room.

“Keep rolling good friend. I never said you had to stop.” The boss spoke in a generous tone, blowing more smoke into the saturated inn. “You stop now, and you pay up. You have what we want. Or, you can keep going and make it all back.”

“You’re on a losing streak. I suggest you pay them now and leave before things get dangerous.” One of the male Office members quietly urged. “Sevens is all the dice rolls. It’s being manipulated.”

“B-But I saw someone win earlier. You saw it too so that can’t be right.” The man in the suit uttered, causing the Office members to reluctantly stand by, much to the joy of the boss and his rowdy henchmen.

“I… I’m getting bad vibes already. I still can’t get rid of the smell of unwashed blood.” A female member timidly complained, holding a glaive close to her chest.

“It’s normal procedure. This isn’t the first time our Office has dealt with them.” The third Office member assured. “Remember our rules. We cannot impose ourselves onto our clients. We only protect.”

“Undercutting but without the show of strength makes you three all the more a bigger target.” The boss laughed, blowing smoke in their direction, causing the woman to shudder. “But we’re kind here. Keep rolling friend. Get anything other than a seven and you’re free to go. Lose again, and we might have to take your fingers. Maybe your toes. Your eyes? Trying to buy back your family under our grateful care…”

The boss chuckled to himself, tormenting the man with his presence alone as the gambler threw the dice once again. It ran off the table and moved unnaturally, resulting in the tally of 7 as it always had. Earlier, he had watched a group play before him and win several times, enough to buy their spouses back from what the Syndicate called the ‘Den’.

The Sleeping Dogs were a Syndicate that participated in the trafficking of people, usually to extort people like the gambler himself out of valuables or, most importantly, their fingers.

A collection bin sat underneath the boss. It leaked with fresh blood and had already collected well over fifteen fingers.

“… but if your love is that great despite how well used she is, then maybe we should give her back. Ha ha. Friend. When you tremble like that it tells me that you’re not so keen on seeing them again. What a shame. And here we thought we found a perfect couple for those cannibals.”

The gambler wanted to vomit. The faces of the Office members remained mostly unchanged. They couldn’t care less for their client unless it was a physical altercation. However, activity began to brew within the inn. The bartender slipped a throwing knife onto the counter, as well as ropes, prompting the Office members to similarly brandish their weapons.

“Do you believe he has what I want?” The boss suddenly asked, his eyes moving from member to member until they landed on the woman, who jolted erect.

“O-Of course… W-who in their right mind would gamble with nothing?” She answered, a bead of sweat running down her forehead.

“This man. We were only informed that this was a protection request, but I didn’t expect him to willingly drag us into fight.” Her partner placed a blade along the throat of the gambler. “… forgive our instruction. Our contract specifically asks us to protect our client.”

“And you think you’re going to walk out here without paying us? Our friend here must have paid you up front. Coins? Elven Coins? Maybe a couple teeth?” The boss spoke as his henchmen slowly began to surround them.

Furniture began to move on their own, and the knives placed along the bar shivered as if manipulated by an invisible force.

“It’s going to be messy again…”

“What do you think? Justica Arms won’t notice if we just let him go.

“T-they’ll find out. They always do. I-I don’t want to do something wrong.”

“Good friends. This man willingly came here to gamble, knowing he hand nothing. Don’t play the moral card with scum like this. It was him who played this game in the first place. We are the victims, no?” The boss laughed, blowing smoke at the man who sat there, drowning in despair. He was no longer their ‘friend’. “You like the shiny pebbles? Your coins? Remove us, and you remove one node of income. So long as we’re in control over these parts then you also got business comin’ your way. So let’s leave this here.”

“But you also want what he’s given us.”

“That goes without saying. Tell you what. Give that woman to us and you can leave without trouble.” He finally offered, right as a weighted rope suddenly flew across the room, passing by the shoulders of many.

It ensnared the gambler, throwing him to the ground as it restrained him to his chair. It instantly shattered, throwing splinters across the room. It became clear that the boss of the Sleeping Dogs was capable of manipulating objects at will. The man was instantly knocked out, leaving only the Office members who were heavily outmatched.

But they didn’t raise their weapons like the woman did. Instead, they slowly lowered them, considering the offer.

“There’s no way right? Hey… Hey…?”

“Our Office will suffer a major blow if we lose the coins or fail to fulfil our mission. They won’t kill him, so no one will be able to prove the outcome of this.”

“That also extends to you. I don’t know how someone so boneless got hired into our Office. We’ll let them know that you were a mistake. I hope you understand.”

“… What… but you were the one who hired me…” She staggered backwards, unable to believe how quickly they had turned against her. It was surreal. A nightmare had dawned upon her in the blink of an eye.

“I will never make that mistake again. But it worked well in the end. Excuse us.”

“Goodbye.”

They left without another word, leaving the black-haired woman in utter disbelief.

“… Snakes… D-Dammit… Is the Office really that much more important? I-I hate this line of work… I should have quitted when I had the chance.”

Her survival instincts fired on all cylinders as she gripped onto her giant glaive, still trembling. A part of her yearned to go after them, but it was already too late. By now, she was completely surrounded. Her weapon was the only thing left by her side.

Just as the two men were about to leave – the floorboards suddenly sprung up and devoured them like a giant bear trap. A red mist was all that was left of them. Their apparel were shredded so finely that they still lingered in the air, carried by a non-existent wind.

The boss of the Sleeping Dogs never intended for them to leave.

“A shame that we couldn’t get their fingers. All this mass on me means nothing if a twerp half the size of me can rip my guts out with just their pinky. So you gotta lay the foundations. Lower their guard and –” He blew one last time towards her, half amused by his latest merchandise. “– You get a catch. But no one’s going to want you. I’m tempted to let you back off into the streets, but what do you all say?”

“She’s ours.”

“Leave her. She still has all her fingers attached!”

“We haven’t had anything new for the last week ever since those red blobs and the Bookheads came demanding our catches!”

All manners of depraved calls surrounded her. She was at the greatest odds, and she knew that her life in their hands would be miserable. But even so, and in spite of her fear, she remained cemented, ready to at least take several down with her.

She offered one swift prayer to the Celestial Heavens, shutting her eyes for one moment before she changed her grip on her glaive.

But she never swung.

No one moved an inch. Several harrowing screams resounded from outside as an unnatural heat began to boil their blood. Footsteps could be heard just beyond their shabby walls, and a figure could vaguely be seen through its many cracks.

Behind them were a bundle of bodies, each squirming and screaming as they were dragged with strings attached directly from their bodies. The heat came from their wounds that produced this strange string.

The remaining woman quickly used this confusion to slash at several of the Syndicate members, downing five in an instant before she was quickly swarmed and apprehended. Panic quickly ensued as the boss threw himself from the seat, cracking his neck all the while the woman screamed for help from the outsider.

“Someone shut her the fuck up.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are trampling on our turf!?”

“There were four of them! Get the other man up! You – whoever the fuck you are – If you don’t want to lose your precious member and client then come in with your back turned to us! We could take her fingers, eyes, and tongue just like that –!”

“DON’T COME INSI –!”

She was swiftly beaten at the back of the head, immediately rendering her completely incapable of speaking. It dazed her, and her eyes rocked all over the place as she hung limp in their arms, barely breathing.

No one on the other end spoke a word. They stood at the entrance, unmoving with only the shadow of their boots visible beneath the door. Right away they could tell this person was small. So small that it caused the boss to smirk, but there was also a tinge of fear that kept him on edge.

Because it was as he said – even the smallest person could tear him apart with only their pinkie depending on their strength. The screams outside never stopped, and it drowned their words as someone was immediately ordered to check the door.

However, just before he could kick the door into the face of their newest enemy, it suddenly exploded in their face, causing shrapnel to shred them. What remained was the streaming palm of a woman dressed in a black, feathered coat, with golden eyes that demanded them to submit.

And submit they did.

Whether by a mysterious force, fear or by her presence alone – they felt every inch, every hair and every crevice of their soul under the scrutiny of one thousand eyes. Her presence demanded their attention, their submission and in this one instance – their retribution.

She took one step forward and dragged every single one of the Sleeping Dog members that were not currently within the inn, all by herself. She was like a child dragging along a bunch of deflated balloons.

Her appearance was like that of a black-feathered angel, a complete perversion of the pale angels they believed in and the doves of white. She was the antithesis, and before long, she was face to face with the boss of the Sleeping Dogs.

But his perspective was false. Because in reality he was already devoured by her overbearing presence. Her eyes ravaged his soul, carrying nothing but animosity that had already denoted him as something less than human.

He was no more than a dog, soon to be a forever sleeping one.

            

    
        208. Seeds?

    
    
    
    
                There was once a time when Frost didn’t believe that death was an appropriate punishment. In her civilized mind death was a barbaric method to stave people away. Her profession made it clear that people could be healed. They could change for the better.

But this was only applicable to humans: sapient and sentient beings. Frost could not call the members of the Sleeping Dogs Syndicate ‘people’. To her, they were no better than the Impuritas who kept people as livestock.

Their retribution could only be delivered in the form of death.

Her compassionate heart had its limits. She recalled the time when she sought to explore the colorful world beyond the Black Forest with Jury. That the Black Forest was the worst the world could offer.

How wrong she was.

The City of Spades was a mirror of the Derma Layer, with factions that sought to use people. To impose themselves all because they could. If this was what they considered ‘civilization’, then…

The boss of the Sleeping Dogs throat clogged. His voice betrayed him as Frost stared at him like he was no more than an insect. No. This was truly how she saw him. She had briefly questioned his men upon entering their territory after they decided to fire an arrow their way unannounced.

Such projectiles were no more than grains of sand drifting in the air.

This combined with the discovery of rotting corpses being hung like Christmas ornaments along their turf was all Frost required to deem them as less than monsters. She, alongside her trusted companions, conducted the one thing they knew best.

Fight.

Whilst Frost had caused the lackeys of the Sleeping Dogs Syndicate to submit and bark for their lives, the others went to thoroughly investigate the small urban sprawl. Huts of wood, steel and brick were slapped together, standing layer by layer. They created a small forest of houses where the upper layers were only accessible by rope ladders.

Some had already fallen, whilst others were a mere gust away from toppling over. Laundry rope hung clothes and fingerless corpses along them. Even from a distance Frost could already hear the anguish of many within the control of this Syndicate.

It took a tremendous amount of willpower to prevent herself from slaughtering them all where they stood. The dynamic between them was akin to a deity standing before a group of peasants. But her benevolence was reserved only for those in need.

“Unforgivable.” Frost spoke scathingly, her voice carrying enough weight to cause their breathing to nearly cease. “From the City of Diamonds to the City of Hearts… then onto this. I don’t get it. It’s one thing to resort to atrocities to survive. But it’s another when it has nothing to do with survival. I wonder if it’s fun for you. Taking fingers. Torture…”

Their fear was so thick that she could tell its scent. It was rather refreshing on her part to know that these scum understood their place. No amount of meat on their arms or weapons would do a thing to her.

As a result, weapons began to rattle as they slipped from their palms. The sound of shuffling could be heard outside, as were the calming voices of her friends who ensured the safety of the unfortunate. She heard cries and moans of relief. They sounded like muffled heartbeats through the wooden walls of the inn.

Nav then spoke on Jury’s behalf.

“Frost! I found a caged room! There’s… people everywhere. Fingerless. Their hands are all sawn off from the wrist. It’s horrible!”

Without any warning Frost threw her fist in the direction of the nearest person besides their boss. A clean hole suddenly devoured their chest despite her fist never making contact. Because of their lackluster levels, which were in the mid 30s, with their leader in the high 50s, her attacks naturally eviscerated them.

Leave them there for now. I’ll get them healed soon enough. Try to see if you can find anything else.

Frost desired a thorough cleansing of this place. She was tempted to set it all alight, but she was not like these monsters.

The leader carefully swallowed; half their face smothered with dripping blood.

“Lady. In the blue uniform. Hand her over. Place her beside him.” Frost spoke as calmly as possible. There were answers she wanted, so it was for the best that she didn’t kill them straight away.

But they hesitated, causing her to suddenly snap.

“Let me make myself clearer then –”

She thrust straight into the crowd of a dozen, reducing it to a mere six. Before the bodies could even spill a drop of blood she had returned to her original location. Her AGI was insanely fast, and to them ,it appeared as though she teleported.

Frost had merely driven her fists straight into their chests, devouring them in the process. Thankfully, the ordeal was tasteless much to her mind’s relief. But either way, she had already grown accustomed to the forbidden taste of flesh.

This also confirmed that she could not steal skills from people. Only highly unique Abilities could be stolen. Disappointed, Frost was overjoyed to find that a pair of men had carefully placed the unconscious woman aside.

They promptly returned, seeking refuge as Frost moved to the bodies. With her hand on the gambler and the woman’s body, she casted Grand Healing, engulfing them in black particles. None could believe their eyes. This person who robbed them of their willpower was none other than a healer.

“Surprising. As always. Healers are incapable of harm. What’s up with that? I think it’s cruel that healers can’t defend themselves. Thinking about them always hurt, you know? Because monsters like you exist alongside those angels. Rambling… rambling… just to keep myself from blowing up and wanting to just –”

Frost suddenly incinerated one side of the room using Liquid Fire, reducing the wooden furnishings to ashes and the brittle rock to slag as she then yelled:

“– TEAR YOU APART! WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH EVERY SINGLE ONE OF YOU!? Cutting fingers for what…? FOR WHAT!?”

She was so close to reaching the First State. Without any warning, and perhaps as a defensive mechanism, the leader instinctively caused the wooden floorboards beneath her to snap shut like a bear trap. But she had already seen this through and before it could even occur, she slashed her hands downward and took each and every single one of their hands off.

“A-AGH!”

“W-WAIT!”

“It… It’s gone…”

“ITS REGROWING – AAAAAGH!”

The cries of the remaining members of the Sleeping Dogs Syndicate were left in a state of pandemonium and anguish. Frost could regenerate their hands as many times as she wished, and conducted several cycles until the boss finally broke and began begging for it to stop.

“It’s payment! It’s… It’s – WAIT! Wait – Payment… For another Syndicate! W-Without them we wouldn’t be able to feed ourselves – No... AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHH!”

Her feathers did not rustle. This was a lie, and Frost yearned to know what they needed these fingers for. Currency was the likely answer, but strangely enough, they themselves possessed coins.

Two forms of currency made little sense to her.

And just like that, the man was left as withering worm, more than willing to speak so long as the pain could stop. Violence was truly the only language these monsters could speak. Snot dribbled from his face, his eyes were left bloodshot, and he groveled beneath her feet, squeezing himself so close to the ground as if a weight was placed above him.

“You’re a healer… why… why… all this madness… for just a taste of that seed…” One uttered, right before their body was instantly electrocuted the moment Cer barged straight in through the wall. Another was buried by the rubble.

“Sounds like you’re having fun! Catch anything big?”

“There’s a door. But no. Nothing yet. Just this one. They refuse to speak. I’m half tempted to manifest the Listening Bird and get him to spill everything.” Frost took the man’s hair into her palms, eager to devour it whole with a single punch. “I guarantee you that whoever the fuck you’re afraid of is nothing like us. Another Syndicate?”

Frost drew him close enough where she could bite his face clean off.

“Tell me: what are they to an Incandescent Color?”

His heart stopped, and his eyes widened in disbelief. Shock had already taken a toll on him after the revelation of a violent healer, but to hear that she was also a ‘Color’ caused him to suddenly seize.

“S-Seeds. We’re doing this for seeds! You – You’ve eaten one… There’s no way a healer can be so strong. You must have taken a seed for yourself!” The boss suddenly accused, rationalizing Frost’s bizarre existence. “Why are we punished if you’ve done the same to acquire –! AAAAAAAAAAH!”

“Fingers gets you a seed? Cer.”

“That fish said something about a seed too. At least from what you’ve told us. No coincidences here.” Cer shrugged, finishing off the others, leaving only the man left. “I’ll take these two out. A suit… and a blue uniform. Must be an office or something with this low quality cloth. Ahhh~ This brings me back~”

Cer reveled in the moment, tugging the unconscious gambler and woman away like they were no more than a sack of vegetables.

“Have some respect for them.” Frost warned.

“I’m sure they’d drag me by the tail if I was ever out.” Cer shrugged. “By the way, it’s nice to see you in our elements. You often find scumbags like this near the Corrupted we’ve fought. Trust me, it never ends well for them. Have fun!”

Soon it was only Frost and the last of the Sleeping Dogs left. Their inn had been turned upside down, with the roof now sinking into itself as it could no longer support itself. It was only a matter of time before it collapsed.

Such a thing was trivial to her, and this man knew it.

“… wait – wait… I-I can – W-who is paying you? I can – two! Two times as much –!” He begged.

“Good. Then you’ll die twice for me.”

“… How… How can a healer say that…? How can you call yourself A HEALER!?”

“So what?” Frost remarked, causing him to shrivel up as she slowly began to drag him up from the floor. He could not even stand on his own. She brought him up until they were eye to eye. “Healer. Human. Angel. Demon. What does that have to do with wanting to get rid of you? Healers heal wounds. We remove impurities. Stains. Illnesses. Deep down I truly wish they could do it as effectively as me. All this for a seed…”

Suddenly, Nav flashed a prompt.


< Frost. Your Language of Greed Ability is resonating >

 

< This person has a price they are willing to pay to defy their heart and follow yours >

 

< Bribing Criteria: The promised Seed >

 

So that’s how it works. It resonates with greed… of-fucking-course. Nav. You already know my answer.

“I agree. There is also the risk of a betrayal if someone else matches the price.”

Exactly. Besides…

The man was granted an anticlimactic death. His body was reduced to cinders as the entire inn finally collapsed. A mound of rubble surrounded her as she merely pushed it aside, clawing her way though like it was no more than the ferns of a jungle as she relayed their newfound information to the others.

“Seed... Do you think it’s something that strengthens them?” Jury wondered as Frost met up with her in the cellar of a boarded home, finding several cells with a stench so putrid that it caused her to physically retch.

The Bloody Herring was obsessed with it. Leitmotif had a seed of their own as well. It’s linked directly with the Impuritas… but I’m more concerned about its origins. The seeds were what Iscario promised to give to the Bloody Herring. Frost brainstormed, descending the chipped stairwell into a dark cellar.

People were kept within tiny cells akin to bird cages. They were left there as nothing more than hostages and the playthings of this Syndicate.

“This is only S3. It’ll get worse from here on out.” Frost whispered to herself, audible only to the all-hearing ears of Res who stood beside Jury with rage.

“We had the same treatment. But you’re right about it being worse the deeper we go. Bigger Syndicates lie in S4. Plus the Hungry seem to have a foothold… Scarlet Logic does nothing. This ends up being the result. If they had even a little bit of control then…” Res trailed off, shaking her head as Frost moved to heal these people one by one.

Orth and Thras. They ended up on a train filled with people like that guy. I can’t imagine what they went through to become Wandering Healers. I’m honestly surprised I haven’t become cynical.

“As in distrustful of the human nature? Or of civilization?”

Civilization. It’s all… I don’t know. Full of so many grievances. Nothing’s perfect. I get that. But nothing should have to be like this either… Alright… That’s the last of them. Is Ignis ok?

“Ber’s with her. Ignis may be young, but she is not as naïve as you think. She’s a Demi-human, after all. She understands how her fellow kin are treated in Grandis.”

Frost herded the victims out, receiving heartfelt thanks for their restored limbs and joyful tears. They regrouped with Cer just at the mouth of the Brick Graveyard. Suddenly –

“… Maral…” A woman uttered the gambler’s name, limping towards him as if she had forgotten how to walk. “You… I’m so sorry… that all I could do was say yes to losing my hands…” Their intimate moment was shared beside the rousing, blue-uniformed woman who darted her eyes in every direction, shocked to find that she was still ok.

“What just… R-right… they turned their backs on me… Useless. I hate this job…” The woman lamented, clutching her forehead, unable to come to terms with her troubled heart. She was an ordinary woman, leveled in the high 30s and was part of an Office called the ‘Blue Partners.’

Frost could not afford to spend their precious time escorting them towards Armistice Point. Snap could not ferry them either. Prior to entering S3, Frost had asked it to return to the Golden Index to warn Carpalis in the event of a war. Since Magus could translate the language of ‘Snap’, they’d have a method of long-range communication.

Therefore, she grabbed a handful of near weightless gold from her Dimensional Storage and placed it in front of the sulking woman’s face.

She was going to hire her for this one simple task.

            

    
        209. From One Syndicate to Another

    
    
    
    
                The City of Spades was surprisingly diverse in its landscape. Gone were the flat plains of green. Instead, a world of chasms, gorges and canyons of volatile land crept through its sectors like ivy.

These passages were known as the ‘fast route’, or the highways of the Outskirts. Trains were not used in the City of Spades. Instead, the railways were built above the fog across the entire span of these hidden lands. The view from those trains would be akin to one seen within a plane.

Only the City itself stood over the clouds. Red blades reached well above the fog, arranged like blades of grass. But to Frost they were no more than weed growing between the cracks of the Nex Megalopolis, and she vowed to uproot them.

They were built atop the highest point of the City of Spades, shining like a beacon of light. People of the Outskirts yearned to climb its sheer cliffs, scale its towering walls, and live within the comforts of the Scarlet Logic’s ranks. They were driven like moths to a flame, but they were wingless and could only stare up at the only thing that cut through their grey skies.

Frost wondered if they knew the truth of the Scarlet Logic. Not about their involvement of the Impuritas and Iscario, but rather their methods which made them immortal. Still it was hardly a deterrence to the desperate and those that sought to escape their hell.

These thoughts filled her mind at every step of the way. Exposed sewer lines, abandoned settlements, and all manners of ruins littered the artificially carved landscape. Every scar along the ground originated from a conflict. Walled compounds of small settlements could be found along the path they blazed along S4.

Dust kicked up as they moved. Their unnatural speed stirred rubble and undisturbed waste into the air. With only a week left Frost believed that the Scarlet Logic were close to enacting some sort of assault on the city.

“You think they know the Hyperlink is about to reactivate?” Ber wondered as they stumbled across a brick-walled settlement.

“They predicted us disappearing into the Derma Layer. It’s safe to assume they do.” Res answered as they approached the edge of a cliff and made a short observation of the settlement below.

The shanty houses were as dilapidated as the ones in the Sleeping Dogs territory. From what they gathered the deeper they went, and the closer they moved towards S4 – one of the condemned dumping grounds for the most twisted individuals – the stronger the Syndicates became.

The village was hardly intricate, and again, much to her disgust, the hallmarks of violence and enforced fear were apparent by how corpses were laid out along the streets. Another round of judgement was inevitable, and Frost could barely wrap her mind around the grim reality of the City of Spades.

They knew what needed to be done. Furthermore, the Syndicate underneath would serve as information dispensers, so there was an extra incentive to eliminate them. Perched at the edge, Frost reached out to a still Ignis and patted her head, wary of Ignis’ exposure to all of this. From Divas Pass to the Derma Layer, to now this – Frost could not help but to worry for her wellbeing.

Because Ignis was still a child.

“Ignis. Things are going to get worse. More than the Derma Layer at this rate. If at any time you feel like you want to scream, cry or yell, then come straight to me.” She said softly, bending a little to match her height before she issued a gentle smile. “It’s been nightmare after nightmare, huh? Since… Yeah. Since Divas Pass.”

Ignis nodded, taking Frost’s hands into hers as she tried to smile. The face she made was always funny to Frost. Her smile rarely appeared natural but when it did, it was always so bright, like that of a child’s.

Her red-haired friend wrapped her tail around Frost’s wrist and spoke with a voice carrying the conviction of thousands.

“I also want to find the people responsible for what happened to my home… and to Papa. Like how you want to find the person who hurt you. I want revenge. It’s scary. It always is. But if Papa was still here, then he would’ve still tried no matter how scary things were.”

“Mhm. Good to know you’re just like him. Ignis. You three. Jury – Same thing again. If you have a better method to get them to talk, then do it.” Frost ordered, turning to the others with dangerous eyes.

Cer normally would have began panting. But she was well aware that now was not the time. Instead, she folded her arms and muttered: “’You three’. There goes my image of us being close. I’m kidding. Kind of bittersweet messing with Syndicates, ain’t that right Res?”

“Good Syndicates don’t litter their streets with bodies.” Res had already deemed the people below as irredeemable, her eyes glowing slightly as she refrained from obliterating the village with a single blast.

“Anything goes?” Ber cracked her knuckles, eager for a beatdown.

“Depending on the color of their heart.” Jury answered. “Seeds, fingers and a pair of lovers. They’re the three things we need to figure out before we walk into danger. They’ll be expecting us.”

“Exactly. The more we know, the better.” Frost said.

“They’re a small-time Syndicate, with aboooout… 50 homes under their control? Pretty lackluster. Bigger Syndicates can go up to the hundreds or thousands. The largest can control entire Kingdoms from the shadows.” Cer smirked, waving a hand like it was no big deal.

“I’m guessing your brother controlled a large Syndicate.” Jury wondered, causing Res to shake her head in a ‘no’ but to their surprise:

“Bigger than you think… Fingers and hands… Ber, are you ok?”

“Hmm? Yes?” Ber was surprised to hear Res ask. Still, it put a smile on her face and caused her to bear hug her precious, stoic sister from behind. “No one’s going to take my hands again. I’d like to see them try!”

Ber brightened the mood with her enthusiasm, punching the air with her galvanic power.

“What’s a Syndicate to a Moon? Taking hands and fingers sounds like Grandis all over again.” Cer clicked her tongue. “Alright. Enough wasting time! Let’s go ruin some lives – I mean, save some lives!”

“There won’t be a life to ruin after we’re done with them.” Res assured.


* * *


Frost was the firs to descend from the cliff. The 30-meter plunge was nothing to her. It was merely one step along a gargantuan staircase for titans like themselves.

Her landing did not create a crater as seen in movies. Frost was smaller than the average person to begin with, and her weight was in line with a normal human’s, therefore resulting in a lackluster landing.

But caused her to appear like a black bird descending from the heavens. Her landing was graceful, and the moment her foot touched the floor, she launched herself in the direction of the village.

Nav. Do you think the Archivist has an answer? She seems to know a lot but isn’t willing to say anything.

“She thoroughly apologizes. It is not something she wishes to discuss.”

Then She can keep that apology to herself. I don’t know why she can’t open her mouth. What the fuck is stopping her in the first place?

“She will not respond.”

I don’t get it. She can tell us some things but the moment it touches anything remotely important she refuses. At this point I’m wondering if she’s relaying our thoughts to the Impuritas, since she can hear me as well. Probably through you, right?

“Correct… However… Frost. She asks if that’s what you truly think.”

Frost, upon reaching the gates alone and finding a brigade of unsuspecting men and women brandishing their weapons as they ‘guarded’ their village, instantly assaulted them with Scrutiny. All were forced to freeze in place, and as she read the colors of their hearts, her fists curled, and her eyes sharpened to a razor’s edge.

“What else am I supposed to think? I’ve never seen her in person, so I don’t know if she’s really with us. For all we know she’s buddied up with the Librarians… Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah. I’m sorry. Nav. Right now I’m questioning every little thing we come across. But what do you want me to do?” Frost rambled aloud, carrying little of who overheard.

“… point taken. She answers that she’s just afraid.”

“Afraid when she’s stuck inside of her impenetrable Library.” Frost remarked, but at the same time, she had to believe that there was a reason for it. In the end, she was so sick of all this madness that she inadvertently took out her frustrations on the Archivist, to which she apologized again.

But the anger hadn’t been vented yet, and so, she turned to the soon-to-be punching bags and introduced herself with a voice that caused their bodies to demand they keel over and surrender.

Status.

“Side Breakers. Interesting name for a Syndicate. Better than Sleeping Dogs. It’d be in your best interest to cease all resistance.” Frost spoke as she approached one individual.

Because of how weak their RESIST stats were, they could not even conceive of the idea of fleeing. It was as if their fight or flight response had been cleansed.

Their bodies had already declared them as dead.

“Show me your boss of your pathetic organization. Looking around it looks like you’re also in with the finger-snatching business. Believe me, you’ll be losing much more than your fingers if you don’t start moving that mouth. I won’t lie, it’s not fun for me to scare people like this. To demand and break people down. But I doubt you’re that civilized to honor a conversation.”

Frost then placed her palm onto the woman’s face, causing a burst of steam to explode as she began to scream. She had already determined her heart as a foul, and began to extract dozens of strings before she promptly healed her, much to all of their shock.

“So, if you don’t want to be cooked alive and turned into string, then escort me straight to your boss. I won’t kill anyone. I assure you, I’m a… woman of my word.”

Frost lied as naturally as she breathed.

These people could not be swayed by money or had the same heart as hers to be considered ‘good’. Power was all they aspired, and so long as they could impose themselves on the weak, then they were happy.

It was unforgivable.

            

    
        210. The Finger Conundrum

    
    
    
    
                In only a day they had already traversed halfway through S3. Syndicate after Syndicate were uprooted along their warpath towards S4. Due to the time restraint, they could not afford to escort the people they had freed back to Armistice Point.

But this was not an issue.

“Looks like an Office is cleaning up after us. I guess that woman was trustworthy after all.” This voice came from Res. She was perched atop the only tree in these urban wastes carrying a brass spyglass.

Thought its murky lenses she saw armed men and women swarm into the distant encampments they had freed. They didn’t immediately escort them out. Rather, they waited until one of the rescued people revealed a black feather. This was one of the many spare Witness Feathers Frost held onto which had finally found a fitting purpose.

When Frost sent the blue-uniform woman back she had given her a feather as proof that she carried Frost’s request. The coins she offered were plentiful, and it easily bribed her into working for them so long as no one else could match her price. Her request was simple and aimed for the Justica Arms 6th Apostle.

They were to create recovery quests on her behalf. The payment would arrive later, but in return, the coins she offered far surpassed what one could make in an entire year. She did not know if it would work or if Justica Arms would believe the woman, but thankfully it had gone smoothly according to Res’ observations.

What remained was the issue of how they were supposed to identify who could be recovered. This was where Jury’s intellect came into play. A stroke of genius hit her immediately after they pondered on what could be used as proof. Tugging on Frost’s coat, Jury ruffled her lover’s feathers and grinned.

“Feathers!”

Frost was instantly taken back to the time when she suggested skewering the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Somehow, the obvious answer was the hardest to figure out. Currently, her group temporarily rested in a small, grassy clearing. The grass was scorched, reduced to crumbling grey ashes years ago. The lack of sunlight prevented them from proliferating, leaving every ounce of greenery as nothing but a shriveled husk.

“That’s going to become your mark soon enough. A black feather will be synonymous with your name. Good to know Justica Arms is also helping out in whatever way they can.” Res continued, returning the spyglass to its compact state. “2 hours till nightfall.”

“We’ll start figuring things out overnight. You’d think the other Ateliers would step in with the Hungry being known to invade the City of Spades at night. Didn’t you mention this during one of those Arbiter Council meeting-thingies?” Cer answered, sitting on a patch of withered grass underneath the lonely tree as she stared at the red hue of the inner City, baring her fangs with spite. “Jester this, Jester that. Well, what do you know! We were right all along!”

“How frustrating. They knew but they called us crazy.” Res spat.

“Hear that Jury? Frost? Ignis~! We were super smart all along! We could see the cracks in all things but no one ever listened to us.” Ber could only shake her head, visibly frustrated by the negligence of the Nexus and its Beholders. “If they tried to investigate then who knows! Maybe they could’ve figured out Scarlet Logic was involved with their Impuritas enemies. But no. Let’s all laugh at the Jesters.”

It was especially frustrating for them, but they were professional enough to keep their emotions at a minimum. Frost, who also gazed upon the bright lights of the city in a darkening sky, had similar experiences. Of course, they were nothing compared to hers, but it was similar enough that she deeply understood just how much it must have stung.

No. A sting would be too generous. It was more akin to a blade being driven into their chest, twisting with every backhanded response they received. Frost took a seat beside Cer, pulling out her bizarre medical instrument – the Die Agnosis – and placed the flat part against Cer’s back. After asking for permission, of course!

“Do you gotta ask every time?” Cer mumbled. “I prefer a head scratched or a tail stroke. You should know that by now. So – Is it working? Can you see my heart?”

“Wait a second. Hold still and just take deep breaths for a bit. I’m trying to figure it out myself.” Frost kindly urged.

“Fine.”

Frost had been trying to figure out how to use her Atelier Item ever since they left F-H5. It functioned identically to a regular stethoscope, save hers was coated in a strange pale color. The reason she used it now was to test if she could somehow scour deeper into their hearts as their emotions heightened but that didn’t seem to be the case, leaving her completely stumped.

Instead, she could only hear Cer’s gentle breaths, her collected heartbeat, and –

– A second heartbeat.

This did not come from inside of Cer. Rather, it seemed to pulsate from somewhere much further ahead. None could hear it besides Frost only when the stethoscope was used. It travelled through the ground and up into her body, almost urging her to progress forward.

She could already tell that a major Heart of some kind awaited.

“Nope. Nothing… Just the heartbeats… We might be up against scores of Complex Hearts once we arrive in S4. Not looking forward to seeing what a Crimson Hunger one looks like.” Their sentiments were identical, and Ignis scowled in the direction of the City.

“… revenge…” Ignis yearned to spill their blood.

“They’re not tasty at all either.” Jury stuck out her tongue. “Expect a whole forest of Complex Hearts. It’ll be easy, but let’s not forget that they have all kinds of weapons to use against us.”

“They’ve already taken a fragment of Ber’s past. No telling what else they can do to a Moon. We have a lead now either way.” Frost responded.

Indeed. After having annihilated more than 20 small Syndicates, they had finally gotten a lead towards a major Syndicate that resided far ahead. They were the ones who took the payment from all manners of Syndicates along S4. So far, they hadn’t truly understood what the Seeds were besides that it was what many sought after, paid by the severed hands and fingers of others.

“Reminds me of the Triple Paw Complex in a way. Except they use hands in exchange for a seed. Didn’t your brother run a Syndicate that went after –” Suddenly, before Frost could finish talking, the screeching of a nail being dragged along a chalkboard pierced their ears.

“Don’t remind us…. Raoul… He couldn’t have been a part of this. That was 30 years ago.” Ber suddenly became defensive, clawing at the walls of a ruined home. “Nothing’s changed. Everyone’s taking each other’s hands. Raoul took them as punishment for those humans, and exchanged wishes for them.”

“Well, we’re about to find out either way. Ber. Come here.” Jury beaconed her, causing the woman to approach with a scowl. However, upon receiving a hearty head pat, her troubles all seemed to crumble away. “There there~ Mm. It’s too similar for it all to not be connected. Severed hands, paws, fingers – We won’t let them get away with it. That’s why we are here in the first place!”

“… I’m just sick of seeing it again. It’s all so similar to Grandis that I just want to shout at the top of my lungs. Scream. Punch something…”

This ordeal tormented Ber. It felt as though it was all designed to break her. They all had to wonder what the significance of the severed hands truly was, because there were too many instances where this had cropped up.

“Ber… If you lose your hand again, then Frost can heal you.” Ignis approached, hugging Ber.

“Aha… It’s not about being healed or losing them.” Ber stroked Ignis’ head, infatuated by her black gauntlets. “It’s not like me. Totally not like me. And it’s all your fault Frost!” She smirked all of a sudden.

“Huh?”

“Because my tough act is going downhill ever since you became a casanova!” Ber’s mood quickly returned as she slandered Frost for having swoon every single one of them, which of course, was a twisted version of the truth. “Picking berries again. Wanting to cook. Dress up like a normal girl… I’m one as well, you know that? But – What – Can – You – Do? Keel over and die? Even those people we saved wanted to live. Luckily they had people there to hear them cry for help. I wish we had someone to answer us!”

“Exactly. Ber~” Cer melded with her, as did Res.

“You don’t have to keep talking.”

Anytime one of the triplets expressed emotional anguish, the others would immediately come to their side. Their bond was strong, and Frost admired how close they were all things considered.

They were called Jesters for being Cassandras.

“Cassandra Syndrome. Their woes and observations were dismissed, resulting in their anguish.”

Ever since they became Moons. They’re more patient than me. It’s not like the story of the boy who cried wolf because they weren’t ever taken seriously. Since the start. That kind of negligence makes everyone up there just as guilty as Scarlet Logic. They knew something was wrong. But no one wants to step on each other’s toes, huh.

“Scarlet Logic is especially strong. A lone Atelier may not even stand a chance against them.”

And that’s where we come in. We have a lead to follow. If anyone’s going to know what these seeds really are, then it’ll be a Syndicate with one in possession. They’re near the S3 and S4 border, so it works for us.

A large Syndicate was akin to an established Association. Their numbers usually hovered in the high hundreds to a thousand. Blood Filters was their name and unlike the previous small fries that had one-sided wiped out, they were bound to be met with immense resistance.

And if that seed could truly grant power as Jury suggested, then devastation was inevitable. Frost hoped that it would allow them to springboard straight into S4 – the territory where the Crimson Hunger were the strongest.

She had to ask herself once again if Complex Hearts were the strongest of all.

After all, Leitmotif and the Bloody Herring took orders from people far above them.

            

    
        211. The Floor of Civilization

    
    
    
    
                Whilst Brandar sunk into another long night, someone moved frivolously somewhere within the Nexus. The upper Sanctums where the Beholders and the Arbiter gathered were endlessly gripped with political wars and conflict. Further below, past the middle Sanctum saw the layered residential floors sleep in the comfort of their impenetrable haven.

The Beholders knew no rest. Neither did the Arbiter. The esteemed Nexus rose and rose further than one could see. If a bird could fly as high as the world would allow, then they’d find that it continued further into the boundless void beyond.

Inconceivable was its scale. No one truly knew where the physical boundaries of the upper and lower Sanctums laid. The Nexus was as enigmatic as its middle Sanctums, which housed the Warped Stone and the Chained Theocracies’ Original Chain – the technology that allowed for the opening and closing of pocket dimensions.

But something far more magnificent laid within its central Sanctums.

The Eternal Library.

And above in the upper Sanctums were the Floors of the Archetypes.

The halls of white within the upper Sanctums were an endless maze with no right or wrong path. The Nexus itself was selective of who could venture through its pearlescent halls. Light shone through the glass ceiling. A perpetual twilight existed beyond where the bright sun and glistening moon could be seen sharing the same sky, intertwined in a galactic tango.

A girl roamed these halls, carrying her trusty red book in her arms. Its weight dragged her around each sharp corner, driving her as she struggled to correct herself. She slipped at one point, the high-pitched screech of her rubber soles echoing in her lonely world.

An outsider would assume that she was being chased by something. Instead, the lady – the Archivist – was chasing something else. Soon she came to a hallway made from fine walnut wood. Lanterns hovered along wooden beams and high ridges. The once comforting hall was disturbed by her clumsy sprint as beads of sweat dripped from her chin, and the lanterns swayed in tandem with her restless heart.

At the end of the hallway stood a pair of intricate doors. Symbols of a yellow club, a blue diamond, a red heart, and a black spade were inlayed into the wood. A single giant page with a pale crown acted as the lock, and it wonderfully twisted, emitting a small ember.

Only the diamond and heart symbols glowed along this door, which soon creaked open as she rushed through, her shoulder leading her as she quickly lost balance.

“A-Arbiter!” The Archivist cried, nearly trampling on her simple dress as she was suddenly engulfed in a world of blue.

The door instantly disappeared, and the marble floors became the pavement of a street from a distant world.

A replica city that she could barely remember surrounded her in all its wonderful glory. Empty high-rises, stores, and all manners of concrete structures made up the urban complex that sprawled so far away with the same, monotonous scenery.

This was the Floor of Civilization. A modern world where only she existed, and where a permanently cool filter seemed to gloss over everything, making the world appear blue. There was neither a sun or moon in the sky. Just darkness, with no star in sight. The light came from the buildings themselves rather than streetlights – a technology not found on the world Frost called Earth.

Rather, this came from the home she remembered. A world that she could not remember the name of.

“Arbiter… Arbiter? Hello? I’m… I’m here with the books.” The timidly said, unable to keep her eyes away from the pale strips that ran through the middle of the streets.

The sidewalks were filled of shadows just in her periphery. But in reality, there was nothing there at all. An anxious Archivist found herself stranded in the middle of the street, unable to move as she remembered why she hadn’t visited this place in over…

One hundred years later and I’m still like this. Walk. I need to walk.

The young lady’s past was filled with ups and downs. Ever since regaining her memories from the defeated Heart of Ours, she recalled the hatred that was aimed at her for simply trying to record everything down in a rapidly dying world.

She held her breath and struggled to drag her eyes up ahead. When she realized that there was nothing there, and no one laughing or throwing stones, then she began to walk. A bright light shone behind the shoulders and heads of skyscrapers.

That light belonged to the Arbiter.

“I told you to wait for me at the entrance... I wonder if she still remembers me.” The Archivist was a self-depreciating person. Always anxious and lacking the courage to do things that most others could. The one thing she was good at was bookkeeping and archiving, hence her renowned title.

Her personality was overtly timid, and she never really spoke unless it was to someone she trusted or to herself. Normally, she drew her words into the air using magic to communicate with people.

Abandoned underpasses, subways of mag-lift trains, museums of relics of the past, such as flatscreen television and motorized vehicles – To her it felt like a trip down memory lane. But the emptiness of a world once filled with life caused her to feel oddly out of place. Even if that world was used to taking the life of others.

She remembered her precious friend’s encouragement on that blue sunset, and it gave her the courage she needed to push on. Suddenly, a voice in her head spoke.

“Why are there roads if cars are a thing of the past?” The monotone voice belonging to her newest friend, Nav asked.

I don’t know. No one really changed anything. We left things as they were. I-I think. I remember something happening one day. Lots of sadness and confusion. But…

“You’re more concerned about what happened to yourself.”

It feels like a nightmare walking down these roads. I’m happy that they’re empty, but also sad. I loved this place… I really did.

Nav was a comforting voice despite how cold it felt. It was warm much like her book, and strangely enough, she could only hear Nav whenever she was close to her precious book. The phenomenon was similar to how Nav could apparently speak to other Archetypes and Beholders if they were close enough to Frost but she had been so secluded in her Library that she never gave it a try until Frost suspected her of being…

… I’m so sorry… I’m sorry…

She could never reveal the contents of the present, less she wished for the written future to change. The contents of the books were ever changing, but the ones that dictated the future couldn’t. Merely uttering its contents also allowed for the Librarians to steal this information.

It was why she never let herself peer into Frost’s book, because it would mean that its preserved contents would inevitably change.

This book was the only remaining remnant of her precious friend. Of the old world she loved, and the world her friend tried to…

I don’t remember. What did ‘he’ want to do? I’m so scared of being hated but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.

“Is that why you’re seeking help from the Arbiter? She never knew you had direct contact with Frost?”

I never told anyone else. It’s… pathetic, isn’t it? Everyone’s fighting and I’m combing through books spying on bad people and doing nothing about it. I have a book with me. For… for something important, but –

“You wish for the Arbiter to encourage you?”

To tell me what to do. I couldn’t ever do things alone. I know that much…

“So you continue to cling onto the past, like that book?”

… I’m sorry…

Eventually, she stumbled upon a harbor and noticed that the light originated from somewhere above. She searched for directions, accidentally finding a small hill that led up to the bridge above. Her legs ached as she hauled her book along. The missing safety rails and barricades of the roads that curved around the hill was telling of the kind of society they lived in.

But there was evidence that those things were once there.

There was a saying she cherished.

People first shape their city. Afterwards, the city shapes them. Everything was colorful at one point, then when everything became black and blue everything went downhill until it all went red. If we took care of everything I think… we would have made it. I still don’t know how I died, or if I died at all. Its scary to think about.

“Yearning for mortality and realizing that your existence is comprised of nothing more than a series of zeroes and ones is equally as terrifying. I wonder if the binary system was still used in that world. I for one cannot remember either… but a blue world does sound familiar to me.” Nav comforted her, causing a small, sheepish smile to form on her face.

“Children of the city used to gaze up and only see neon stars from billboard signs… all against a background of black, or in the reflection of murky pools. Greed… suppression of desires… the Corrupted Frost defeated are all about the problems of our civilization, I think.” She said, staring up at the tips of several wings that could be seen poking from behind the pillars of the bridge.

Twelve massive wings rose to the skies as pale feathers began to shower the world. Beyond the fluffy snowfall she could see the hue of a red and green horizon hundreds of kilometers away. The Floor of Civilization was a world in itself. A copy of the old in a way.

The feathers caused her to sneeze as a single figure sat idly on a small throne made from several interlocking rings. Sleeping eyes riddled them as the feathers slowly began to retract into her back, ceasing the feathery rain.

“U-Um… Sorry. I got lost.” The Archivist apologized in a soft voice, causing the distant, feminine figure to close her eyes and softly smile.

She should not have been able to hear her voice.

But this figure – the Arbiter – could hear all.

Her pale garb was like that of a military officer’s uniform. It was trimmed with golden fabric, and her long, elegant, pale hair was puffy as if made from marshmallows. The Arbiter bared the appearance of a human, but upon closer inspection one could find exactly 7, thick, fuzzy tails attached to her back.

They interlocked and formed a giant white lotus flower.

Then, the Arbiter spoke with a voice that seemingly came from everywhere at once. The Archivist gulped upon seeing the woman’s serrated teeth as one of her tails removed her peaked cap.

“But you’re here, no?” Her voice was divine, and carried the authority which she could only describe as a Goddess. She didn’t know who exactly this woman was in the past, but she seemed to recognize the Archivist. “With the book of an old friend, and a book of brewing trouble. Come, dear friend. It has been a while since we’ve last spoken. Ah… this sea of melancholy. I wonder if you called me here to bring back unpleasant memories. I jest. Angels do not bite.”

She smiled with her razor-sharp teeth on display, never meant to intimidate the poor Archivist who struggled to cross the bridge. Then, the Arbiter’s tails blossomed and began to wave invitingly as she opened her eyes, revealing a pair of golden irises.

“Unlike that miserable trumpet of mine.”

            

    
        212. The Arbiter and the Archivist at the Crossroads

    
    
    
    
                The Arbiter was undoubtably an Angel. Her tails were plentiful unlike Jury’s and her skin was as white as snow. The Archivist wondered if there were different types of Angels, but she kept this thought to herself as she approached the patient Arbiter, never knowing where to place her eyes.

An aura of excellence encased the fabled Archetype of Judgement. The aura was not a superficial, psychological phenomenon. It was physical, and the Archivist struggled to move through layer after layer. It felt like she was moving in a thick, vicious liquid the closer she approached until suddenly – it all faded away, and she fell forward. The weight of her giant book dragged her as braced for impact. But to her surprise –

She never touched the asphalt.

“Ngh? A-ah Thank you.” She uttered, her face an inch away from the ground as a tail suddenly found itself wrapped around her waist.

The Arbiter’s tail had extended in the blink of an eye. Her movements were inconceivable, and impossible to detect. It was as though it had teleported around her. Like a crane, the Archivist was slowly pulled along until she hovered just inches away from the calculating face of the nonchalant Arbiter.

“Ever clumsy after all this time. Centuries come and go for you. It must all feel like an instant.” She spoke.

“… Sometimes it feels like it’s all a dream.”

“If it were all a dream then I fear the nightmare we’ll awaken to. This third life is enough. Oh Archivist, are you afraid?” The Arbiter asked, breathing heavily as if sniffing her anxiousness.

“S-Sorry… T-This is the second time we’ve spoken… and I’ve never tried to speak to you again after you called me to your Floor. S-So…” The Archivist trailed off, still held like a carrot on a stick. Suddenly, the Arbiter reached out for her and, much to her surprise, clumsily fiddled with the timid girl’s hair.

It was as if she were blind.

“How can I, the Arbiter, turn my heart away from a friend. Neither of us remember it well, but I recognize that voice of yours.” She spoke softly, her voice like velvet as she slowly shut her eyes and continued. “A shame that I cannot confirm it with my eyes. It’s been… troubling judging our Beholder friends without my sight. Perhaps if you had spoken to me more, you would have known that you cannot ‘show’ me the happening beneath us through your book.”

Hidden behind the giant red book was a much smaller black one, shaped like a novella. This belonged to the Librarians and would allow her to spy on them through reading its ever updating contents.

“I-I’m –”

“Apologize when you are wrong. Much of the blame falls onto me for my limited approach. My wings can only take me so far. My sight can see less of the things you can see. I am envious of our honored friend.” She somehow managed to glance perfectly at Frost’s book in the girl’s arms. “Now more than ever since they carry my rightful sight.” She admitted to her blindness, although her ability to navigate the world was unhampered. “These Corrupted are imperative to our Awakening. It molds us into a more refined shape. Completes the incomplete us.”

“… I don’t know if I’ll gain anything by archiving those Corrupted in here.” The Archivist uttered as she was slowly placed onto another tail to sit on. They both stared off into the blue harbor. Not a single wave, wind or moon disturbed its motionless surface as it reflected nothing but the empty city and the silent sky.

It was all so frighteningly nostalgic.

“Aside from memories, there is strength. You live on in perpetuity, never aging, so strength may not be a want of your heart.” Suddenly, one dozen wings flung out wide behind the Arbiter again, reaching various parts of the city. “The Icon of Judgement provides me wings, but I do not fly. There is an interesting Beholder who asked me ‘why do birds fly?’, and why I do not. Do you know why birds like me refuse to fly?”

“… u-uh… um…”

“I’m not one to judge the answer of an innocent, the dear witnesses, or the juries. My role is to listen. You lack the courage to speak out loud, even though you’re supposed to be the best with language. Shall we soar over this replica of our beloved home to stir something violent within?”

The Archivist’s eyes moistened, like she was about to cry, causing the Arbiter to smile to herself.

“I’m joking. Ahh… Isn’t it nice to converse so freely? I’ve been called too suffocating by our Stars and Moons. My Floor of Judgement is not as robust as yours, but it is where the sacred Dozen Winged Bird resides in a compact form. Oh. Where were we? My tangent has gone on for a while. Forgive me. Galia has so far been the only one able to match my boring topics, of natural sciences, the soul, memories – and the meaning of justice… I did it again. So, my friend book sorter, do you know why I don’t fly?”

She thought hard about it, despite the Arbiter’s assurance that she didn’t need to be correct. She only wished to hear the Archivist speak her mind. To give her a reason to use her weak-willed voice.

And after some thought, she concluded that it was because she didn’t need to.

The Arbiter only smiled at that response, her wings slowly spiraling around them like they were in the center of a giant, pale carousel. The wings phased through the buildings, leaving them entirely unharmed despite being physical limbs.

“I don’t fly because I never learned how to. I have that capability. As you do to speak. But no one learns these things from birth. Instincts are intertwined with a species, but even they are not perfect until they learn ‘why’. I asked you this because you have that capacity. I believe you called me here because you wished for encouragement.”

The Arbiter seemingly read her mind. None would be the wiser to believe that the Arbiter was eons older compared to the girl when in reality she was far older. She was ashamed of this, and she curled herself up into a small ball as she stared off into the horizon.

Before long, the feathered snow returned, and a feather fell atop her tiny nose.

“It must be a significant step for you to reach out. I’ve heard of the rumor that the future is prewritten like a long story. Intersecting it will cause it to deviate from its predetermined ending.” The Arbiter slowly spoke.

“Books will change. I’m scared of losing all the books I’ve been keeping.”

“Clinging to these books will not change anything. I for one am happy to see our honored friend’s book untouched. But I cannot help but feel sad knowing that after all this time, you have yet to accept to move on. Is that why you archive?”

“… I don’t know.”

“Then we must find out. Together. Come. Follow me. Let’s take a stroll down this memory lane.” The Arbiter went off on her own, leaving the Archivist behind who quickly rushed to catch up.

From the bridge to the streets. From highways to alleyways – It felt as though they had travelled the world in the span of an hour. The Archivist didn’t know what the Arbiter wanted, or where she was even taking her for that matter. But like the sheep she saw herself as, she could only follow submissively.

Her eyes fell back onto the asphalt before suddenly, she bumped into the Arbiter’s stomach. A finger hushed her before she could even apologize as they found themselves standing at the center of a crossroads.

“A choice was made to show me its contents. But my sphere of influence remains in the Nexus. So long as the Beholders are at each other’s throats, I cannot afford to leave. You on the other hand, appear to have a method of communication. I don’t suppose it’s by that other presence you have yet to tell me about?”

“You’ve known I was here all this time? How terrifying.” Nav uttered, almost spiting her.

“Your voice is as monotone as I recall. Hello, nameless voice. I am assuming you can communicate directly with out honored friend?”

“I do not recognize you. But you are correct. I believe you had something you wished to discuss with Frost. Your Mark of Judgement has led to much unneeded tragedy.”

“I understand. Even I am susceptible to justice. Compensation will be difficult, but I have plans in mind. Oh voice, I’d like to have our first meeting remain special, so I’d like to ask that you keep our interaction a secret.” She kindly asked.

“I will guarantee nothing.”

The Archivist only smiled.

“That is enough for me. As for you, Archivist. There is a choice that needs to be made. Difficult as it is, I look at you with objective lenses and see that if a step is not taken, then perhaps that diary of his warning will become a prophecy after all. Clinging to this finite tale, rather than aspiring for an everlasting book… I personally despise that all can be condensed into words, strings, gears… The will and the spirit is never valued as a result.”

She created a golden apple from a condensed pile of feathers, placing it into the palm of the Archivist as she exchanged it for the feather stuck to her nose. The apple itself was incomplete. There was no flesh underneath. It was no more than the skin bloated with air.

“We change. Books do not. They should not, but they still do. The philosophy of us lacking the will to pave our own tale is baffling. But there is reality to all of this, unfortunately… Oh Archivist – I will bare witness to your first step upon these crossroads. 300 years too late, but for you, I consider it a miracle that you called out for me.”

“Frost... I just couldn’t stand to be hated.” The girl refused to take a bite from the apple, causing the Arbiter to reclaim it, reducing it to tiny, pale particles. They scattered like embers, and she fondly watched them rise to the black skies.

“A simple reason. It’s always been a struggle to wrap my mind around it. Through my limited memory I always did find it strange how someone who fell in love with language became so close with someone who turned out to be the most violent... The price of paradise. Both here and far. To what length will people go to reclaim a fragment of what was lost.” She reached out for the book, suddenly hesitating an inch away. “Steel your heart. Temper your soul. Ruffle the feathers of your spirit. Face the ever-changing future.”

She instead held out a hand, offering to guide the Archivist towards the heavyhearted path at her crossroads. There was too much to think about. It all spiraled in the back of her head. What mattered the most to her was preserving her most precious book, which she foresaw to outlast everything. This book meant everything to her, but so did Frost herself.

She took a step forward on her own rather than taking the Arbiter’s hand, and she tripped, dropping the tiny novella but still managing to cling onto the giant red book. Her knuckles were scratched and they bled as she walked towards the Arbiter, who picked up the book and kindly handed it over to her.

Their hands touched, and a pale light suddenly enveloped the Archivist. Before she knew it, her wounds had disappeared.

“Now then, shall we interpret this book? Please do recite it for me. I cannot see very well. Voice. You know what you must do.”

“There is much to relay. With this, I’m certain Frost will forgive you. Have courage, Archivist.”

The book opened, and they were quickly introduced to the Expositionist and his female companion once again. This time – with the Syndicate Frost and her group were poised to meet.

And in his hand was a golden seed.

            

    
        213. Blood Filter and the Deal

    
    
    
    
                The elevation changed drastically the closer one approached S4. It sunk lower and lower into the recesses of the world, surrounded by nothing but walls, much like the ones that cut off the entire Outskirts away from the rest of the Nex Megalopolis.

It was a caldera within a caldera. A sinkhole so deep that that in some instances its world was kept in perpetual midnight. The sheer cliffs made escape impossible for the ordinary, aside from a single route that connected it to S4 and the doorsteps of the City of Spades.

The Severed Fault Line. It was as wide as a canyon, and fell down to the deepest bedrocks as reddish stone bled from its many exposed layers. This fault line saw many wander to and from its beginning and end. It was the City of Spade’s equivalent of a highway, and it was one of the few places were ‘order’ was held.

However, that did not deter people from committing atrocities in the thick of this night. It was one of the only places safe to walk during the nights in the City of Spade. Elsewhere, one could find the silhouettes of roaming boulders, which gobbled up all those that failed to seek shelter by nightfall.

A pair of grey-haired individuals followed a path atop the edge of the fault line, admiring that even life continued to thrive in such despicable conditions. Stationed close ahead was a fortress made primarily from wood, robbed from the forest that once surrounded the fault line for many kilometers across.

Only the holes of these trees remained. Not even their roots were left to rot in the ground. Instead, they were retrofitted as spikes to decorate the floating fortress, which was bridging the two separate landmasses. It was like a small city, carrying cannons fitted with giant metal harpoons and chain-operated elevators to access the gorge underneath.

It was shaped like a castle, but built like a fortress. It bared multiple inner layers and rooms used to confuse invaders and to make escape rather difficult. Despite it being made from nothing but logs, it stood against the test of time and the acidic rain the City of Spades was known for.

As the two figures – the Expositionist and the Scraper – approached, all manners of weaponry were aimed at them as he gently brushed a hand against a felled, red-tinted log. Blood smeared along his thumbs, and he gave it a small smell before he wiped it away with a clean handkerchief.

“Blood Filters. The scent of iron never ceases to burn my nasals. Is it your first time being greeted so arrogantly by ‘friends’?” He asked his partner waving sporadically at the men like an over enthusiastic child.

These men were suited in blood-red tunics, decorated with all manners of trinkets made from wood and blood. They didn’t take too kindly with his gesture, but they were quickly reminded of their identity as the sound of a woman’s scream sounded like a whistle.

This, however, was not a woman’s scream. Rather, it was a small whistle-like instrument that mimicked one, and was used to terrify victims. Each member of the Blood Filters were equipped with one, and in battle, all would blow into this whistle to create a horrific tortured cry.

“They’re not cannibals?” She asked, slithering a hand into her draped mantle.

“A butcher and supplier would describe them best. But yes~ They are. We’ve been told to begin the exchange of a precious seed, so let’s not be hasty. I doubt we’d be able to win with all of them against us, wouldn’t you agree~?”

“Maybe you. But don’t forget we’re equipped with short stories and re-written magic of our own.” The woman pulled out a torn page, which was written in the same 56-character language found in the books of the Eternal Library.

This 56 character language was a universal one, and it allowed for the translation of every single conceivable language. Because of the Eternal Library’s location being inside of the Nexus, the Blessed were granted the unique ability to understand all languages thanks to this.

They just couldn’t read it unless they specialized in the art or were guided by the Archivist herself. Alternatively, one could seek help from the Librarians or be a Librarian themselves.

“Hmhmhm~! I’d still hate to dirty these splendid robes. No magic to be gained from a band of savages either.” He laughed as a drawbridge was dropped, and a small band of men greeted them, each armed with serrated halberds.

“For two hundred thousand fingers. The Hungry are sick in the head requiring all that biomass. But that was a request from that speechless monkey and the Authors. I still don’t understand why we’re doing what the Sect of Gears should.” She complained as they met with the band of men at the center of the drawbridge.

The woman exchanged nothing but a stare of contempt, whilst her partner only smiled. The others studied them, and after several nods they seemed to confirm who they exactly were.

“And speaking of the Gears~” The Expositionist hummed, right as one of the Attuned Messengers made a sudden entrance from seemingly out of nowhere. They descended from the murky skies and stood hunched behind its Librarian company.

“What is this doing here?” The Scraper scoffed.

“The guarantor of the transaction.” It deeply answered, much to the amusement of the Blood Filter personnel.

“A gearbody messenger and grey-haired freaks. Don’t look that appetizing. Might be why no one’s decided to tuck in on ya yet. This way. The Head Eater’s been lookin’ forward to this all day.” A woman gestured them to follow with her head. “Fingers are the best part. Depravin’ us and coming’ in with all those fingers is brave of ya.”

“Spare us the noise. We’re not here to talk to uncivilized savages.” The Scraper dismissed as they entered the fortress of a thousand savages, and a thousand more handless livestock kept in their cells, awaiting their turn to become tonight’s next meal.

Some were kept in giant ceramic jars, others spit roasted alive, and some flailed for their meat like a leg of ham. The atrocities were vile, but it was considered normal for all those present. Although, the Scraper could not help but to express her distaste.

“What a waste of biomass. Think about all the tales that could be written with them.” She growled, causing another one of the savage women to laugh hysterically as they descended, ascended, and navigated through narrow corridors, capturing the wicked glances of these cannibals.

Humans. Demi-humans. Half-breeds – These were the only races found amongst their ranks, and they refused to eat the meat of anything outside. The horrendous notion of ‘you are what you eat’ caused the Expositionist to chuckle to himself.

The sounds of suffering permeated through the walls as she cackled.

“What makes you so much better than us? Lemme guess, you got a healer under your wraps regeneratin’ all those fingers ya need? We’ve got enough people comin’ and goin’ where there’s no need to kidnap and cuddle with one. Ahhh. But we could totally use one ourself! Infinite meat!”

“The majority of healers cannot regenerate. They’re the kind of existence you want to exploit in a less violent method. We must never forget how we nearly lost our Sect… among other things.” The Attuned Messenger reminded. “Twin healers, and that abomination of a Demi-human Star who caused so many of us much grief.”

“The Wise Black Wolf? Funny, he used to work closely with our brightest Star. Heard he’s related to the three Moons we’re after~” The Expositionist casually said, revealing it all to the world with an unapologetic smile on his face. “Ahh. See how it all comes back into full circle? Such a lovely tale. The Speechless Paw was surprised to see them all grown up.”

“Wolf. Moons. Stars. Paws? The hell does that mean?” One of the personnel asked, pointing a dagger at them. “Why do ya gotta mess with all this complicated stuff? Just eat your problems away.”

“You wouldn’t understand the length people will go to secure their selfish hopes, and for revenge.” The Expositionist hummed, twirling a small piece of paper.


* * *


They entered a long hall room where a throne made from bones resided. Sitting atop was a woman dressed in the same red-tinted tunics, but there was a layer of chainmail made from bones dangling from her body. She was like a fish caught by a net, and at the edges one could find dagger-like bones dangling freely, like weights.

“Took your time! Was wondering if you’d even show your face around here!” She laughed loudly, leaning forward as she motioned at several standing men to gather the promised goods.

“The Head Eater. I don’t suppose you got that name from eating heads.” The Scraper wondered as they stood a good 5 meters away, just at the foot of the staircase leading up to the woman’s throne of spoils.

“That’s how I got all this intellect! Eatin’ brains helps, right!? Best served warm, fresh after a shavin’ it in half like a coconut! Should see how they slowly start slurring with each spoonful~! Oi! Grab them one to go!”

“Your hospitality won’t change how we treat you. In the end, we’re here for a deal. Not to speak like we’re old friends. If this is an attempt to stall, then the Hungry will deal with you.” The Scraper warned with ferocity, openly despising the Head Eater.

This only caused her to laugh.

“It’s an eat or be eaten world. I guess that’s only fair. But I ain’t gonna pull your leg and risk bustin’ this deal. We worked our asses of for, heh, let’s face it, my reward.” She said greedily as her men dragged an entire, wooden and glass vat filled to the brim with pickled fingers. The thickness of the slush within was akin to jelly. The stench was just as revolting.

“Nearly thirty thousand fingers are in there. We’ve been stockpilin’ them as promised. So, how’re you going to get it outta here?” The Head Eater asked as the Expositionist approached the giant aquarium, which was fitted onto several wooden wheels.

“Firstly, we’ll count them.” He said, tapping at the glass with a bright smile.

“We’ll count them?” The Scraper questioned.

“They will. By hand.” The Attuned Messenger ordered.


* * *


“Twenty-nine thousand, six hundred and seventy-three.” Was the final count, announced by a man who placed the finger into the picked vat. Before he could climb down from the ladder, a halberd suddenly swung down and severed two of his fingers. “A-AAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”

“We were missin’ a couple extra!” The Head Eater grinned, wiping the blood away from her pale face, and her messy, short crimson hair. “Didn’t mean to scam ya fellas.”

“Consider yourself forgiven.” The Expositionist hummed. “Seventy-five. It’s sufficient. Excellent. It’s almost complete.”

“If ya don’t mind me askin’, what’s the need for all these delicious things? Hungry ain’t the picky type, and I didn’t take those tongue-necktie Hungry being the kind to like fingers.” The Head Eater wondered, resting her two-handed halberd on her shoulder, wielding it like it was no more than a battleax. Her muscles were incredible, and she attributed it all to her immaculate diet.

“To complete a fragmented piece of history.” The Expositionist answered, not dabbling into the specifics. “That reminds us. Have you found a pair of lovers yet?”

“Nope. Once we started sizzling them, they were quick to turn on each other. Love ain’t like how it used to be.” The woman shrugged. “So, how about the payment? Don’t tell me you don’t intend to honor it? Let me remind you that even if we die, I’d be more than happy to at least watch that smirk rub right off your face.”

“Never our intention. I have it right here. But…” The man took the golden seed from a hidden pocket within his robes, offering it for the woman to take.

“But?” She asked, cocking her head as she snatched it, marveling at the little seed with shimmering, brown eyes.

“I suggest you use it after you meet with the Black Dove.” The Attuned Messenger concluded.

“Black who? That a Color? So this is supposed to make me able to fight a Color head on?”

“You really are smart.” He sarcastically praised, which the Head Eater took as genuine, laughing hysterically.

“Guess I should never have doubted ya. Looks as good as they say! Ahahaha! I wonder what to have it with. Stomach ragu. Brain syrup. Ribs and thigh burgers.

“I also suggest you throw a feast. Rather, this is an order from upper echelons of the Sect of Gears. It will drive fear into the Black Dove and her companion. Expose your delicacies. They will tremble.”

“Fear makes things taste better. Got it!” The Head Eater became giddy, still marveling at the seed before suddenly –

“… oh… Am I interrupting something?” A hollow, feminine voice spoke.

– A female Herald of Act X wandered into the throne room, dragging an unwieldy blade over her shoulder. It was twice as large as her, reaching over two meters in length and a full meter in thickness.

The pale blade was free from the stains of blood. It was as pristine as it could be, meaning she had not fought to enter their territory. This was because all those within recognized her apparel, and they instinctively froze with fear.

Unlike the Heralds, her apparel was a darker blue, and her robes were far more flamboyant. They dragged behind her, carrying the blade. The massive drabs were supposed to conceal the blade, thus making her appear like nothing more than an inhuman monster.

But she was not human to begin with. She was a light purple-skinned Insectid that possessed a giant horn along her head, and hidden beneath the layers of cloth were another two sets of arms, totaling to four.

It went without saying that she was not a Herald.

She was a Missionary – a being devoted to the Scripts with only one purpose in mind.

To execute those who failed to follow the commandments of the Scripts.

“… pardon my intrusion. There has been… an incomplete commandment. I am here to punish someone.” She spoke in a gentle, undemanding voice despite how hollow and empty it sounded.

Then, she stared at every single soul with jet-black eyes that never blinked and tilted her head as her two antennae twitched.

“Let’s… not see each other’s guts tonight… my commandments are absolute, so I would be grateful if you stand down and bring me the follower of our Script. I promise… I will make it swift. Less you wish to wage war with our fullest absolution.”

This warning caused even the Expositionist’s smile to briefly disappear as he heavily gulped.

            

    
        214. The Missionary and Act X’s Stance

    
    
    
    
                “Missionary…”

The Attuned Messenger croaked.

“Attuned Messenger…”

The Missionary hollowly hummed.

Her presence froze the room. The disorderly cannibals of the Blood Filter Syndicate immediately ceased everything and stood still as if a single wrong move would warrant them a swift death.

The members of Act X were powerful in their own right. Even the Heralds, however weak they may seem, were far stronger than their levels would ever suggest. Missionaries on the other hand were an entirely different breed, living and breathing the absolution of the Scripts.

If it told them to murder, then they’d murder. If it told them to fly, then they’d fly. And if told them to surrender their life, then they’d happily take it, for their purpose of laid solely on the commandments of their Scripts.

What made them so frightening was the manner in which they fought. It was as though they could see seconds ahead of time. The Missionary saw all, and she was essentially the equivalent of the Expositionist in his ranks amongst the Librarians, perhaps higher.

But Act X were not known to meddle with external affairs. They only worked within the parameters of their Scripts so long as they weren’t impeded by outside forces. In truth, a single Missionary was all it would take to eliminate this Syndicate, the Attuned Messenger, and the Librarian pair.

“A member of Act X rummaging its way through the Outskirts of this City… and still plundering the remnants of the last war.”

“Ho…? Are you upset that you failed to monopolize on much needed Actors…?”

“Gears. Forget your Actors.”

“Such a pity that you will never understand. It’s uncouth of me to berate you… you are after all, not so different from us. Just impure… Untuned.” Despite her words, the Missionary was eager to belittle the Attuned Messenger. “Incompatible with the sacred texts. Rigid in your methods as always. Mindless flocking together… Putrid. I await to wash myself in a lovely bath… preferably one untainted by the blood of this filthy place.”

She reached out with her free arm, pointing a finger at the Expositionist, before it suddenly shifted across the room until it fell onto a man who tried to hide himself amongst a small gathering of cannibals. A bead of sweat dripped from the forehead of the Expositionist, who was relieved that he was not the target of the Missionary.

The man she pointed at on the other hand…

“We had a Script follower in here all along? Fucking throw em’ forward!” The Head Eater roared, seeing this as an act of betrayal as a bald man was thrown towards the Missionary. “So our protection wasn’t enough for ya? Didn’t have fun with all the people we took, and all the good meat we’ve been havin’? Oi Missionary! How about you let us deal with em’? That punk’s ours.”

“… I don’t believe it will be wise to challenge Act X. They’ve been leaving us alone so long as we stay away from their territory.” The Expositionist urged.

“The Seed’s gonna make me strong, right? Why don’t we just, I dunno, brawl it out?”

“Because there is an even bigger threat on its way here.” The Attuned Messenger stated as the woman wiped her nose.

“I guess you got a point.” She said. “Alright then. What are ya gonna do? Skin em’ alive? Any idea what he didn’t do to deserve your punishment?”

Soon, all manners of debilitating words left the lips of the man’s fellow peers.

“Dabbling with the Scripts? Check it out. That idiot didn’t get the memo.”

“One way to ruin a good life.”

“Guess he was one of those idiots before he got here. Both them and those Gearheads are nothing but bad news. Good if you ain’t got anyone else to turn to.”

The man stumbled backwards, but a line of halberds suddenly sealed him in, preventing him from fleeing the throne room. His only option was to charge past the Missionary, but his body demanded that he stood perfectly still.

“W-What… What the hell did I do wrong?” He demanded; his voice ripe with desperation. “What the fuck did you want me to do!? I- I already ate two fingers from the collection! So why the hell do I have to pin the blame on my wife!? ‘Pin the blame on your spouse’. What kind of bullshit is that?”

He clasped his head, his mind spiraling by the absurdity of the Script that was handed to him by the previous Herald.

“Cook her insides and spill it on the seventh person you pass on the second corridor to the left. How… How does any of that make any sense!?”

The Missionary’s soleless eyes could not care less for his desperation. What mattered was simply the fact that he failed to carry out the commandments of his Script and therefore, had betrayed Act X. When he realized that there was not an ounce of concern in its eyes, he suddenly deflated and dropped to his knees.

“What collection? You could have made your own… remarried with a different wife… spilled the cooked organs onto a person. Is it our fault that you were inept to figure out that there was an alternative solution?”

“… alternative…? What is with that fucked interpretation!?”

“I must breathe for another 24,436 times. But the Scripts do not specify whether I must breathe slowly, or rapidly. You only have yourself to blame.”

The Missionary raised her great pale blade, which the man realized was made from marble rather than traditional steel. With only a single hand the blade hovered above her head like a great pillar. Then, she cleaved at the air diagonally, miraculously stopping an inch away from the man’s shoulder.

But it was not him that she targeted. Rather, it was the invisible string that held him up. He collapsed like a stringless marionette, left as nothing more than a shell of his former self. His life had been robbed in the blink of an eye, and not a single drop of blood was shed.

“A shame. That is one less Actor for the fated tenth act. If you’ll now excuse me… It was interesting seeing you all gathered. I wonder how much longer you can keep it up before one of you starts to crack.” The Missionary openly mocked, throwing her blade behind her once more as her lengthy drabs concealed her weapon this time.

She appeared as though she possessed a giant tail.

“… for someone that follows the Scripts, you tend to impulsively run your mouth.” The Attuned Messenger criticized, but much to his surprise –

“Ho? You severely underestimate our reach, little cog. ‘Torment the Messenger however you see fit’. I believe there is nothing more that your kind cannot stand than us. Imitate the Anids all you wish. Spin and assimilate as many Gears as you must. It will never change that you are insignificant no matter how much you boast yourself as a being with a higher purpose. Cog.”

She drilled this into him, her face never changing as she turned her back to them, leaving behind the body of the bald man.

“An additional 10 fingers as a parting gift. May we never cross paths until the fated act of our grand theatrical. But unlike you, if I am called to die the next day then so be it. Your purpose is as unfaithful as a certain Star.” She hummed. “Oh, and do pass along this message to your leaders, Expositionist. What they do in these following days will come back to haunt them all. That much is certain. And for the lady… I’m sorry.”

“… what the hell are you talking about…?” The Scraper growled.

“I thought you should hear some words of comfort. Ho… The Black Dove will be arriving shortly. It was estimated at my 24,421st breath. Hm. It would introduce all manners of complications to be seen with the likes of you.” Before long, the Missionary departed through the giant, wooden-caged doors.

But not without one last piece of advice.

“Be careful with how much you provoke the Black Dove.”

With that, she disappeared without a trace. Seconds later a brigade of men flooded through the doors, wondering what had just happened. The chaos reached all ends of the fortress, somehow amusing the Head Eater who only cared for the Seed in her possession.

The three Impuritas on the other hand struggled to recover from the encounter.

“… how much do they know…?” The Scraper uttered in a scalding whisper.

“Too much. But they’re tight lipped… A-aha. We should leave. Now. Our good friend, Head Eater. A change of plans.” The Expositionist stated.

“What now?”

“Show the Black Dove a greeting she can never forget. I assure you; her fear will stop her in her tracks. Believe me. Believe us.” He urged.

“Break her down mentally, then mutilate her, right? Sounds like the perfect recipe for a good post-fight meal!”

The Expositionist knew exactly what he was doing. They all knew his intentions, and the Authors in extension. They wished to extract as much Nex as they could to finalize the next stage of their plan.

However, the Scraper could not help but to take the Missionary’s warning to heart. But she didn’t say a single word, and instead, only nodded in approval.

She feared for the worst…

… And so did Frost when she heard the news from Nav to ‘brace herself’.

            

    
        215. What is the ‘Apple’ Advent?

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s imagination was vast. Having been exposed to the worst of injuries in her past profession, she thought of herself as someone who could swallow their disgust and push forward with an iron will. But her past reality and current fantasies were only but a fraction of the misery caused in this world.

They took a moment to consolidate everything the Archivist confessed at a crossroads of their own. Nothing but cracked earth ran in all directions. The night concealed the silhouettes of all prominences as a night barren of stars and moons sat above. Only small weeds and what remained of the wooden signs accompanied them.

Frost silently read the smeared names of the old places they once pointed towards as Jury and the others ate. No matter how hard they tried, or how painfully her stomach turned, she refused to eat a single speck. It was neither frustration nor stubbornness. It was pure spite. The only thing that could sate her was the cannibalistic Syndicate waiting far ahead.

The entire City of Spades whistled late at night as powerful winds blew by. In the distance one could find Flesh Clots rolling around like tumbleweed. Frost clasped her Justica Longarm, pointed it into their general location and fired. The shattering sound accompanied the formation of a small magical circle at the end of the barrel and at once, a bullet teleported towards her target.

They were simple creatures. To others, the Flesh Clots were walking nightmares. Frost never allowed herself to truly rest. It was a way to combat her rapidly encroaching emotions, and with a frustrated sigh, she slid down against the face of a boulder.

“… The Archivist knew about the paper balls you touched, Ber. She knew that the Librarians and several Impuritas groups were plotting against us. She mentioned you three specifically as well.” Frost uttered, leaning over her knee as she avoided their gazes. “She knew about the Seeds. She knew that they were preparing to eliminate Carpalis… And now she knows that they want to do everything in their power to heighten my emotions. For Nex… What do you think?”

“I think it’s typical, coming from someone from the Nexus. But what do you want us to do? Cry? Scream? Shout?” Cer said. As much as it also pained her, she was used to this, as were her sisters.

“You get used to it. It’s frustrating, because we could have stopped them from hurting Ber but it’s too late to lament.”

“Pretty big blow to us though. Turns out even Archetypes are full of flaws… Not like it matters to us. We know what they’re planning now, so I guess there’s that.” Ber said, poking at Frost’s foot.

Frost, Ignis and Jury on the other hand were furious. The Archivist barely had a backbone and clung only to her precious book. Was disregarding the future more important than preserving that book’s story? Frost felt Jury’s hand wrap around hers, and for a moment she empathized with the Archivist but at the same time, Frost wasn’t the kind to allow the past to drag her along the mud.

“Someone once said that attachment is the root of all suffering.” Jury said. “They were right after all. But… Frost. That book has just as much meaning to her than you to I. I don’t think you should judge her. Believe me Frost, I’m furious as well. She’s… not the kind of person who’d betray us.”

“… Could have papa been saved?” Ignis asked to which Nav answered with:

“She was unaware. The Librarians had no hand in it.”

“It’s not about betrayal. Or trust either. It’s just… I feel like we’ve been working alone all this time.” Frost admitted. “I don’t mind helping the other Archetypes. But if they have the capacity to help but won’t let us know that we were walking right into a trap, then how can I feel like it’s worthwhile? Just… ugh…”

Frost pressed the back of her head against the rock, exhaling deeply.

“… at least there’s a silver lining. She’s taken her first step, so the excuse of ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘I can’t explain why I can’t tell you this’ is no longer valid. Archivist… welcome aboard. It’s going to get rougher.”

“She’s aware. But she doesn’t want to sit around doing nothing anymore…” Nav said, suddenly trailing off.

“Nav?”

“Nothing. The Archivist acknowledges her wrongs and wishes to amend them. You know what lays ahead now.”

“Is there anything further?”

“Nothing I’m afraid, aside from the required lovers for their unknown ritual. It was called a ‘Masterpiece’ by an entity known as Stircube – an Author of the Librarians.”

It was incredibly challenging to grasp all this.

“What about the ‘Seeds’? They sounded important considering the Bloody Herring was after Leitmotifs.” Frost sought to wring every little detail she could out of the Archivist, including those involved and others that could be identified.

For now they were aware of the Expositionist, the Scraper, the Sect of Gears and Act X much to her surprise. It was a shame that the Missionary Nav spoke of refused to wipe them out. She had to wonder just what Act X had to gain from allowing them to live, or rather, if it was truly worth adhering to the Scripts no matter what.

She couldn’t understand it at all.

“The Seeds require Nex.”

“… Impuritas require Nex? Since when?” Frost was stumped by this realization.

“I thought they required bodies? That doesn’t sound right…” Jury noticed the bizarre discrepancy and brought it to their attention. “Ateliers use Nex, don’t they? The Nexus does as well.”

“So does a lot of things. Technologies. The Nexus as you said. Beholders. Ateliers. Certain weapons. The Site Core as we’ve found out as well.” Res listed.

“Frost. Probably Archetypes while you’re at it.” Ber added on, humming in a rather cute tone.

“Advents even. Cause you know, the Nexus is an Advent after all.” Cer concluded. “But Seeds right? That Archivist said something about the Seeds coming from what? An apple?”

“The Forbidden Apple. The Librarians mentioned it. Do you recall that there is a suspected Advent guised as an apple?”

“… You’re telling me we’re up against an Advent of their own?” Frost slowly spoke.

“Dunno about that. It’s never been confirmed.” Cer shrugged, right before smirking as she moved over towards Frost. Then, as she stood over her, she drilled her foot into the ground beside Frost’s shoulder as if to assert dominance.

“But we’d be idiots to think otherwise. Guess it’s true~” Ber hummed.

“Don’t even try to ask us what it is. The Apple was something Justica Arms wasted valuable manpower on with no fruit to show… Actually, a lot of fruit.” Res rapidly explained.

“Just not the right one.” Ber commented, causing Jury to ask:

“Are you talking about the golden apples we found in the Derma Layer? Those fake apple trees?

“Something like that. I don’t know the specifics, but they bit onto a red herring pretty hard. Looking at it back now, I think the Bloody Herring had a hand in throwing off track.” Ber replied, rolling her hands around.

“Let’s not forget they had Iscario of all people right up there. Galia blundered real hard. Tch. And it alllll leads down to here. Our crossroads!” Cer shouted, presenting their dark world with outstretched hands.

“It doesn’t sound like we’re at a crossroads at all. I’m speaking symbolically, not literally, because I’m certain we all know what we have to do… But Frost. I think I’m the most scared about you, because… what if they really can hurt you?” Jury cupped Frost’s head into her arms, embracing her as Frost gratefully returned the hug.

“I don’t know. Really. I don’t. I want to laugh and smile, but right now there’s just so much going on up here.” She tapped her head. Her turbulent heart was mellowed by the ticking once again, and Jury’s warmth assured her that there was little to fear…

But there was also so much more to lose.

“There’s no ultimatum for me, so the path’s straight forward… Until we reach that Syndicate… Listen. You’ve all seen all kinds of nightmares. I came from a world where those kinds of things were tucked away from plain sight.” Frost continued.

“I… Haaaah. Probably? No, I’m absolutely going to lose it once we get there. That’s a guarantee. More than just me, I think you all should be careful. I can survive anything. You’ve seen how I stood against the Heart of Ours, right?”

“… is that supposed to be a good thing?” Jury’s raspy voice whispered into her ear, instantly causing her eyes to widen.

“Yeah. What’s with that logic? That’s like saying it’s ok for a lizard to lose its tail just because it can regenerate it. Or a healer should suffer because they can heal it all back. You and I both know damned well how dumb that sounds.” Cer scolded. “You’re worrying about the wrong people by the way! Moons? Against those Impuritas?”

“We’re taking every precaution we can. If this is their plan B, then it’s going to be just as potent as plan A.” Frost argued. “Then, we’ll be up against the Scarlet Logic. There’s only three of you, and a replenishable amount of them. What I am saying is – Just be careful. We’re getting close to them. If the Archivist is telling everything to us now, then we need to expect the worst.”

“That’s all you had to say!” Cer patted Frost’s head, right before she scrubbed it with her tail and returned to her sister’s side with sass. “Heh. Nothing’s gonna happen to you Ber, and you too Res! I’ll guarantee it!”

“Exactly!” Ber shouted.

“… As usual. Ignis. Jury. We ready?” Res sighed with folded arms, allowing Cer to snuggle up to her.

“I’m wondering how I’m going to get revenge on the Crimson Hunger…” Ignis muttered. “Who’s going to take responsibility for it…? I want to find out…”

“I just want everyone to stay together. I miss… that fishing village. If it were up to me, then no one here would have to fight.” Jury whispered. “We could eat all kinds of things. See more of the world…”

“More of this madness… Haaaaaaaaaaaah. We’re practically the cleanup crew. One change at a time, am I right? Haha. Alright. ALRIGHT!” Frost roused herself awake with a vicious slap, leaving a slightly red mark along her cheek as she gently pardoned herself away from Jury. “Thanks Jury. As always, you have the knack to read my mind. I’m kinda jealous, cause I can’t tell what you’re thinking sometimes.”

“L-O-V-E~” Jury rubbed her nose against hers, causing Frost to lightly moan.

“I wish I was that attuned. I hope you don’t take that as my love being less than yours.” Frost managed to joke, finally cracking a smile much to all their delight. “I hate being pessimistic and this serious, but… Ignis. Jury. Cer, Ber, Res – Stay safe. Fight well. It’s going to get messy soon.” Frost pat their heads one by one, then, as she took a stance ahead of the group –

– They all lunged in for a massive group hug.

“Gotcha!” Ber cried.

“Stop getting so sentimental with us!” Res shouted but appreciated Frost’s sentiments.

Especially as Moons who were hardly appreciated for their work over the last 30 years.

“Was hoping to hear that you’ll finally dine in on me. But this isn’t so bad!” Cer cheekily grinned.

“We’ve gone through the Black Forest and the Derma Layer together. I’m sure that if we put our heads and hearts together then we’ll finish this! Scarlet Logic won’t see it coming!” Jury excitedly exclaimed.

“… I believe… because papa would’ve done the same.” Ignis rallied with her sweet voice.

Soon, they set off towards the base of the Blood Filter Syndicate in complete darkness. But not before the triplets suddenly shouted:

“Good luck, Nav!”

“One day, I’d love to speak to at least one of them directly.” Nav said, to which Jury relayed to the others, causing Cer to answer with:

“Guess we’ll need to be Realized or whatever by Frost. Heh. Maybe I’ll go get myself into trouble.”

“If it’s Frost, then we’ll be saved. No problem! Just punch and bite away!” Ber exclaimed, throwing electrical punches as Cer sent crackling bitemarks into the air, illuminating their path like artificial moons.

Ignis, however, frowned at the mention of becoming a Corrupted. Her tiny paws tugged on Cer’s sleeves, causing the woman to quickly wipe her smile away and return to a serious demenor.

“… please don’t joke about it. There’s nothing good about become a Corrupted, even if Frost could save you.”

“I-I… Yeah. I was kidding. Don’t worry Ignis~! We’ve been through enough where nothing can bring us down!” Ber shot her an encouraging thumbs up.

“Right, cause we’re all the way up there!” Cer pointed into the sky.

The sky which bared no moon.


* * *


Frost thought back to the idea of an Advent as she tried to keep her mind busy; away from the gnawing, churning thoughts of what laid ahead. She took Nav’s warning to ‘brace herself’ and felt herself begin to sweat, even though nothing left her pores.

There was the mention of the Forbidden Apple. The triplets had once mentioned that one of the few known or suspected Advents was an apple of some nature. If Nex was what they required, then it was likely that they were trying to power an Advent. The Seeds also seemed to be derived from this ‘Forbidden Apple’.

Whatever it was, Frost connected it to the story of the Price of Paradise – the apple which the princess of Puritas, Iscario’s sister, had eaten. The Bloody Herring mentioned that it was their ‘Brightest Star’ who would give him this Seed.

It was likely that Iscario had control over this Advent.

This was the key takeaway from the Archivist’s reveal. Knowing how powerful the Advents were, Frost realized that perhaps meeting with Iscario one day would be far from easy.

However, these thoughts were soon nothing but subtle whispers in the back of her mind. By dawn they had reached a place called the Severed Fault Line. A vast, arid savannah without trees extended all the way until a distant gaping hole easily engulfed their vision.

Underneath that pit was S4.

But Frost’s heart did not scald because of this. No. Such a sight would normally bring her marvel. Before the pit was the fault line itself, and above was an elaborate wooden fortress, rising far into the grey skies.

Her heart continued to burn, and her body felt like it had suddenly caught alight as she could no longer hear the voices of her companions.

“Frost. Your emotions are rapidly heightening…”

She didn’t respond.

Before her, laying in a vast field before the fortress itself, was a banquette table made from flesh and bones. Around 50 cannibalistic members of the enemy Syndicate gorged themselves on human flesh, whether dead or alive.

But if was the end of it then she would have been lucky. Surrounding them were stakes driven into the ground, and atop them were living people, completely impaled from the bottom, out through their mouths. It was something out of the handbook of Vlad the Impaler, and the fortunate ones were spit-roasted over an open flame.

Pots of pickled people swirled and gargled within giant glass jars. Their organs continued to move despite the unbelievably horrific condition they were in. Like the innards of an Octanid, the people devoured were kept alive despite being in a near liquid state.

… Alive for what…? What’s with this needless suffering? To eat people is one thing, but to preserve them is another… All this bloodshed. All this pain. Grief. Sadness… Why? Why?

Why? Why? Why? Why?

WHY!?

Her hair suddenly grew until it fell past her shoulders. Various red symbols quickly surrounded her as flames burst forth from the palms of her hand. They had successfully displayed the worst of their ‘cooking’ techniques to Frost and harvested the exact reaction the Librarians had hoped for.

However, were they prepared to face its consequences?

Frost would be the judge of all of this.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the First State >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the Listening Bird >


 

< The First State Has Manifested as the Listening Bird >


 

< Show them the fire they so fear >

            

    
        [April Fools 2023] – Blooper Reels

    
    
    
    
                “Iscario!?” Frost cried in shock when she finally saw the state the man was in.

Iscario walked into the light of the village drenched in blood. One of his eyes was plucked clean from the socket. It bled like a gouged fountain as he clutched onto it through his drooping hair.

But he was calm. Terrifyingly calm.

It was as if nothing was awry. Frost’s heart rapidly beat in response as her body instantly took over. She clutched onto his shoulders and tried to move him aside but to no avail. He was like a boulder.

“W-what happened to you!? P-please sit down! I might be able to stop the bleeding with – Agh!?”

No. A mountain. She could not even move a single hair of his aside, let alone those feathers of his coat. Rather, they weren’t feathers at all. They were made from some sort of sharpened, ridged metal. It easily sliced through her forearm, causing her to recoil backwards in pain.

He merely raised a hand in response, silencing the worried Frost as he shook his head once.

Then, before she could even react, Iscario drew his face near and then.

“P-Pfffft.” He unexpectedly cackled, causing Frost to roll her head as the villagers threw their hands over their heads in disappointment.

“Are you kidding me Iscario?” Frost deeply sighed as a bunch of lights shone over them as a team arrived to clean the ‘blood’ from Frost’s arm.

“CUT!”

The Director exclaimed, shouting through a paper megaphone as he sat off the set, legs crossed on a flimsy camping chair. “STICK TO SCRIPT ISCARIO!”

Calfasio backhandedly slapped one of the blue scripts as he loitered around the set for the Director’s next biggest film, Nexus Awakened.

“Uuuugh! And I want to start playing my character already! Alright, alright – get into position! From the top!”


* * *


Iscario only stared into the village mother’s eyes to silence her. There was a certain authority he held that instant caused her to shudder and kneel before him like he was a god. Frost instantly casted Greater Healing on herself, sealing up the wounds as she observed the situation in silent shock.

“Careful with your hands. My coat is not flourished for show. Please pay no heed to my injury. I had a minor incident with one of the Beholders. To think that dog would remain suspicious of me. But no matter. I am here now. It’s already too late for them.”

Frost grit her teeth and opened her mouth.

“… W-what the hell are you even saying? You just lost an eye. Don’t go speaking like that doesn’t matter –!”

Suddenly, Iscario turned to the camera, Snap.

“I can’t do this. Why the fuck are my lines so edgy!?” Iscario broke character once again.

“CUT!”


* * *


“Judge… ment.”

Frost could barely speak with what little air remained in her lungs. The stakes made it impossible to flee or react. She could only watch on in utter hopelessness. It blinked again, each of the golden eyes piecing deeply into her soul as she grit her teeth in torment.

“… I… I came from Earth… Transported here… turned into… a girl… and now… I’m being… judged…?”

Her words were in the form of a bloodied gurgle.


< Decision of One Thousand Juries Pending >


 

< Awaiting Verdict >


 

For what?

Frost did not know.

“I helped… those people… in that village… that everyone abandoned… but in the end… I’m the one… being judged…”

Who did she wrong?

Was she a bad person?

She knew in her heart that her answer was a resounding no. She did nothing to harm anyone, both here and on Earth. So why was she being put through such a hellish tribulation? A trial reserved for only monsters?

These thoughts were only fleeting. The Black Forest grew darker. The only light which came from the eyes of the hideous bird waned with her vision as all went cold.

She was dying.


HP : 3 | 120


Perhaps she was already dead. She did not know herself, only that the pain had finally began to slip away.


HP : 1 | 120


But as all sensation steadily disappeared; a resounding flame burst forth from the bottom of her heart, and from the deepest depths of her soul.

“If… my only… wrong… is living… then I’d rather… be wrong… to the very end!”

“CUT!”

“Huh!? What for!?” Frost exclaimed.

“Nothing. I was just so moved~! Marvelous! Stupendous!” The faceless Director, who wore a mask with a literal ‘D’ falsely wiped a tear.


* * *


Frost could be seen petting the head of the One Thousand Eyed Bird, stroking its beautiful feathered coats as she hummed; “Awww~ Sorry they’re making you play a monster.”

The bird quivered, adoring Frost’s gentle touch. It wanted to rub itself against her, but resisted due to its size. It feared injuring this person, and Frost extended her arms and buried her face into its fur.

“You’re so precious~! Director! Don’t go giving the One Thousand Eyed Bird anymore screen time if it’s going to be evil!”

“It’s ok! We won’t be seeing much of it! Have you read far into the script yet?” D-13 exclaimed, rushing over to Frost like an ecstatic, restless fan. “Frost in the flesh~ So coooool~! Ouch. Ouch! Stop pecking me! Alright – I’ll leave!”

“… Why are all the ‘Corrupted’s so attached to me?” Frost couldn’t help but wonder.


* * *


“Tch. Look what they did to you…” Frost painfully spoke through clenched teeth as she carefully crouched down in front of them, not wishing to startle the poor thing any more than it already was.

Now that she had a closer look, the child was a young, brown-skinned girl of an unknown race.

She had tangled, long pale hair and golden eyes that cut through the darkness like a steady flame. Tiny feathers protruded from certain areas around her body, namely behind her ears which were strange fur-like flaps that reacted to every sound. They were on the sides of her head rather than the top like the others she had seen.

A tail made from fur protruded from the base of her back and was tipped with a feathered bulb. It appeared more like an organ than some sort of accessory. Razor sharp teeth lined the insides of her mouth like that of a shark.

Her left hand had its fingers replaced with blackened, ridged claws. They were heavily weathered with dirt, grit, and dried blood. Frost could only hope that it didn’t originate from somewhere else. Finally, she was draped in ragged cloth made from feathers and hide.

A chimera came to mind, or at least something avian-like given the feathers and talons she possessed. If those races even existed in this world, anyway.

“There’s a big skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!” The girl yelled again as Frost prepared to heal her. “… Papa?”

“CUT!”

“Awwww~! You can’t be calling me that on the set~!” Frost embraced the tiny ‘Jury’, as the real Jury arrived, her tail wagging to clean off the fake blood from their daughter. “Mama.”

“Here. Remember the Script ok?” Jury knelt down, stroking their daughter’s head as the Director patiently waited.

“Weird that you’re not mad at them but when I screw up it’s like the world’s ending.” Iscario complained.

“I’d rather that I live to see this film get made.” The Director gulped at the sight of Jury.

“By the way.” Cer spoke, munching on popcorn. “How do two girls make a baby? Maybe Frost isn’t a girl after all?”

“She definitely is. VFX isn’t going to turn a guy into a girl.” The Director grumbled.


* * *


She felt light-headed. The world seemingly disappeared for a moment before Jury’s voice brought her back.

“Forest?”

“Ah… I’m fine. Sorry for making you worry.” Frost smiled fondly at her, assuring the woman that nothing was wrong. “Let’s mark this place with the other stakes. We’ll leave as soon as I get these feathers on. Tch.”

And as she layered the feathers across the vulnerable parts of her body, she uttered in a hideously low whisper.

“Iscario… I promise that as long as I’m still alive I won’t let anything go your way.”

“CUT!”

“Phew.” Frost sighed, covering her chest and privates. “And Director! This better be censored during post!”

“Hellen’s going to take care of that. No one wants to look at your flat chest anyway –” Jury, who was also featured in the scene, rapidly began to march towards the Director, baring her teeth as Snap zoomed in to capture the footage. “Oh hey – Wait – WAIT – CALL SECURITY –!”

“She is the Set’s security.” Cer stuffed her face with popcorn, taking things slow until it was her turn to be featured.


* * *


Cer, Ber and Res stood side by side, scrambling to fit into Snap’s camera lenses.

“Is this thing on?” Ber tapped on the lens.

“Brrr~!” Snap whined happily.

“Alright. Ahem! Just when you thought the Director couldn’t get any more tight, he got us 3 wolves to play the triplets. I don’t even know her! Or her!” Ber exclaimed, pointing a thumb at the flanking two. “What’s he trying to say!? That all wolves look the same!?”

“But we do look the same.” Res spoke timidly, poking her fingers together.

““AS IF!”” Ber and Res shouted simultaneously, frightening the twin tailed wolfwoman.


* * *


< The Will of the Amalgam has Reached the Second State >


< One Thousand Eyed Bird is the only Corrupted available >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skill of the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


 

Suddenly, the crimson-fogged forest was illuminated by the emphatic light of one thousand golden eyes.

All her invisible eyes had come to her aid, and they banished all shadows with its righteous light.

“W-what is… happening…?”

“Is that… her doing?”

“Her hair it’s… it’s changing.”

“Are we saved…?”

“Frost… you can’t possibly be human. You – what exactly are you…?”

These were but a fraction of the voices that spilled from their parted lips.

Frost stood still as everyone around her reacted as though she was transforming. It was always weird to undergo the manifestations when everything was done in post. A young Ignis rolled a giant, plastic fan on a wheeled contraption to simulate the winds bending to the might of her… ‘powers’.

You know, acting it out kinda ruins the illusion of the film. Frost stumbled upon an epiphany that would forever ruin movies moving forward.


* * *


In the bathing scene, after having huddled with the Demi-human cat girl, they evacuated as Frost screamed that there was a Corrupted. The prop spider plopped into the water as the girl clutched onto the polaroid.

“… this is… a polaroid?” Frost could hardly believe the object she held in her hands. “Wait a second. Is that me!?”

The slippery, square-shaped object even had an image on it. When Jury approached and glanced down at it, she cocked her head and wondered what it was. Then, with a flushed face, Jury swiped the photo and slipped it between her breasts.

“Reshoot!”

“I’ll be the ones making the –!”

“I SAID RESHOOT!” Jury cut the Director off, keeping Frost’s picture for herself.

“… alright. CUT! Snap you 8-legged pervert!”


* * *


“Jury… Um… Er… Listen. I think I’ve missed you a little too much.” Frost spoke uncharacteristically sheepishly, as if she was struggling to find words.

She knew exactly what this throb in her heart was. But she didn’t know how to convey it.

“Mhm. Me too. There were books I read in the Library. Many, many books. I always thought how nice it would have been if you were also there with me. The Archivist showed me one book that I fell in love with.” Jury looked up to the Nexus, and then, stared down at Frost with a beautiful smile.

“Oh? What book was it?”

“That’s a secret~” Jury teased, causing Frost to seem a little… unsatisfied. But that changed when she felt something warm and slightly wet touch her cheek.

“Huh…?” Frost whispered in disbelief.

Jury kissed her. She pecked her and retreated with a small hum, leaving Frost somewhat bewildered as she placed a hand on the freshly damp spot.

“Too bad this is all we can do~” Jury hummed disappointedly.

“Are you really going to go off script because of that?” Frost growled right as Jury seized her hands. “U-Uh… Right here? Er… be gentle, please?”

“Director! Can we rewire the script so I can take Frost now and not in the City of Hearts Arc!? I can’t wait until Wharftow! No? Well too bad –!”

“CUT!”

 

* * *


“You know, where the hell has Iscario been for over 200 sessions?” Frost had to ask.

“Dunno. Iscario’s pretty camera shy.” Carpalis said, munching on an ice cream. “Oooh~ Brain freeze. Hey! Did you get the new Nexus Kart? Heard it’s got all of us in it!”

“I prefer Nexus Brawl.” Frost said with folded arms. “Smashing’s pretty fun.”

“Let’s hope no one takes that out of context.” Carpalis stuck her tongue out cutely.


* * *


In the Wharftow arc, all that could be heard was the constant creaking of a bed coming from Frost’s dressing room.

“… how many times does Jury want to reshoot this scene?” The Director sunk into his seat like a shriveled skeleton.

“She just said ‘yes’.” Cer shrugged. “Snap. Enhance. Use the Xray vision.”


* * *


A Herald took the script in their hands and tore it piece by piece.

“Fuck the Scripts. But I won’t lie. It’s a pretty ingenious way to let us have our lines while in the scene. If you’re watching this, any time you see someone holding a Script just know that they couldn’t be bothered memorizing their lines.”


* * *


These were only some of the shenanigans going on behind the scenes of the grand theatrical that is Nexus Awakened. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must go and continue filming. Until next time! –

– Snap.

            

    
        [April Fools 2023] – A Thousand Years From Now

    
    
    
    
                DISCLAIMER

These chapters are non-canon. They were made for the sole purpose of April Fools.


The surface of Elysia changed over a millennium.

Vast swaths of land and the continents surrounding the ever-standing Nexus were united as a continuous urban sprawl. Concrete buildings of glass rose as though reaching for the boundless heights of the First Advent.

It was the only thing that hadn’t changed in the last thousand years, forever casting a second night upon the world. Some things never changed. Others stood the test of time like the Ateliers. Walking down any sidewalk would show the neon advertisements of fruit flavored drinks made by Inflow Direct, or an impenetrable padlock designed by the Chained Theocracy.

Magic was very well alive as well and was deeply integrated into the lifestyles of countless people throughout the ever-expanding city. The Nex Megalopolis had seen countless iterations of changes and eras of scientific and magical revolution.

Nights shone just as bright as day. The city never slept. Vehicles were strictly kept as public transportation, and for very specific use cases. Legs, prosthesis, wheels – they became the primary method of transportation. With the convenience of the Hyperlink Networks, the Trains, and the design philosophy of the city itself, there was little need for things like cars or planes.

Smiles were everywhere. People were allowed to live in peace from the evil of the Impuritas and the Corrupted. The utopian dream had finally borne fruit, and the nightmares of a thousand years ago were but a thing of the past. But happiness was always subjective. Not everyone could be pleased.

Trouble still did exist, handled by Justica Arms, the judicial body of the expansive city. Oboros Infinitas took care of all sentences and punishments. As for legislation, that fell into the hands of an unnamed regulatory Atelier, who was the righthand body of the mysterious council that oversaw the Nex Megalopolis, the Ateliers, and its people.

These figures were regarded as legends. No one truly knew if they existed. Just like a thousand years ago, legends thrived in the veins of the Nex Megalopolis like blood.

Somewhere in the dark alleyways hidden from the light of the main strips ran a girl. She wasn’t being chased, but even so she ran as though to escape something. She was dressed in black school uniform belonging to an esteemed school of magic. So why was she running?

A downpour began, drenching her clothes as she desperately searched for cover. Down, and deeper into the city she went, reached the humid yet cold recesses that neared the sewers of the Nex Megalopolis. Steam rose from giant pipes, and gutters drained the water rapidly.

Eventually, her legs took her into a dark sewer opening, where she took cover, hyperventilating. Then, in a fit of frustration, she began to kick at it, causing it to ring.

“I – hate – this – city!”

It seemed like a petty outburst, but people reacted in different ways to difficult situations. Even in a utopia people were not free from the woes of the mind.

“Stupid rules! I’m not… I’m not useless!”

In her case, the issue lay with her aspirations, and those who surrounded her and pushed her towards something she despised. It was not an issue unique to the city. Rather, it was case of being burdened by the expectations of others.

She wanted to scream but she couldn’t open her mouth.

“I’m not even good with writing Scripts in the first place! Just because you couldn’t doesn’t mean I should carry on your dreams!” She growled. “… worse when everyone looks at me thinking I’d make a great Herald. Just because I’m a Nilhinid.”

She took a seat onto the rims of the sewer entrance, rain pelting her from above. She sat there, marinating in her frustrations for what seemed like an eternity before the rain seemingly stopped.

“Hello. Is something troubling you?” A voice spoke from beside her, much to her surprise.

The reason why the rain stopped was because this figure had held out an umbrella over her. Shocked, she backed away, frightened by her sudden appearance. But when she saw that the woman wasn’t any larger than herself, she felt relieved.

“Y-you shouldn’t sneak up on someone, lady. Look, imagine I was one of those top graders! Those people react on instinct. Crazy that this city lets schools fight each other.”

“It’s proven to keep people happy. Else we’d turn it against one another.” The woman simply said, her head hiding behind a colorful boquete. “People are powerful in their own right. But they should be free enough to stretch their wings.”

The woman spoke with a certain aura of authority. Her clothes were rather exquisite as well. A black fur coat, with an oddly casual black, buttoned shirt underneath. It ran down past her knees, covering most of her legs which were enveloped in black fabric. From the sheen alone she could tell that they were made from low quality fabric.

She didn’t look particularly strong either. But she was certainly mysterious.

“May I?” The woman asked.

“Well… sure. I guess. What brings you here?” The girl asked, allowing the woman to take a seat.

“I felt like going on a detour. Before meeting up with some old friends. Yourself?”

“Well, I’m kinda frustrated. Hey. Weird question. Do you love this city?”

“Unconditionally.” The woman responded before she could even finish speaking.

“Woah. That was fast!” The schoolgirl exclaimed. “I guess you’re doing what you love, so it’s no wonder you love it. I think?”

“I love my role. But what about you? Pressure from peers?”

“Family, actually.” The girl whispered, touching her smooth, prosthetic hands. They could not be told apart from normal biological limbs, and it was the testament of a bioengineering Atelier’s expertise with the manipulation of flesh and bone.

So in a sense, prosthesis was the wrong choice of words.

“Nilhinids don’t make string, but we can weave them better than anyone out there. You see… and it’s strange blurting this out to someone I just met, but since you’re willing to lend an ear I might as well tell you.” The girl began, and then, she unloaded onto the woman.

Her problems. Her wishes. Her aspirations. Her needs.

The black coated woman keenly listened, absorbing her words like sponge. By the end of it, an hour had seemingly come and go. Realizing this, the girl profusely apologized for holding her up. There was something about the woman that allowed her to just… let it all out.

The woman didn’t seem troubled. Rather, she trembled, then she giggled lightly.

“Sorry. You just reminded me of my old self. Or current self? Who knows. I don’t think you should hate the city because of what your parents think. Our city facilitates all manners of hopes and dreams. When you look up.”

The woman pointed upwards, revealing a sky full of stars as a second night swept by, the rain subsiding. She closed her umbrella, and stored it away into a Dimensional Storage before she plucked a flower from her boquete.

“You see stars that still stand to the test of time. When you look down.” The woman handed her an iris flower. “You’ll find all manners of flowers blossoming in places where the sun doesn’t shine. One thousand years ago people weren’t given the opportunities you have today. Those people fought for it. Some of them dying for that ideal.”

The woman solemnly spoke, stoking the Boquete of strelitzias and chrysanthemums. One was a flower synonymous with freedom, named the ‘birds of paradise’, and the other symbolized death.

Her words struck the girl. It was now her turn to listen.

“It is difficult being a cut above the rest in a population of 73 billion. But I think doing the things that make yourself happy should be prioritized. ‘They’ who sacrificed themselves for this freedom would be sad if you were unhappy in this city they built through blood… sweat, and tears. Flowers don’t bloom near the sewers. But they do bloom in this city.”

The woman suddenly took her leave, leaving the girl behind to simmer in her mystique.

“’They’. Is that still a thing? The Amalgam legend?”

The woman suddenly froze in place, humming:

“I wonder~”

“W-wait. You said you’re going to meet with old friends, right!?” The girl exclaimed, standing up.

“That I did.”

“Since when were graveyards a meet up place? You’re heading towards this district’s burial grounds!” She warned, offering her help.

The woman froze again, looking over her shoulder with golden eyes that glowed like lanterns. She didn’t say another word after that, taking her leave as she carried those flowers, climbing up an array of stairs before she reached the crowded main strip of this city’s district. The girl was left behind, with endless questions about who that person was, as well as a flower to give her the strength she needed to chase her own dreams.

The woman cradled her flowers, moving along the sea of commonality, absorbed in thought. The city was her home, created and shaped by people who thought of people first and foremost. That way, the city itself could shape people in a positive light.

She appeared no more than an ordinary person, but deep down she carried the knowledge of a thousand years, and a thousand more hardships. Losses, sacrifices, but it was all never in vain.

Eventually, she reached a quite place. A vast, gated field where heroes of the past were buried, decorated, and paid tribute. The woman moved through the guards dressed in white and black military garbs. These beings were her personal Stars and Moons, who silently allowed her passage into the forbidden gardens.

Within was a single, golden tree. And underneath it stood the tombstones of people she cherished. They hadn’t aged since the day they were erected.

“… it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Frost slowly spoke, staring fondly at the names of those on the beautiful tombstones.

She herself hadn’t aged a day either. Frost stood there, reminiscing her aging friends, their children, grandchildren…

“One thousand years ago seems like a long time. But it still feels so short for me. It’s surreal, but in a good way. I’m happy that you all found your closures in the end.”

There were many graves, and she placed a flower on every single one of them, uttering their names, greeting them, and reminiscing of their past endeavors. Without them, Elysia would have long fallen into ruin.

By the end of it, she returned to the pathway, staring down at a particular tombstone.

“… but there’s no one I’ll miss the most than you.” She politely whispered.

Then, suddenly –

“But not me~?” A woman hummed as a lovely warmth enveloped her.

“Jury~!” Frost rubbed her cheek against her lover’s. “You came this time. You’re not busy keeping everyone in line anymore?”

“It gets busier the more technologies get pulled from the Eternal Library. That makes… over 60 Ateliers now. Mmm!”

“There, there… You’ve been working hard, huh. I guess I’m spoiling you tonight~ Wait. What about the others?” Frost asked before a fully grown Ignis appeared, dressed in a laboratory coat as though she had only just finished work.

“Sorry! We had a breakout earlier! What did I miss!?” She exclaimed, her voice as beautiful as it was a thousand years ago. “Hehehe. Any room for me!?”

“Of course!”

“C’mere!”

They embraced, reunited at last. Due to the size of the city, their responsibilities had kept them rather busy for some time. But now, they were free to see each other at last.

Even though it was only just a week of absence.

Then, they heard the sound of squeaky wheels approach.

“Heh. Got room for this granny?”

A wheelchair-bound Cer said, speaking in a croaky voice. She was far larger than she was in the past, and it was frankly a miracle that she managed to live for so long. Her face was full of wrinkles, and she was still dressed in the same black suit.

“… Cer…” Ignis whispered, a little sad to see her in such a state.

Frost and Jury on the other hand glanced at one another and walked towards the Cer.

“Thanks… I can’t walk at all anymore. Mah body’s staring to bite the dust.” She croakily spoke, touching Frost’s hand. “W-woah! I-I can suddenly – Woaaaah! I can walk again!” She shouted with jubilation, standing from her wheelchair.

“… I didn’t even heal you. Can you take off that mask now?” Frost sighed, although she did find it quite humorous.

“Please Cer?” Jury asked.

“Tch. So the crippled Cer prank didn’t work out.” Cer grumbled, removing the wrinkled mask as she slapped her endowed chest. Indeed. Cer was no longer a pipsqueak as she used to call herself. She had become a fully grown wolfwoman. “Tadaaa~!”

And it wasn’t just her.

“I told you it wouldn’t work out!” Ber cried, rushing up with a similar adult form, wearing a dress and possessing long, flowing locks.

“Idiots. You know I can’t run that fast!” Res, who was perhaps the most developed struggled to keep up. “They got my sizes wrong!” Both she and Ber had flipped their hairstyles. Hers was kept short, and she preferred boyish clothes, whereas Ber enjoyed basking in her femininity.

Cer was still Cer. Although –

“Want a status report? Or is this the wrong time?” She had become highly reliable when it came to guarding the Nexus. Even in this utopian world there were still all manners of trouble. The triplets, particularly Cer, were essentially its security force.

Kind of like Frost’s personal Cerberus.

And it wasn’t just them who arrived. A certain golden spider rapidly trotted towards them, carrying a certain figure that immediately caused their eyes to light up.

“Snap! Nav!” Ignis widely waved, a smile brimming on her face.

“So you’re here too, huh!” Cer raised a thumb. “Dunno why, but I keep thinking you’re all metal under the hood.”

“Huh!? She’s as human as Frost!” Ber exclaimed.

“That’s not saying much.” Res sighed.

Her figure was as lovely as ever, and as Snap stopped by them, Frost and Jury simultaneously offered their hand to their precious friend.

These were the same pair of hands that had always been there for her.

A thousand years was a short time for a machine. But Nav, even though her figure could not be seen properly, smiled for she cherished every moment of this long life. From the hardship to the perseverance, from the hopes and their despairs.

And following Snap was an ensemble of the Archetypes.

“Bzzzt! Brrr!” (This was a future worth fighting for!).

Indeed. Elysia had become an irreplaceable home for countless.

And they couldn’t be any happier.
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                [Inferno].

Her body moved on its own. Something deep within her heart snapped as flames suddenly consumed her gloved hands like blazing wicks. Punching, biting, and trampling over the unwashed scum that took pleasure in devouring the innocent could not do their sins justice.

They needed to be cleansed with fire. Erased from the face of this world with a heat that would not even leave their ashes behind. Her hands up to her elbows were smeared by these flames as they trickled onto the floor and began to slither like serpents.

“Don’t leave a single one of them left standing.” Frost ordered, her boots cracking the earth as the Syndicate members watched their group with growing warry, feeling her heat suddenly rain down upon them. “

Every smirk, every disgusting smile, and every ounce of confidence they had was burnt straight off them. It became clear that they had no idea who their opponent was, and before any of them could prepare to face off with Frost’s eager group –

– [Electric Lance].

Res preemptively fired an electric beam straight into the heart of their collective. The ionized air smelt of ozone as residual crackles of electricity caused those within the vicinity of the beam to curl up into themselves. If the electricity did not kill them on the spot, then they were permanently rendered as prisoners of their paralyzed bodies.

“Now you’re speaking out language!” Cer, sending electric bites far ahead.

Plumes of dust quickly enshrouded the world. The barrier completely broke all line of sight as Frost threw herself straight into the fray, her flames following like an oil slick leading a wildfire.

Explosions went off somewhere behind the smokescreen. Her speed blasted the clouds away as her flames quickly spread across the entire banquet table, incinerating each of these lowly level 70 Syndicate members by mere proximity alone. Frost’s flames, however controllable they were, emitted a heat that she could unfortunately not control, leading to several deaths of those impaled and pickled.

Those only just licked by the flames were then assaulted by innumerable Cinder Stacks, causing them to rush around as an ethereal flame encased them. The manic screams of the cannibals were, much to her dismay, such a pleasant sound.

“What the –!?”

“FIRE! FIRE! I’M ON FIRE!”

“IT BURNS! SOMEONE – PUT IT OUT! I CAN’T PUT IT OUT!”

“I’M ROLLING! I’m ROLL –!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH! JUST LET THE FIRE KILL ME ALREADY!”

Not matter whether they doused themselves with water, ran or rolled into the dirt – that fire was not something they could possibly remove. It was the same kind of agony she endured when she clutched Ignis’ as the Scorched Girl. From their flesh down to their very souls – all was eaten by her cleansing flame.

Jury arrived quickly after, finishing them off with the tip of her tail which crushed their bodies into several pieces. The sheer kinetic power caused the ground to quake as several more explosions shook the air.

Cannons along the lines of the fortress opened fire upon them, sending a barrage of harpoons. Frost launched herself forward, easily maneuvering through them. Even the Righteousness’ spines were faster.

This was where Cer, Ber and Res showcased yet another one of their abilities.

Static Defense.

A naturally generating electrical barrier surrounded them at all times. Their Galvanic Blood allowed this invisible shield to defend them from most projectiles, save for those that lacked conductivity.

The pelting harpoons were instantly left frozen in mid-air as massive sparks exploded like fireworks.

“Heh. Ancient weaponry. Gotta say, those are some nasty barbs!” Cer commented, poking at the tip of one of the metal harpoons.

The object trembled in her palms as she handed it over to Ber, where it began to sporadically move within her grasp as if struggling to break free. In the meantime, Ignis went to work accumulating biomass from the freshly fallen, all the while lamenting the suffering of those around her, silently uttering apology after apology.

“Focus. The fortress is massive, but it won’t be a problem. Let them hit us with whatever they have! Just focus on destroying whatever’s holding it over the fault line!” Res commanded succinctly, eliminating the cannons along the wooden fortresses’ battlements.

The nearby wood was instantly set alight and was charred beyond recognition.

“Whatever’s holding it up, yeah!?” Ber brandished the harpoon, holding it with both hands over her shoulder like a rocket propelled grenade. Or, and RPG for short. “WATCH YOUR HEAD FROST! YOU’VE GOT A SPECIAL FRIEND COMING YOUR WAY!”

Her voice ripped through the chaos, causing Frost’s to turn back just in time to watch an impossibly fast jolt of lightning pass by her face, slicing a few strands of her hair. The sealed drawbridge instantly shattered as the bolt cleaved straight through the entirety of the fortress.

The dust reacted with residual sparks, creating miniature clouds of highly volatile lightning. A column of earth was upheaved due to the attack, and Frost’s ears rang lightly.

“A FUCKING RAILGUN!? You had that all along!?”

“Metal plus electricity plus me equals one hell of a punch! How does that compare to your Double Punch! C’mon, how do you like that, Frost!? That’s my version of Res’ Electric Lance – Justica Arms style!”

“That is ingenious for a wolf with only a single braincell. A walking railgun… Conductive material does all manners of mysterious things in extreme circumstances.”

It packs one hell of a punch. I can see right through to the other end. Ber’s much brighter than she thinks, by the way!

“Remarkably so. Frost. Remember, your emotions will continue to heighten. Soon you will hit the Second State. Justica Arms will begin their move if you –”

Nav…

A large gap separated her from the main segment of the suspended fortress. She only needed to leap across the land straight into the hole provided generously by Ber. Her superhuman feats had stopped awing her, for they had become second nature.

Her flames carved through multiple levels as she dragged them through like a blade as she ran straight through the walls, rather than navigating through them. Like an unstoppable train, she ploughed through searching for the throne room where the Head Eater awaited. The muffled screams intensified. Pickled jars and skinned, breathing people surrounded her in this hellhole.

Frost grinded her teeth as she silently promised to return to them. She did not leave them with the Unlying Tablets. Prolonging their suffering would only bring herself and them much despair.

Deep from the bottom of her heart, her emotions bubbled up to her throat as she shouted her true intentions at Nav.

“I never intended to hold out until we found solid evidence! I’m willing to risk everything just to have them mobilize ahead of time! If there’s anyone’s that going to have the guts to take responsibility, then it’ll be me! SO LET THEM BLAME IT ALL ON ME FOR ALL I CARE!”

“You could say they can blame it on ‘the Will of the Amalgam’.” Nav managed to sneak in a pun as Frost burst through a kitchen, rampaging through its wooden counters as utensils melted at the mere proximity of her flames.

She could only imagine how much more powerful she’d be if she equipped the Iron Candle.

The structure began to shake, and after various twists and turns, she eventually burst forth a set of sealed doors using Thermal Propagation. The resulting explosion sent shrapnel straight into the other side, shredding the rallied Syndicate members within a putrid throne room made almost entirely from rotting wood, blood and human remains.

“It’s the Black –!”

“Already –!?”

“W-Wasn’t she supposed to still be outsi –!?”

Frost only needed to drag her flames around like a giant blade, immediately rendering all one hundred rallied members. A lone, red-haired woman who sat amusedly atop her fleshy and bone throne clapped at the spectacle, completely disregarding just how much danger she was in.

Rather, she was impressed by Frost’s feat. While there was a tinge of fear in her crimson eyes, there was an obnoxious overconfidence that irritated Frost to the core.
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*Clap*

*Clap*

*Clap*

She continued to clap, the sound reverberating through the rumbling walls of the fortress. Her trusted halberd rested beside her, and her tunic made from grafted human flesh barely covered her bare skin. Not than it mattered at all.

A small distortion in space appeared beside Frost’s head as she opened the Dimensional Storage and sorted through until she took hold of a firm stick.

“Didn’t think we’d be up against a fire Color. Just like the Red Barron and his big encumberin’ blade of flames. So. Yer here. Angry. Full of vitriol. Ahaha! Meanin’ you’ve had a look at the gift I left out for ya –!”

*Shatter*

Frost could not care less about what she had to say. What mattered more was her silence. A single shot from her Justica Longarm had penetrated straight through her throat, leaving her gargling as she clutched at it in a futile attempt to save herself.

She then approached the woman, who slumped into her seat, but never showed any signs of resistance much to Frost’s surprise.

“Normally you’d be begging for mercy. Crying. Wanting to live. But I’m guessing you’ve eaten that Seed, meaning you still haven’t used up all your cards.” Frost slowly spoke, her voice desperately trying to remain composed as her flames eventually disappeared.

But she allowed the fortress to continue smoldering, much like her enraged heart.

“Level 99. And you need that Seed to get even stronger? All this greed… all this misery all for your selfish wants... Fuck you. Go burn in whatever fucked up afterlife you believe in.” Frost scowled, dragging the woman up by the hair and taking a massive bite straight out of her face, instantly killing her.

What remained was a head that appeared like an ice-cream scoop. Frost would have adored slowly killing her, but it was far more efficient to just put them down as fast as she could. It was anticlimactic, and the body slumped underneath her like old rags, bleeding from every pore.

“… that’s it? This is what they’ve been trying to lure me in for? Nav. What’s my Nex like?” Frost asked, wondering how much Nex was taken from her.

“It has barely increased despite entering the First State. Something is sapping your generated Nex.”

“Something stronger than the Nex Accumulator?” Frost wondered out loud, crouching over the woman as she began to rummage through her apparel, finding nothing.

Then, as the fortress suddenly shifted downwards, she plunged hand straight into the woman’s stomach, searching for a seed. However, before she could even react – Something within clasped at her hand, attempting to drag her closer.

“What the –!?”

Suddenly, their section of the fortress shattered, and she plummeted over several hundred meters down into the dark chasm beneath. Logs showered, plunging themselves into the earth like stakes as they began to pile up above her.

“That fortress is going to come down any time now… Fuck… What about all the people up there?” Frost spoke to herself as she felt an odd presence just beyond the piles of logs.

Something was awry. Something sifted alongside her as the sound of flesh and cracking bones caused her to take immediate action. She incinerated everything around her, as well as pulverized the stacked logs with Thermal Propagation until the chasm was in view again.

Then, she saw it.

Or rather, her.

“Nav… What the fuck am I looking at? Her corpse is moving on its own…”

“I’m still picking up her status. For whatever reason, she has yet to perish. Frost… In that state she’s invulnerable. While undergoing her transformation.”

“Transformation!? Into what!?” Frost cried, rushing into the animated corpse, which stood up before it was suddenly enshrouded with a dark light.

A beam of darkness was fired into the air. It cut through the grey fog, leaving a temporary gap that quickly sealed itself off as Frost’s senses numbed momentarily. She could not even look into the dark light. But even so, she continued to attack in its general direction, and much to her dismay, she felt the impervious barrier that the One Thousand Eyed Bird possessed in between its phases.

Something was terribly wrong, and the only culprit was the Seed she possessed.

Suddenly, Nav flashed her a prompt as soon as it all subsided.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The Head Eater Has Undergone an incomplete Corruption Event >


 

“Aaaaaahhhh… So, I didn’t die after all! I was hearin’ all sorts of bullshit out of you one-sidedly, fuckin’ Color.” From the ruins emerged a figure with a head entirely comprised of curved teeth.

In fact, its entire head was a mouth akin to that of an angler fish’s, and her body had grown slightly larger, with muscles that contracted as something squirmed underneath her flesh. Frost was left in utter disbelief. Not only had this woman undergone a Corruption Event, but she had also failed it.

And as a consequence of this –


 

< The Head Eater Has Become an Impuitas >


– She realized that the Impuritas were the bridge between the living and the Corrupted.

The incomplete selves as the Bloody Herring put it.

“Shocked. Can’t say a thing? Cannibal got ya tongue? Haha! Lemme teach you a thing or two about us, miss who comes from those green pasture up there! Cause down here, it’s an eat or be eaten world! Let’s figure out who’s got the better maw!” Her mouth extended widely, splitting like the mouth of a venus flytrap.

She had truly become exactly what her namesake was… Head Eater.
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< This Seed is far more dangerous than we initially believed! >

            

    
        217. The Venus Flesh Trap

    
    
    
    
                “The Seeds transform people into Impuritas… An imperfect version of themselves. What a fucking disgrace.” Frost adorned her disdain as she spat with rabid vitriol.

Her irises flared unexpectedly like the headlights of a truck; the golden lights appearing like a pair of seeds to the eyeless woman. Somehow, despite this flaw in her physiology, the woman noticed this flash as a tendril left her mouth. The tipped barb struck her embedded halberd free from the rubble, flipping it into the air and catching it with a single flick of her arm.

Neither of them attacked. Their standoff was charged with equal amounts of shock and a fervent desire to obliterate one another, but there was a subtle desire to understand where each other’s heart laid. Frost for one was at a loss for words having witnessed an abominable, irreversible transformation.

Screams of those further along the fault line were silenced by Frost’s psyche. The inquisitive side of her yearned to understand the psychology behind the Impuritas, even if it was driven by some object. On the other hand, the Head Eater… No, the Venus Flesh Trap – the woman with no proper name – Stared at Frost as though she had already claimed victory.

“Ain’t it nice to find out that at least one promise here of all places was fulfilled. Shocked at what I am? Didn’t ya know – the Seeds here give power! I feel… almost perfect. Feelin’ all these emotions drivin’ within, finally havin’ its moment to burst out like a crumblin’ dam. Ah- Ahahahaha!” The Venus Flesh Trap spoke in a twisted voice that failed to resemble her original’s in every capacity. It was so alien to Frost that it was as though she spoke a separate language.

“What’s so good about become stronger when you’ve irreversibly turned yourself into a monster?” Frost, despite her hatred, sincerely asked, yearning to grasp at some semblance of sensibility, but instead, the woman laughed again, suddenly swiping at the air as if to test her newfound strength.

Logs shattered and rolled downhill as more of the fortress collapsed all around them.

“’Monster?’ Ain’t that unfair of ya to be callin’ a fellow person a monster when all I ever wanted was to live? What’s with that prejudice? That contemptuous worldview. Aaaaaaahhh. Wanna slice yer up and turn your bones into a juicy stock, but yer don’t really seem to understand anythin’ at all. More than anythin’, you’re the monster here!”

“Losing your humanity. Your Origin’s changed entirely. Like heart, like body – You’ve become something so despicable that I’m not even sure you even realize it.” Frost argued, feeling a gaze from somewhere beyond that unworldly form of hers. “So that’s what an Impuritas really is. A reflection of themselves. The Seed just draws it out, and sprouts whatever diseased ‘heart’ you have in there.”

Suddenly, the end of her crimson halberd was pressed against Frost’s throat. In the woman’s mind she had every advantage over Frost, reveling in her might which she falsely believed rivalled even a Color. Unbeknownst to her was that her level was far inferior to a Color in the first place.

The only reason Frost did not retaliate was because she desired to hear this woman talk. But of course, there was always another way to make her mouth move if she refused to comply.

“You really know how to get on people’s nerves, Black Dove. What that’s allegory for? The opposite of a healer? I took the Seed and ate it. That’s all there is to it, and now I’m just like any one of you crazed Colors. Strong enough to kill. Strong enough to finally break these chains holdin’ us low lives down in these slums. People like us wanna survive too.”

“So do the people you kill. Your point? Do you even hear the hypocrisy you’re spouting?” Frost spat.

“Only a Color can get away with that kinda attitude in this world. Yer ain’t that different from the Red Barron that pillaged and annihilated us over in Grandis. Then those hand-severing Demi-human fuckers that messed with people just wantin’ no trouble… I can see it now. You’ve been raised in one of those golden cities, huh?” The head of the halberd dug into Frost’s neck, but much to the woman’s surprise, not a single drop of blood fell. In fact, the blade hadn’t even penetrated her skin.

“… And the only way you can survive is to feed off each other? Prolonging their suffering just for what? To enhance the flavor?” Frost suddenly snapped her jaws shut, shattering the weapon in a single bite as her emotions bellowed the longer, she listened to this woman.

But she was not going to let her die that easily. It would be a shame to let her perish after the suffering she had caused, and besides, there was still much she wished to learn.

“Tch – Like I said – It’s an eat or be eaten’ WORLD!” The woman’s head split open as she lunged for Frost, aiming to snap her head clean off. “What’s a Color with wings like you going to know about the people down here beneath the grey clouds!?”

“Nothing – But I’m not so twisted to turn a blind eye like everyone up there on their fucking ivory towers!” Frost unceremoniously smashed her fist into the gaping maw of her foe, allowing her teeth to snap shut along her arm.

It did zero damage. Not even her feathers were bothered by the serrated teeth, which dragged along her arm as the Venus Flesh Trap suddenly went flying further down the fault line, colliding with a large boulder. It shattered upon impact, sending lethal fragmentation in all directions.

The ground around Frost’s footing shattered simultaneously.

What she had used was Magnitude, meaning the total damage she dealt was only 1,440 after taking into account the 80% reduction of her total ATT and the ATT DEF of her foe. Additionally, the environmental damage caused by the boulder was an added 1,000.


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 21,060


Not that the HP mattered to begin with. Frost, wielding her blazing flames once more, pushed forth and began to douse the shattered remains with Liquid Fire. The gelatinous slurry engulfed the dazed woman before she began screaming hysterically.

“YER JUST LIKE THE RED BARRON! I AM NOT GOIN’ TO LET A COLOR LIKE YOU TAKE ME DOWN AFTER EVERYTHIN’ I’VE BUILT!” Despite her horrible wounds, she left the slurry and charged headfirst at an oncoming Frost.

Her barb stabbed Frost’s chest multiple times but to no avail as though she was made from an entirely impervious material. On the other hand, Frost grabbed the length of the barb and drew her straight into her punches like a yoyo.

[Goodnight].

[Goodnight].

[Goodnight].

[Goodnight].

This, combined with her Dream Shatter’s effect that cleansed all Torpidity stacks inflicted onto the target meant that it was impossible for her to render this woman unconscious. So long as Frost battered like a disfigured boxing bag, then she could know no rest until the sweet embrace of death.

“I REACH MY FULL POTENTIAL AND THIS IS HOW IT GOES DOWN! Must be nice havin’ strength as second nature! For people like us – WHAT’S A LITTLE SACRIFICE TO WANNA LIVE!? This body of mine is more human than whatever you are, Color! If you could devour a Seed and feel this rush – this sensation of ever contentment and endless emotional hunger – then you’d understand – AUUUUUGHHHHHH!”


Ignis suffered after she became a Corrupted…


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 15,000


Calfasio despaired and never made it out.

Still holding onto the length of her fleshy barbed tongue, she swiftly spun twice and threw her against the walls of the gorge. A sonic boom exploded the moment Frost let her free, and she travelled over a 50 meters before she was left embedded into the rocky cliff face. A seismic crater surrounded her as rocks, logs and debris showered all around them. By now most within the fault line had disappeared into carved homes and caves within the walls themselves.

The cracks of the crater drew a surrealistic star – the only star ever to be seen beneath all the grey.


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 8,000


Aster and the star-aspiring children wept to become the stars they’ve only heard by name.

“Are you telling me that their Corrupted selves are their perfect personas? None of them became an Impuritas. Instead, they were cursed to become something worse, and yet that’s the aspiration of all you dregs parading yourselves behind a heart…” Frost monologued, her emotions creeping along her body as it began to take control of her. “Want to live… I don’t know why… but that – that sort of excuse pisses me off. I don’t why, but every part of me wants to burst out in flames!”

Her body reacted as though out of instinct. It was not wrath, nor judgement. Rather, she felt sorrowful, yet spiteful at the same time. She could not put her finger on the emotion. Somehow, it felt as though something untapped had been unraveled within her.

A door was being pried open from within the depths of her soul, and she felt every creak of it reverberate in her chest.

“Eat or be eaten. Can’t be helped. Want to live…”

“… Frost. The Archivist… implores that you calm down.”

“What does she know to tell me to calm down!?” Frost, in a fit of rage, caused a tidal wave of flames to sweep across the gorge, reducing the stray logs to ashes, and the falling rocks into orange, glowing orbs.

“Your book is steadily growing hot. She recalls pieces of your anguish, though unclear. Like through tinted lenses, there is little that can be described. It’s unknown why you are reacting so strongly to this all of a sudden.”

“I’ve always been like this. Right now I just have an avenue to vent… Being stuck inside of this hellhole of a City’s fishing it all out. I’m surprised I haven’t turned into an Impuritas or a Corrupted myself seeing how fucking easy it is when you boil it all down.” Frost scathingly spoke through clenched teeth as she dashed for the brutally mauled Venus Flesh Trap, who despite being completely outmatched, continued to struggle.

Again, they exchanged blows but Frost was the only one to come out on top. Fist after fist, blow after blow –The woman’s HP rapidly dropped.


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 2,100


“Tramplin’ on everythin’ we’ve built up because it’s so wrong! You’ve never spent a living day like us! Since the get go – Since the day we could see the grey skies we’ve been scavengin’ just to live!” The Venus Flesh Trap cried, never frowning nor allowing herself to break. “That piece of cloth – Lucky you to even have the sponsored blessing of a big Atelier! The Missionary was with you all along!”


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 1,000


Her demeanor was admirable. But Frost was not going to let her die just yet. Grasping onto her throat, she dragged the woman along the walls of the fault line as the black particles of Grand Healing V engulfed her. The stack of Severe Burn and Cinder caused the Venus Flesh Trap’s body to glow with cracks of red as though her soul was set alight.

In that instant she realized just how much of an abnormality Frost was, and she could not help but to laugh.

“Healer with black hair! Ahahahaha! Ya really are what your namesake is! Black Dove. What kind of a fucked allegory is that!? A violent antipole of those healers! Nothing about you is normal – But – Everything else is just like any other that’s dragged us through the unshoveled shit of our OUTSKIRTS AND GRANDIS!”

Grand Healing V increased the woman’s HP by an additional 25%, causing her total HP pool to rise to 29,375. This was insignificant in the grand scheme of things, and did nothing other than allow the Venus Flesh Trap to take a heavier beating.

[Dismissed Confession]

Whilst this caused her great agony as she bombarded her with an array of Confession stacks, causing her mouth to move far more than usual. Gravel and dirt fell into the woman’s mouth, drowning her before Frost moved to the ground and dragged her forth down the length of the fault line, hearing the heartbeats beyond become louder.

“You know nothin’ about the struggle! Nothin’ about our climb! Every day we’re all beggin’ to see just a piece of a star past all the smoke! Then you come in here and try to take it all away – Take our piece of whatever stars fall from the skies!”

Her body began to gradually change. The split that separated her maw went further down to her body as her legs slowly turned to roots. Her body was still mostly human, but to call it human anymore was an insult of the highest degree.

Nav! She’s changing –!


< The Venus Flesh Trap’s emotions are heightening >


 

< The Seed is germinating. The longer this goes on, the more her heart will devour her >


 

< This is the price they pay to use such a power >

            

    
        218. Another Point in Civilization

    
    
    
    
                “You’re right. I know I don’t know a single fucking thing. But if it’s your right to live, then the same goes for everyone else… No matter what, there’s taboos that shouldn’t be broken. Eating flesh… even I’ve dabbled in it! But unlike you – I’ve never once done it because I enjoyed it!” Frost threw her forward, and just before she moved out of reach, Frost punched her and used Thermal Propagation to send her flying faster than ever before.

Her body flailed in the wind, splitting like a peeled banana as she collided with the ground, scooping the bedrock into her gaping maw. The scars of the gorge were numerous, and terrified eyes watched from within the safety of their caves, tents, and whatever boulder they could find.

“You’re condemnable. Nothing about you is redeemable. I frankly don’t give a fuck about your sob story. Your upbringing… It doesn’t change the fact that you’ve tormented these people all your life!” Frost cried, but deep down she knew that if it weren’t for all of this… this disastrous place they called the City of Spades, or Grandis – then no one would have had to resort to any of this.

“That’s it, huh!? Judgement… Justice… you’re more crazier than I thought!” The woman gurgled, vomiting the mass of soil aside, her barbed tongue vibrating as if hit by an electric current.

They had travelled so far into the gorge that Frost had no idea where they currently were. Behind the woman was a long slope that led directly into S4. Spires of tall structures were overrun by a blanket of red webs as giant, fleshy balls akin to the Plague Heart in Divas Pass littered the desolate landscape like the spores of a shroom.

The backdrop caused Frost to freeze in place, all the while the Venus Flesh Trap’s roots suddenly locked her into the earth, her emotions heightening far past than what her body could handle.

“You’re from one of those big old cradles of civilization like Atlas! Never had anything to fear! Never had anything to worry about, so you can spout that nonsense! There ain’t nothing more poisonous – More rending than ‘righteousness’! YOU are the most dangerous of all calling yourself right in a world where we can only live with wrongs just to be left alone!”


< Her emotions have reached the equivalent of the First State >


 

< … for future reference, I will announce these milestones as ‘States’. Much like yours >


 

< The Venus Flesh Trap Has Entered the First State >


 

What happens to her now?

“Nothing. It is obvious that her body cannot withstand that seed, and it is devouring her as I’ve mentioned.”

How do you know that Nav? How can you possibly know all of this when you’ve also known so little about them? Is it the Archivist?

Frost approached the festering woman, whose body had almost been completely turned to a plant. Aside from her hands and general shape, there was little semblance of a human being. In fact, she was more like a plant that mimicked a human rather than the other way around.

There was silence for the first time in what felt like an eternity. Her footsteps failed to produce a noise as the symphony of heartbeats died off. Frost stood meters away from the woman and gazed into the invisible glare within her maw.

Then, Nav finally answered.

“… No. It is the Arbiter. That Seed comes from the Advent – the Garden of Paradise. The Apple is but one byproduct of its trees, and the seeds are derived from these Apples…”

The Bloody Herring worshiped a golden garden within the Triple Paw Complex. He was infatuated by them. Little did we know that it was a recreation of an Advent…

“The Advent of Judgement. It appears to be able to create Impuritas at will.”

And Corrupted as well. I’m willing to bet my life on it.

“That is up for debate. But it is a debate I am siding with you. Neither can I see it any other way. Advents possess the power to significantly alter the world…”

As if it wasn’t already fucked up. That Apple would be one hell of an incentive to join Iscario considering the Impuritas seek to become Corrupted.

Frost neared the Second State. Her mind had contorted enough. She reached out a hand to the woman and attempted to heal her. To cleanse this all away but to no avail. She didn’t know why she tried. Death was the only outcome for her, but even so, she could not help but to pity the woman.

“What crimes did I commit!? Just to be able to live a lil’ longer!? Is that what a crime is to ya!? Must be nice being from up there! You never had your limbs torn off and beaten down by em’. Havin’ to live in fear of being turned to paste! Never had someone take yer hands all because you did nothin’ wrong! Just because you were human!” The Venus Flesh Trap spoke in a squeamish voice, right before a head suddenly emerged from its maw.

That head belonged to the Head Eater. It was a much younger version of herself. An adolescent, with beautiful black hair and crimson eyes. It wept, and the plant savored her tears, using it as nourishment.

“Then you got us working with the henchmen of the Authors! Better this than to get turned into a fucking book! I’d rather die a monster than have what’s left of me turned into a book! Was it my fault I was born into a blemished life!?”


< The Venus Flesh Trap Has Entered the Second State >


 

< The amount of Nex she is generating is unbelievable. The Seed takes priority before your Nex Accumulation Ability. I cannot believe it myself… >


 

“… No one ever chooses where they’re born. I understand that.” Frost grit her teeth as the Venus Flesh Trap then began to rapidly lose HP. Slowly but surely, she began to slip down the slope, to which Frost quickly followed.

It was as though she was trying to escape but in reality – It was the ground that moved her.

An allegory of the Head Eater’s life. Like the plant she took after, she was forever rooted into the unforgiving earth, nourished by things she could not choose.


< Isn’t it tragic, honored friend? She could have easily become a Corrupted by now. But the curse of being an Impuritas has caused this to happen >


 

This prompt was not made by Nav.

This was the Arbiter speaking to her directly.


< Overloaded emotions. Overfilled wells tend to spill. A clay pot cannot grow a tree without breaking >


 

“… I don’t remember my own upbringing. I can’t remember even a percent of my past. But I guarantee you that no matter what happened to me I would never have stooped to your level.” There was no room for forgiveness in Frost’s heart. Soon, people began to move from the depths of S4 up towards them in strides. Those people turned a blind corner, their animals and mounts galloping in the hundreds.

The Venus Flesh Trap’s mouth opened, and its barbed tongue began to whip the air at the scent of fresh meat.

“Running away from the Solemn Paw… we found ourselves here in Brandar. Do you know how much we suffered? Violence… on violence. No one can talk to one another.” The woman lamented, still struggling to live despite her condition.

Frost took out her Atelier Item – Die Agnosis and placed it against her. Nothing happened, however. She had to wonder just what circumstance would allow her Atelier Item to function.


Venus Flesh Trap | HP: 12,000


“… Ya think I was born like this? Wantin’ to eat people? I love it… but I hated watching my own pa feed me his fingers just to see me grow up. Like sharks I ate my sibblin’s. Just to survive. And now… this is all how it ends? Aha… Hahahaha…. Haha… The Seed never changed a thing. I never achieved what I wanted to be. Blinded by all this strength I never realized that I’d become so hideous.”

Frost incinerated the barb before it could do any damage as a parade of desperate people rushed by, unaware of how close they were to being slaughtered by this. The panic melded with the heartbeats, and before long as they continued to slide downwards, she began to hear an eerie sobbing.


HP: 8,000


“But it got me here. Livin’… Until you ‘rightful’ Color came along… razin’ everythin’ down. Tramplin’ on us like we nothing more than blades of grass.”

But this did not come from the Venus Flesh Trap. It came from somewhere far below.

The wood began to rot, and it then carried Frost’s flames as she grasped onto its separated heads, mashed them together and prepared to take one final bite. Fearing that her soul may be connected with Scarlet Logic, she took every precaution to erase her soul.

There could be no redemption.


HP: 1,000


“… if I was born into those golden cities up there, then maybe I would’ve been a better flower. No regrets… But you? I can tell that you’ve been seeded in a place just as worse. Not knowin’ where you were born… could it be that you’re so ashamed – so afraid that you’ve blocked it aaaaalll out?”

Her final words were not like Leitmotif’s or the Bloody Herring. She did not beg, and she fought all the way to the bitter end. It was her last offense against Frost, who was the only person in her life that could not be moved by violence.

Language on the other hand…

“… Even if I did remember, it wouldn’t change a single fucking thing.” Frost took one great bite and devoured her, feasting on the plant-like material, where flesh and blood ran within its stems and roots.

There was nothing to gain other than her stats. There was no Seed, and neither were there any Abilities. The sound of whimpering grew stronger as the earth finally came to a stop. People obediently avoided her like the plague as she stood still, simmering in the bitter afterglow of her encounter.

“… Nav… There’s so much about me I still don’t know. People call me violent. They tell me to be careful. But I frankly don’t care about what I was… because this is who I am… This me is the only me I care about.” Frost said aloud to mentally reaffirm her sense of unwavering identity.

The world seemingly moved in slow motion. People ran with frightened faces. Somewhere at the blind turn she was met with blue that contrasted the red world of S4. An urban scape similar to H9 sprawled S4, save their structures were far larger. Each building appeared like a prison and was highly angular with square roofs and unpainted décor.

It was drab, and the Crimson Hunger painted it all in red like S4 was a giant canvas.

But somewhere down there, amidst the heartbeats, was a blob of blue and the quiet sobbing of a girl. Frost knew this was the source of their terror, and so, she followed it until finally leaving the fault line.

Are the others ok?

“Perfectly fine. Although, Ber has been highly fixated on the severed hands and several mirrors. A few have come to recognize the triplets as well. Not by appearance, but by their eye color and the pattern of their tail.”

People ran away from Grandis into Brandar long ago to escape the Solemn Paw. With them being Raoul’s sisters… I think that only makes sense. The cycle of violence goes both ways in Grandis, huh… And people won’t stop getting caught in between.

Frost could no longer tell if that weeping was hers or someone else’s. The same for the heartbeats. She was so close to entering the Second State, but before that –


< The First State Has Manifested as Civilization >


 

– Frost was so fed up with the suffering that she contemplated annihilating S4 where it stood. But that sobbing stopped her. Before long, she found herself traversing an oddly blue, derelict place that was completely different from the structures of S4.

It was oddly modern. Modern meaning that it appeared like the concrete towers from Earth. But they were also rather strange. There were no windows, and their design was highly simplistic compared to what she was used to on Earth.

Somehow, this place felt familiar.

The weeping eventually led her towards a crossroads, where neon signs of various playing card suits pointed in every direction. All save for the clubs, which was clutched in the hand of a formless, shadowy girl.

A page with a flaming crown replaced the sign of the club as the girl sat on her knees in the center, uttering nonsensical words.


< “No one ever listens to us…” >


 

< “Left alone in this world that tramples us. Directionless. I can’t make my choice…” >


 

< “I clutch this forbidden courage to fight my cowardice. But in the end, I am just another brick in the wall.” >


 

< “Does no one want to see what’s happening to us?” >


 

That entity was a Corrupted.

One that resonated deeply with Frost and the Archivist.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< TRICKLE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET BECKONS >


 

Trickle…?

“I’m surprised as well. A Trickle Corrupted – the lowest of the low – is the first chapter in the tale of Civitas Cinder.”






	 
	 
	
We Discarded Many


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< We who need a hand are the same people who wish to help others the most >


< AFFINITY : Civilization >
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        219. We Discarded Many, and the Chapter of a Moon

    
    
    
    
                < CONDITION: Nil >


 

“Nil…?” Her voice was rife with disbelief, wondering if it was maybe a mistake, or a trick of some kind akin to how the Heart of Ours negated the RESIST stat.

But this did not appear to be the case. It was truly Nil.

“I too am at a loss for words. It has no condition like any ordinary Corrupted, but it resonates with the Archivist and her Floor. It is a Main Sequence Corrupted, as she has come to call them.” Nav swiftly answered as Frost carefully watched on, seeing the girl clasp at the strange, club-shaped object in her arms.


Fleeting Green Club

< It has no stats, but I sense that is similar to the Big Blue Diamond and the Big Red Heart >


 

< “Courageless… I can only keep holding onto what I have not yet lost.” >


 

“Everything’s turning green as I approach.” Frost noted as she steadily made her way towards the entity. “This doesn’t feel like a normal Corrupted Zone. From blue to green. Clubs are green, aren’t they? I remember each suit being associated with a color.”

“Correct. Green clubs. Blue diamonds. Red hearts. Black spades. Those are their attributed colors.”

Frost then froze, her gaze scanning the surroundings for any potential abnormalities. So far there has been nothing. Just vacant buildings from a setting that roused painful emotions along her heart. Various prickles of familiarity riddled her. She felt as though she was about to break into hives.

“So then what’s with the page and the crown? It doesn’t fit in with the card suits.” Frost pointed out, glancing at the floating neon sign. “I find it hard to believe no one tried fighting a Trickle Corrupted.”

“Your book specifically carries such a symbol. The Archivist pleads for you to wait until she understands it better. Keep in mind that only we know it is a Trickle Corrupted. Normal people can only assume the worst.” Nav reminded.

“Yeah. That’s right. Better off high tailing it than to get wrapped up with a Corrupted.” Frost agreed before she let loose of a long sigh. “The Archivist would understand it faster if we killed it right away. Unless you mean she’s wondering if there’s a chance we can Realize it?”

She pondered on the possibility, but she had interpreted the Archivist’s intentions wrongly.

“I do not believe Main Sequence Corrupted can be Realized. It would prevent them from being archived and added to your collection.” Nav explained as Frost walked across these now green streets, which stretched on farther than they appeared.

Her sense of distance was skewed in strange place. In the distance she could see swaths of people flee, some even phasing through the buildings as though they didn’t exist. She wondered if this place was a physical one, and she dipped her boots into one of the gutter rails, causing its metal bars to bend and screech.

It was physical. To her at least.

“… Any idea how long this Corrupted’s been here for? Its Corrupted Zone is pretty big.”

“Unknown. But it does not appear to be a Corrupted Zone in the traditional sense.” Nav was also confused. More than anything, it felt like an aberration of her mind rather than a Corrupted Zone, reinforced by how she was the only one able to interact with this place.

The longer she walked, the more she realized that the crowds whether riding atop disfigured mounds or fleeing on foot were not trying to escape this Corrupted. Rather, they could not even see it. They swarmed past Frost and overstepped the shadowy girl who held onto the club in her arms.


< “Abandoned with nowhere else to go. Suppressed and forgotten while I do the duties they all laughed at.” >


“HEY! What’s going on!?” Frost grabbed one of these people at the arm, demanding they explain the situation. A man with a face so filled with piercing that he appeared like a walking dartboard tried to shake his way out of her grasp but to no avail.

“GET THE FUCK OFF ME! LET GO BITCH – THEY’RE ON OUR HEELS FUCK OFF!” He tried stabbing Frost in the chest with a blade, only to be shoved off to the side as she called out to another person.

“What the fuck is chasing you!?” She roared, heard by a small family riding atop a giant, red-furred wolf.

“THE FLESH ATTRITIONS! MOOOOOVE! THIS PLACE ISN’T SAFE ANYMORE!” The wolf leapt over Frost as she realized that the heartbeats she had followed did not originate from this Corrupted.

No matter where she turned the heartbeats thumped in every direction now, as if masking one major heartbeat somewhere within, evident by an unnaturally powerful beat that interrupted her own.

There were too many Hearts rooted in S4. No matter who she tried to grab they’d immediately scream in her grasp, desperate to continue running away as they all ignored the We Discarded Many.


< “Preservation of our proof that we lived. It was all unvalued by the greedy. I laid there suppressed by it all in a directionless crossroads.” >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQIREMENT: How can I be any more suppressed? We Discarded Many cannot be Suppressed >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQIREMENT: We Discarded Many is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

< ADDITIONAL SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: We Discarded Many is defeated when no action is taken >


 

An inexplainable pain struck Frost. Her stomach wrenched the closer she approached the aberration. It was so familiar that the idea of striking it down suddenly became poisonous, and it made her nauseous as she carried a flaming fireball in her right palm.

She only needed one final push to enter the Second State now.

“… Civilization… I’m surprised it’s a Trauma Corrupted. Not Disorder. It feels like the manifestation of the woes of people who can’t do anything about their world. But it’s personalized.” Frost picked apart this Corrupted as nothing but screams surrounded her.

She carved a wound across the length of her forearm using her teeth and began erecting Unlying Tablets, each infused with Grand Healing V. She could tell that while many of these people were murderers, there were also innocent people amongst them.

Right now, it was not her role to impart her judgement on a mass scale. These people reminded her that if she were to obliterate S4, then she would condemn countless to their deaths.

“The Archivist empathizes with the We Discarded Many. There is much resemblance of herself inside of it. It may be why you are suddenly hesitant to eliminate it. Do not forget that in the end, you cannot save a Corrupted of that nature. You can only –”

“Eat it. Kill it. Add it to my collection. I get it. But at the same time, I don’t. I want to reach out a hand towards it. To help it up, but…” Frost, now standing before the We Discarded Many, offered her free hand down towards it, to which the Corrupted only wept before suddenly –


< [Courageless] >


– It used a Corrupted skill.

But nothing occurred.

The Club in her arms flashed green as she clutched it all the more tightly, like it was the memento of a long-lost family member. Frost felt melancholic. A familiar air swept through the scenery which she for some reason longed for.

This is a fragment of that old world, isn’t it? Not Earth. The one I set alight. It’s like I’m daydreaming. No one else can see her, huh.

“The Archivist wishes to speak with you directly. Will you allow her to?”

Please.

The Corrupted then spoke again just as the Archivist spoke through Nav’s voice.

“I don’t remember much. But I remember also struggling to figure out which way was the ‘right’ way.”


 

< “Syphoned values. There was little we so many could contribute other than becoming their coins. But it was one way we could be ‘saved’.” >


 

< [Unvalued] >


 

Again, nothing occurred. By now most of the people had passed. The buildings obfuscated the threats that laid affair. She could not tell if they were encroaching or not. Her attention was devoured solely by the We Discarded Many.

Its namesake was oddly harrowing. Eventually, her outstretched arm fell back to her side as she just watched, standing there not knowing what course of action to take other than to just impartially observe.

Once again, as the Archivist spoke, so did the Corrupted.

“People motivated by greed. Then normal people like us were put down when we had no use. I remember… wandering our city. Wanting to record everything down. But they told me that my aspirations were useless.”


 

< “We drowned trying to reach things that no longer existed. But I never discarded them as they discarded us many… It’s so suffocating.” >


< [Suppressed] >


It was as though they were one the same. No. With how the We Discarded Many clutched onto the Club it was obvious whose trauma it was derived from. Simply listening was all it would take to defeat the Corrupted.

An uncertain sadness then assaulted Frost as she watched the girl cower behind the club, as if afraid of her gaze. The city then changed to blue, then red unnaturally.

“Wars fought for no reason. People didn’t even know what they were fighting for. You remember it too, Frost? Because you were… I think – I think you were also a part of it.”


 

< “No one knew why they acted. Motivated by greed, suppressed to never think – People fought for others, never knowing how much it caused the people of commonality to suffer.” >


 

< [Directionless] >


 

Suddenly, the world turned black. A silhouette of a black city contrasted with the grey fog above, and the red cliff faces in the distance. It was as though the world had been set alight, painted picturesque by parallax.

… And I still don’t remember any of it. I can only ‘feel’ it. Like it’s a burning sensation inside of me.

“… But I can… I don’t remember everything either – but – BUT! I’m starting to understand myself. I was… a coward with a dream too big.”


 

< “Soft spoken; I envied those who clasped onto their beliefs like it was second nature. I wondered if maybe we could all just talk…” >


 

< [Voiceless] >


 

Suddenly, everything was set alight. Frost’s flames intensified, and it caused her to take immense damage. So immense in fact that 10% of her HP was depleted in an instant, and she dropped to her knees, agonizing over the sudden agony.

“A-AAGGGHHH NAV! WHAT’S GOING ON!?”

“25,000 stacks of Cinder. Cleanse them –!”


 

< “Then our friend would have never needed to resort to violence.” >


Frost’s blazing arm suddenly crawled to her elbow. But this was not the worst part. It felt like she was clutching Ignis’ Corrupted form again, except it was significantly hotter. To the point where she felt so faint that she physically drooled on the pavement, retching as her soul was set alight.

[CLEANSE].

[CLEANSE].

[CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE]

[CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE]

[CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE]

[CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE] [CLEANSE]

“… FROST – It – It hurts!” The Archivist suddenly cried as well.

The We Discarded Many was felled after fulfilling its additional Subjugation Requirement, but none of them expected to be greeted with such a result. Frost’s mind was in so much disarray that she inadvertently entered the Second State.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the Second State >


 

< Greed Counter. We will begin the mobilization of Justica Arms >


 

< We Discarded Many Has Been Subjugated >


 

< We Discarded Many has been added to your Collection >

< You may NOT manifest the Active and Passive Skills of the We Discarded Many >


< Only stats have been gained. No Abilities are available >


 

< But one thing is for certain >


 

< This is the first chapter in the book of Civitas Cinder >


 

< Only two more chapters remain >


 

None of this was processed by Frost. The Archivist seemed to have recovered already, but Frost on the other hand continued to struggle. She had barely pushed herself up to her feet, recalling the time when her precious history was forcefully dragged out of her by the Attuned Messengers.

The Painkiller Passive Ability thankfully softened the blow as minutes passed by, and before long, the false city was deconstructed.

The flames had ruined them and reduced them all to nothing but the urban waste of S4.

Then, she saw them.

Not her friends.

But the monsters everyone feared and called the Flesh Attritions.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >
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A swarm of handless Ber’s, each wielding the disconnected paws of a giant stuffed teddy bear, assaulted the landscape, ravaging everything they could find. A fleshy substance grew from their backs, connecting them all together like a giant network of umbilical cords – a parody of the electric link that connected the triplets.

It was clear that the Crimson Hunger too had a hand in this. But Frost couldn’t care less. Her burning desire to eliminate all-standing threats was intensified by the countless stacks of Cinder that riddled her soul.

Then, a voice suddenly called out from behind.

“What the fuck did they do to me…?”

It was Ber, and she could not believe the sight she was witnessing.

            

    
        220. Escalating Emotions

    
    
    
    
                Ber was the first to reunite with Frost whose underside of her hair shone blue, evident that she had manifested the Greed Counter. Similarly, one hundred golden arms extended out from Frost’s back like the wings, each brimming with a flame at the tip.

She was a living bonfire.

The flames burning on her arms could not be quenched, and they burnt strictly up to her elbows. Miraculously her apparel was left unscathed as she watched the swarm of a hundred bear-pawed Bers approach with uncontrollable violence.

Whether it was concrete, wood, the street or a speck of dust the Fragment of Bers would swipe with endless anguish, wailing like the child they took after. The paw they possessed was twice the size of their head, bearing three long claws and appeared like that of a toy bear.

Frost immediately recognized that it was linked to their trauma of the Stuffed Teddy Bear, and when Ber came to stand idly by her side, she clasped her gauntlets as if to properly fit them.

“No one’s supposed to know.” Ber’s demeanor remained unchanged, but she could not understand how the Librarians had managed to delve deeper into her past. Judging by her words one could tell that this was perhaps a recessed memory, paraded with no other purpose than torment her.

“How did they know?” She asked again, fitting her other gauntlet before she clasped onto Frost’s forearm, burning herself with the flames. “HOW DID THEY KNOW!?”

An electric field suddenly expanded from her body. A high-pitched whine somewhere within her body ejected bolts of electricity like a plasma ball. Strands of electricity ran through the ground like blades, splitting it apart as she demanded the world for an answer.

The dance of red and blue caused Ber to take miniscule damage, all the while Frost was left there in the epicenter of her rage entirely unscathed. The approaching Fragment of Bers were eliminated seconds upon entering this 25-meter zone of death.

Frost grabbed Ber’s arms and shook her lightly, trying to snap her out of it as she cried at the top of her lungs to contest with the shattering world.

“THAT’S NOT SOMETHING WE KNOW EITHER! DON’T LET THEM GET TO YOUR HEAD! That’s exactly what they want!”

“Is that how they try to hurt us because they can’t reach up and fight with us!? Why does everyone gotta stoop so low and scoop out all the thing we wanna forget!?” Ber shouted, shoving Frost unexpectedly. “Quit holding onto me and start fighting already! You’re caring for the wrong damned Moon!”

Without any warning, she launched herself forward and charged straight for the horde, clambering on all fours like an animal. Her electrified claws were not enough to eliminate them in a single hit due to their HP pool, however, she more than made up for it with the sheer speed of her attacks.

A storm swept far ahead. Each swing of her hand caused structures to instantly vaporize as they were either destroyed by her claws or the following shockwaves. Her attacks reverberated throughout the area, and nothing could dare to enter her Electric Field.

“Tch – BER!” Frost gave chase, swiftly joining her in the brawl. “Nav! Any idea where they’re coming from!?”

Her flames licked the air. Even a thousand of the Fragment of Bers would be a pushover compared to their unparalleled might. But what she feared the most was Ber’s mental state. This was the first time she had seen Ber reach her boiling point. Ber, despite her antics with Cer, was the most ‘tame’ in a way compared to her sisters.

Seeing her fight with her full power on display was equally as beautiful as it was harrowing. With each swing there was a look of both sadness and frustration in her eyes, and her teeth clashed so tightly that her gums began to draw blood.

“A Heart without a doubt. The environmental Nex is now quantifiable again. Significantly less compared to the Derma Layer, but I can begin calculations. There does not appear to be a Seed nearby.”

“What about Ber!? ANY INSIGHT WITH BER!?”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP FROST! YOU WORRY TOO MUCH! JUST FOCUS ON KILLING THESE – THESE UGLY WASTES OF LIFE! I’m just fine tearing them up!”

“None. Her emotions have not reached a significant shift. As a matter of fact, it is identical to our visit to the Derma Layer.”

You’re telling me this has been brewing inside of her while we were there!? While she was fighting the Speechless Paw!?

“That is what I can only assume.”

Blow after blow, the surroundings were flattened. Shockwaves propelled all ash and dust as the grey clouds tore themselves apart. The skies mended their wounds with haste as if they were alive.

Then, all that was left was a wretched, blistering crater.

Unlying Tablets enchanted with [Liquid Fire] and [Inferno] warded the Fragments of Ber away. Not a single drop of blood spilled. Tears did from the eyes of the tiny Bers, who wailed, screaming hysterically in their futile assault.

“WHY CAN’T ANYONE FEEL MY HURT!?”

“WHY CAN’T I JUST BE LIKE EVERYONE ELSE!?”

“WHY WAS I NEVER HELD IN HER ARMS!?”

“WHY DIDN’T I CRY!?”

“I JUST WANNA BE –”

Ber took one of the encroaching Fragments, grasping onto both arms as they attempted to slice her into ribbons. She dragged them through the scalding mud, tearing them apart as their flesh exploded like shredded, burnt paper.

“What a fucked up manifestation of whatever the fuck they think I am! Blabbering your mouth like you know everything I’ve gone thought – everything I’ve endured just to reach my heights as a Moon!” With a rapid twist that would snap every bone of an ordinary man, she threw the Fragment into the air slashed repeatedly with her electric claws.

The overlapping aberrations created an artificial moon, rendering the Fragment entirely. Not a single shred of paper was left. Their immediate proximity had collapsed entirely. A Moon’s full power, combined with Frost’s flames was equally as dangerous as the Hearts themselves.

An exclusion zone of over a hundred meters surrounded them. The perfect sphere saw nothing but a red haze due to the immense heat as the assault finally succumbed. Ber laboriously breathed the superheated air as Frost rushed to her, calling out her name.

In her free hand was a burning pale stethoscope.

“BER! HEALING!?” Frost shouted, realizing how much of a beating Ber had taken, no thanks to her flames.


Ber | HP: 39,000 | 50,000


“Do whatever you want… Tch. What the hell do they take me for?” Ber floundered in malice, as she allowed Frost to reach out for her.

Despite her flaming hands, Ber did not react to the pain as though she was used to it.

Her mind was entirely elsewhere.

“[Cleanse]. [Grand Healing]. [Cure Disease] for good measure… Ber. Look at me… Don’t let them rile you up –!”

“Rile me up!? I’m just getting started! After I though I could maybe start going back, this happens!?” Ber argued, her heart engulfed with a flame rivaling that of Frost’s.

“I’m fucking worried that if this goes on, you might end becoming a Corrupted!” Frost shook Ber by the shoulders, planting the end of her Die Agnosis against Ber’s body.

But nothing happened.

How the fuck does this thing even work!?

Frost too was frustrated by all this, and to Ber, she appeared like the greatest hypocrite for trying to calm her down. Unlike them, she did not have to worry about her emotions devouring her. They only made her stronger.

“I KNOW what they’re mocking me for! No one… No one besides me knows! What’s a secret anymore if it can all just be snatched away by one mistake!? I just wanted to… know my fortune. What was so wrong about that!? Am I wrong for wanting to be curious like everyone else!?”

Ber suddenly grasped at Frost’s collar with unquenchable bloodlust. Frost swiftly took Ber’s hands and dragged them down, pulling her face to face as flames licked at their hairs, and electricity to course through their bodies.

All the while they could hear the mocking symphony of the Hearts all around them.

“Pull yourself together! You’re not wrong at all, but right now the last thing you should do is feed into it!”

“Then you got an idea on how to stop them –!?”

A quaking thud, followed by an explosion of red mist instantly captivated them. In the distance one of the Hearts had suddenly burst, spilling its gore into the sky as it rained mangled body parts and the ‘slimes’ that were once the denizens of this place.

“While you two continue to argue, Jury’s taken the initiative to eliminate the Hearts with Ignis in tow. We have confirmed we are up against Complex Hearts, and they are periodically producing the twisted Fragments of Ber.” Nav explained, and in the distance, she saw a giant skeletal structure following a fleeting figure.

It was Ignis in her Musculo-Skeletal form, albeit much smaller than the one she used in the City of Vocals. Towering over the landscape, Ignis was able to act as their eyes in the sky.

For a moment she saw Jury turn to her, gesturing with her eyes as though to tell them that they had no time to waste.

“S4 is huge Frost! The Archivist is telling us that the ‘Masterpiece’ is somewhere in S4! It’ll be where the strongest heartbeat is!” This was Jury speaking now. “Is everything ok over there!?”

Frost, despite her rising emotions, could not help but smile, relieved to see that the others were faring much better than them.

For now. Just keep a close eye on Ignis and the triplets. And be careful. I think they’re trying to Corrupt Ber, so there’s no telling if we’re also in their crosshairs.

“Right! Tell Ber that no one’s going to touch her! That’s a promise!”

“Yeah. There is no way in hell I’m letting take any of us.” Frost vowed before her gaze fell onto the little Ber. The woman didn’t move. Her hair completely concealed her eyes, and through those short strands she watched as the red mist was syphoned into Ignis’ body like a giant vacuum. “Calmed down yet?”

“You’re asking me? What about you, hot-head? It must be nice being able to forget everything like you… I didn’t… want to be reminded of that ever again.” Ber had sobered enough where she could finally hold a conversation with her, but her words were riled with a façade of controlled fury.

Frost didn’t dare to dig any further at the risk of further uncovering whatever repressed emotions and memories the Fragments of Ber had resurfaced. It was clear that her past was being weaponized against her, likely to turn her into a Corrupted.

If they wished to extract the most violent reaction from Frost, then watching one of her friends become a Corrupted was the perfect method. Frost wanted to scream and yell her heart out upon realizing this, but for Ber’s sake and for her own, she adorned a calm façade all the while her innards boiled.

“Neither do I want to be reminded about the things I’ve forgotten. But we’re going to figure things out whether I like it or not. Ber. Hey. We’re all in this together. Whether for you or anyone, all of us are willing to go through hell and back just so we can all make it out. You’re a Moon, aren’t you?”

“They used to tell me that. Everyone used to tell me that. Frost…” Ber suddenly punched Frost’s shoulder and locked eyes. She wanted to say something, but Ber’s lips only trembled before she bit her tongue and pulled herself away.

Then, after much silence, she turned her back to Frost, punched at the air and shouted:

“Hearts…? All of it… ALL OF IT! We’re destroying all of it, you hear me!?” It was as if Ber had returned by transforming her anger into conviction to fell her perpetrators. She spun on her heels with furrowed brows and continued staring into Frost’s eyes, as if trying to discern something.

“That’s the plan. This ‘masterpiece’ thing we’re after comes before we hit Scarlet Logic… Ber. If anything, I think it might be for the best if you head back to H10 –!”

“I can’t!” Ber stubbornly proclaimed.

“Because of your sisters?”

“So you do know! I can’t stop myself thinking about what’ll happen to them if I’m not around!”

“Then what about you –!?”

“FORGET ABOUT ME ALREADY!”

Frost watched as Ber struck her along the chest with full power. Her electric claws phased through Frost, ruffling her feathers as scars were carved along the ground behind. It did zero damage, but that did not mean she could not feel any pain.

Injury and pain were two different things. But a core part of her was shocked by Ber’s burst of violence. To the point where she was rendered speechless for a moment as Ber’s ears instantly dropped, and she began patting Frost’s chest with wide eyes.

“… Ugh… Tch… I’m so… so sorry…” Ber clasped onto her feathers, relieved that she didn’t hurt her. “I – I didn’t mean to –!”

“BEEEEEEEEEERRR!”

“BACK UP IS HERE!”

The voices of Cer and Res caused Ber to suddenly shake, right before she mellowed and broke into a lovely smile. It was as if all her problems had been washed away. The two swiftly made their way down through the fault line, both drenched in blood after thoroughly dealing with the Blood Filters.

Before they could arrive –

“It’s ok to be selfless. Think about yourself more. Please.”

– Frost offered her these words of comfort. She tried reaching out to pat her, but her flaming hands prevented her from doing so. She would have loved to stroke her head like how a mother would.

“… I’ll think about it.” Ber forced a smile right as her sisters tackled her away.

“What’s with this weird moment!? Didn’t you see how many hearts are waiting to get incinerated – Ouch – HOT – Get rid of those flames already!” Cer shouted, patting her hair as it caught alight.

“Ber?” Res whispered, holding her sister’s head in between her palms. “Are you ok?”

“Never been better.” Ber grinned. “Should’ve seen how we took them all out. They’ve got a piece of me again.”

“… is that really how you feel?”

“If I really had a problem in the first place –” Ber began as she pointed her nose ahead.

Yet another horde of her Fragments arrived, this time in double the numbers.

Behind them, like a rising sunset, was a Heart that sprouted from the ruins. It churned the little Bers out through pores, and it took the appearance of an egg more than anything else much to Frost’s surprise.

It was significantly less gory and fleshy compared to the Plague Heart in Divas Pass, but this did not change its sheer size. 30 meters of nothing but pure, molded, pulsating flesh was one of several dozens more needed to slay in order to find this mysterious heartbeat.

“– Then I would have said something 30 years ago. I’m not that speechless, you know!”

Nav. Keep me updated on Ber. Don’t stop talking… Hearts. The Peace Flock. Fingers. Lovers. The Masterpiece and Scarlet Logic… I don’t know what concoction they’re cooking up –

– but there is no way in hell we’re letting anything go their way.

            

    
        221. Crimson Hunger: Complex Heart

    
    
    
    
                The City of Spades was sparse of sapient life, contrary to the population that was known to exist in S4 and its neighboring Sectors.

The disease that was the Crimson Hunger had plucked countless lives over course of the Nex Megalopolis’ lifespan. What they all allowed to fester within their walls was worse than the nightly invasions of Brandar’s plains, sanctioned by an Atelier no less.

What was once a nightly fear that kept the streets of S4 and beyond silent had sept into the day. Frost listened to the cries all around her as her flames brimmed like a giant beacon.

Things were not always like this. Two weeks ago, the Crimson Hunger had spontaneously assaulted S4 in broad daylight. Only those affiliated with the major Syndicates and the Impuritas were spared.

It coincided with Frost’s return and the subsequent defeat of the Heart of Ours. Each unwanted life, and perhaps even the wanted ones, were slain, and assimilated into the giant crimson egg-shaped masses along the nest that was S4.

Faces of despair and grief were immortalized into the creeping ivy that climbed buildings, acting as reinforcement. The fleshy ivy sept into the windows and beneath doors. At the end of each trail, one could find a blob that was once a person.

The Complex hearts housed tens of thousands of lives each, and Frost eyes watered when she realized that they are the only ones who had chosen to fix this mess.

What remained were ruins – the proof that these did in fact exist. But Frost’s fire both physically and metaphorically erased what remained of them. Whether for better or worse, her destruction mattered little compared to the egregious threat of the Crimson Hunger.

Not a single strand of the Crimson Hunger were to remain. Her one hundred flaming hands made sure of this. Whether it was the Fragment of Bers, the Macro Clumps, Angered Clumps or the Our Bodies – the Impuritas created by Infested and Plague Hearts respectively.

The people who were still alive were either major syndicates or people living alongside them. They littered the streets screaming whilst others slipped through the cracks and crumbling crevices of their fragile world.

These people all wanted to live, and they clung into whatever desperate hope they could. Ignis was a gentle giant and out of all of them she could transport the most people to and from a designated area where Frost left a forest of healing Unlying Tablets, just at the foot of the fault line.

The triplets did not care whether they trampled on the living or not. What mattered to them was only their victory. In such an environment the last thing on their mind was the safety of those that could not fight.

Jury was thankfully the opposite. But Frost was in the unfortunate circumstance where she could only do harm.

Her appearance was always the first that would mentally shatter them. Where the people in the Derma Layer were awed by her presence – the people of S4 despaired at the sight of herself and Jury.

They believed them to be the Apostles of Justica Arms – the enemies that had reduced their homes in the past to rubble, painted their streets in red, and eliminated who they saw fit.

Her careful ears heard all as she approached one of the Hearts with the triplets following closely in her shadows.

“They’re here to kill us all again!” A woman’s cry could be heard.

“It wasn’t enough that you had to condemn us all here! This hell was already screwed as it is with all the criminals you lumped here with us!” A man shouted as he dragged himself free from a crack, his hands trampled as none stopped by to offer a hand.

Frost released a periodic pulse of [Area Heal]. Her mana was rapidly depleting for she had no way to quench her flames. And so, she ate whatever organic matter she could find so long as they were not people.

Stuffing her mouth and cooking strands of creeping ivy, which happened to be none other than the Yearning Flesh that sought to smother all with a coat of pulsating mass. She stripped them from walls like the bark from a tree and devoured them as they clashed with the Fragments of Ber and the clumps of meat.

“I-it’s Wolf-Demi –! B-black hair and tail –! Are they back to slaughter us!?”

“There’s no healer! There’s nothing here! Get out Justica murderers! We’re not doing anything wrong!”

“Get out! Can’t you see you’re destroying everything!? Just – it was all so perfect! You’re not saving us! You’re condemning us agaaaaaain –!”

Nearly every single person here had lost their fingers or their hands.

These people believed that the reason everything had gone downhill was because of Frost and her companions – the ‘Justica Arms’ personnel. It was as if they were blind to the truth – to the real enemy that haunted their nights right outside their doorsteps.

The collective illusion and mass hysteria were unbelievably bewildering, to the point where she found it ridiculous. But these people were so broken by wars, the Scarlet Logic and the scum that accumulated and proliferated here like a malignant cancer.

However… this was not always true. People and children cried into the deaf ears of loved ones. Others begged along Ignis’ side when they recognized her gesture of good will. Her giant skeletal hands scooped the innocent masses as the scenes of the loss of Divas Pass drove her to do what no one else could for her home.

Save them… Lend the hand that they no longer possessed. Even a small gesture of care would have sufficed. The giant skull of tendons and flesh silently screamed as superheated steam blasted the grey skies away, casing a light upon her as though she was sent down from the heavens.

Frost bemoaned that she could not do the same.

She was an advocator for life. But her beliefs were far too out of reach for her countless hands to grasp. Anguish. Hatred. Agony… She never allowed herself to fall into despair because she believed that no struggle was futile. In her ever-climbing state, she believed that maybe she could impart change in this disastrous world.

What hurt her the most was that this change could not happen in this very moment.

Following a long, broken main street, they finally reached the base of a Heart and were met with a legion of Our Bodies, which flooded through its pores. Similarly, tentacles grew from the Yearning Flesh that smothered the earth, each equipped with countless smaller, hollow tentacles used to externally digest their victims, like that of a starfish.






	 
	 
	
Pillars of Hatred
Crimson Hunger


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Main Course >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 100
	ORIGIN : Impuritas
	
HP : 40,000


	ATT : 4,000
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 1,500
	MAG DEF : 0
	
MP : 100


	RESIST : 300
	AGI : 30









And as for the gargantuan Heart itself, which hung suspended between each of these pillars reminiscent of the Pillars of Happiness:






	 
	 
	
Complex Heart
Crimson Hunger


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Complex >

< Forever we hunger for our moment to become whole. Wrathfully reconstructing what we’ve lost, our appetites whetted for what we will gain. Stomachs screaming; we must be unpalatable to avoid being eaten ourselves >


	 
	 



	ORIGIN : Impuritas
	
HP : 12,500,000


	 
	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000









As the amalgamated bipedal and quadrupedal flesh-monsters – the Our Bodies – cried: “I DIDN’T TO ANYTHING WROOOOOOOOOOOOONG!”, and “I WASN’T PART OF THAT TRAIIIIIIIIN!;

And the Fragments of Ber wailed: “SOMEONE PLEASE HEAR ME!”, and “I JUST WANT TO BE LIKE EVERYONE ELSE!” –

There was another unique Crimson Hunger Impuritas that oozed through the membrane of the Complex Heart. The giant tentacles jittered as if they were connected with this bipedal being. Now that Frost had a closer look at their environment, she realized that the tentacles appeared like fingers, and the Heart like the egg in the palm of a giant, putrid hand.






	 
	 
	
Memory Bistro
City of Spades Massacre
Wishes of the Solemn Paw


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Specialty >

Soul Rank: Black | Impuritas: Crimson Hunger


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 120
	ORIGIN : Impuritas
	
HP : 8,500


	ATT : 0
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 1,200
	MAG DEF : 1,200
	MP : 200
	RESIST : Nil
	AGI : 15









The entity was a tall, slender, ambiguously gendered being. It was humanoid in shape, with a smooth head and an equally smoother face. Its head was slightly transparent, and within one could find worms willing through. From the nose down it was relatively normal, until one reached their gaping mouth.

A long, thick tongue hung loosely from their throat like a business tie, mimicking a certain execution method on Earth named the Colombian Necktie… For its necktie-like appearance, of course.

It was harmless, but Frost begged the differ. The being simply stood there without a care in the world, knowing that even if it perished it would be replicated by the Complex Hearts. This thing was different from the Bloody Herring and Leitmotif.

It was an entity stemming from the Heart itself.

“Memory Bistro… Memory B? Memory B Cell?” Frost spoke loudly as the triplets did not waste any time and began to one-sidedly obliterate their foes.

The reason why she believed him to be the equivalent of a B Cell was one: because of its name, and two: because it appeared to carry specific events in its status. If the Macro Clumps were also B Cells, then they were the Naïve B Cells that fetched information to create the Our Bodies.

This entity was the one that memorized all.

The world was suddenly struck like drums as the tentacles came crashing down, and the Memory Bistro was killed by the combined Electric Field of the Moon triplets. However, and as expected, yet another replaced them, standing in the mush that was their old self.

“Memory B is a decently abridged name. It’s tasteful. Certainly to us both, Amalgam –!”

It perished once more, revived, and trudged through its former bodies.

“Quite the sight, no? It’s been a long running gag that no matter where the Monkey Brothers moved they’d be haunted by the ghosts of the Wise Black Wolf –”

“SHUT UP AND JUST DIE ALREADY!” Ber caught the being and, with a brilliant heave, threw him straight into Frost. “GET RID OF IT SO IT CAN SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

She did not need to be told twice. Her Touch of Golds ensnared him and took a chunk of his head off with several bites. She stuffed every drop of blood into her mouth like a starved beast.

The only reason she refused to use [Punch] was to ensure that he was ‘devoured’ in every sense of the word.

Her meal was hardly nutritious, and she did not bother to clean up after herself. Because in the next moment –

“… Interesting. There were rumors that you had similar capabilities as that insufferable Demon. I shall commit it memory.” It politely taunted as its status saw a sudden change.


Memory Bistro


City of Spades Massacre

Wishes of the Solemn Paw

Avoidance of the Amalgam’s Maw


 

“Particularly dangerous to most. But to us – We soulless clumps of pure, synthesized hatred – Such soul snatching does little. Those flames are something else up close. Who would have thought that the Amalgam we all so fear would be a mere woman in black. It was foretold that the Prophesized destroyed was a man –”

Once more, as she ejected a stream of Liquid Fire in its direction, and as the triplet’s electrifies umbilical cord-like link repeatedly bisected and seared its flesh – the Memory Bistro simply ‘respawned’ from a different section of the Complex Heart.

At the same time, the tentacles attempted to pulverize Frost, only to be caught by her Touch of Golds which plucked them straight from the earth like an unwanted hair from its follicle. Like a writhing club, she swung the massive heap with the combined power of her one hundred additional arms and pummeled another Pillar of Hatred.

The Crimsion Hunger could not be bribed like the Blood Festival, and their heart’s intentions were as clear as day.

Because the only heart she could conceive of was the Complex Heart itself.

“Irregularities, and now a giant diamond floats in our skies beyond the grey veil. Sect of Gears fail to adequately read you, and neither can the Authors of Existentia. But that flame does not lie! Devastation awaits us all long as you are alive!”

“Devastation? But erecting your Hearts over the homes of countless is fine in that fucked up mind of yours!? All of you Impuritas fucks love throwing that word around me like I’m the one to blame for all of this!” Frost, having heard enough to confirm the Crimson Hunger were as deluded as the Blood Festival, launched her assault.

Not a single Heart was to be left standing.

“But must we forget our special guests? The three Moons of the Amalgam. The three sisters of the murderous Wise Black Wolf. And – The three paws he condemned by taking others.” It exclaimed, its voice originating from within the Heart itself.

“Raoul…” Res let out an agonized groan, suddenly understanding the reason why they had become so sought after. It not merely because of their affiliation with Frost.

Rather, this was driven by personal woes.

“Raoul is the name of that abominable fallen Star. From Grandis to Brandar, he had shed enough blood, and severed more hands than the Monkey Brothers can count. All this condensed rage redirected to his precious Moons!”

            

    
        222. Violence Is The Only Appropriate Language

    
    
    
    
                Vengeance. The collective hatred against Raoul – the Wise Black Wolf – was the driving force of their mission to eliminate Cer, Ber and Res. This did not mean the Crimson Hunger thrived solely to take down Raoul, however. Rather, Raoul was but one piece of their puzzle of hatred.

Additionally, this hatred stemmed from not only the denizens of the City of Spades, but from the Monkey Brothers. Their encounter in the Derma Layer was far more premediated than she could begin to comprehend. But these thoughts were fleeting, because right now, she needed to stop as many Hearts from beating.

12,500,000 HP was still a staggering amount, but it was considerably easy to whittle down with their combined efforts. Frost’s flames combined with her DEF nullifying Punches physically carved each and every Pillar of Hatred, as well as the side of the Heart. Its innards spilled. The floodgates opened, and the tens of thousands of Their Bodies – the dehumanized flesh slimes – tumbled and scraped against the burning floor.

Nearly all of them had already perished due to the oppressive Electric Field. She could only hope that their passing was painless as she condemned the Complex Heart with one hundred flaming hands.

“There’s nothing we can do about it. At that point they’re better off dead, and you know it.” Res uttered in passing to Frost before she disappeared and unleashed Electric Lances one after another.

“Tch… Impuritas… I can’t believe all this death is just a means to an end to you!” Frost lashed out, her flames suddenly intensifying as her emotions continued to climb. “All this hatred breeding more hatred. This grief doing nothing but fueling whatever fucked ambition you Impurtas are chasing!”

“You are no different from us, Amalgam! Is your ambition to exterminate all, to bring forth that flame of prejudice down upon our world not condemnable as well!?” The Memory Bistro spoke in a gargled tongue, incapable of pronouncing certain words due to the state of its jaws.

The vocal chords within vibrated as it appeared along the membranous body of the Complex Heart. No matter how many times it perished, it would eagerly return to taunt Frost and her triplet friends. Ber specifically.

But so far nothing had gotten to her yet. So long as her sisters fought alongside her then Frost was confident in her mental state. However, her heart refused to sit still, and the Die Agnosis which was clamped around her neck began to hum a subtle tune.

It was the sound of a heartbeat independent of all else. At first she thought she was hearing her own but to her surprise, it was close. Almost as if she had the end pressed against someone’s chest.

“The Complex Heart is bleeding a substantial amount of Nex. I’ve made a similar observation with the Blood Festival Heart. It appears that the closer it comes to death, the more Nex it releases.”

Meaning!?

“Meaning there is some sort of emotional shift occurring within the Hearts themselves. They are entities after all. Of organic material, however disastrously arranged they are… it is funny.”

What is!?

“That a well-put machine can never be truly considered ‘alive’. But abominations of flesh are allowed to carry a semblance of a soul. I thought it was funny. I can neither tell if it is ironic, sad, or hilarious from my oblique perspective.” Nav must have despised the beings like the Impuritas were able to exist in their ‘incomplete’ forms.

Nav did not know it, but it had expressed envy.

“I take that silence as malice –!”

“If trying to help these people you churn up like fodder is condemnable, then I have no fucking qualms being judged by you or anyone in this world! If these people hate me, then what do I care!?” Frost shouted, obliterating another section of the Heart. “In the end


Complex Heart | HP: 3,000,000


Her flames intensified once again as blood ran down her face like tears.

“In the end, it’s my choice. I want to make all the right ones along the way.” Frost’s fist remained fixed in place, clenched against the burning air. Surrounding her, deep within the hollow, gored cavity of the Heart were sacks of meat which produced all manners of entities.

And beneath them were the deceased Their Bodies. Frost felt each gaze of their slimy cadavers as they began to sizzle, boil, steam and eventually disappear.

“… but even I’m willing to admit that not all my choices are the right ones. Unlike you and everyone else, I take no pride or pleasure from trampling on lives. I lived my life wanting to save people.” Frost’s hand eventually drooped beside her as she cocked her head up and saw the same paper ball Ber had touched.

It went up in flames as the ceiling suddenly collapsed.

The Heart did not have long left to live. It would be one of many moving forward. The Memory Bistro endlessly tried to unravel her mind, but Frost refused to listen. She had known for a long time that speaking to the Impuritas was futile. Neither greed, their hearts, or their direction could be changed, and therefore, Frost – standing in a pile of flames and corpses – understood fully that the only language that they spoke was violence.


 

< The Second State Has Manifested as Civilization >


 

Suddenly, her Touch of Golds doubled in length, and the blue glow beneath her hair intensified. The walls of the Complex Heart collapsed inwards, revealing a grey sky that shone a brilliant blue for the first time in its history.

Her Big Blue Diamond was bound to be useful for the 6th Branch when they finally arrived.

“… the severity of the disease in your mind and heart is incurable. Amalgam… it is no wonder the Sect of Gears cannot understand you, nor that Enigmatic hybrid of a Beholder.” It uttered; its voice drained of whatever mockery it once possessed.

Somehow, even though it could not die, the Memory Bistro choked up in fear.

“If this kind of world is your paradise – then I’ll never stop until it’s all cleansed from your Hearts!” Frost vowed as a blue tear in space suddenly appeared, and through it arrived her trusted Hired Arm.

“Big Frost!?” Cer exclaimed cheerfully. “Heh! Back up of the back up is here!”

“We’re going to need all the help in the world. Or at least someone to direct Justica Arms in the right direction.” Res said as she and a silent Ber slowly approached, staving off the heat.


< The Hired Arm requests a weapon >

< All weapons encountered may be purchased to arm her. The first weapon is free. The weapon purchased will bear half of the stats of the original weapon. If the original weapon is given outright, then the damage will be doubled >


There could only be one weapon suitable for her militaristic alter ego. And so, she threw the Justica Longarm towards her.


Justica Longarm

ATT : 3,000 MAG ATT : 3,000 RANGE : 400m


The woman saluted firmly, nodded, then took immediate aim and fired upon the Memory Bistro, obliterating it unceremoniously in several succinct shots. Steaming holes were drilled into its head as the worms within spilled and caught alight.

The Complex Heart had finally fallen in only a matter of minutes.

“One down, another hundred to go. No dent made in the heartbeats. Hired Arm. Glad you’re here to help.” Frost sincerely thanked, happy to see that she wasn’t engulfed in flames like herself. “I just have one order for you. Something I’m no longer capable of while I’m stuck like this. Please. Save as many lives as you can. You’re in charge with everything behind us.”

It nodded, saluted again, and twirled the Justica Longarm with splendor and marched away. But not without stopping by the triplets, giving each a salute. She lingered on Ber for a short before swiftly disappearing into the backstreets.

“Not that difficult compared to Corrupted, huh?” Cer poked Res and Ber with an elbow. “Wanna turn down the heat so we don’t gotta shout to get your attention!?”

“I would if I could. You three doing ok?” Frost asked, gazing at Ber specifically.

“Could be better.” Cer sighed.

“So far so good.” Res said confidently, also sending a sidelong gaze at Ber.

“Fine so long as you stop asking.” Ber sharply retorted. “I understand that we’re targeted, but we can take care of ourselves. I just didn’t think there’d be so much residual animosity held against Raoul.”

“Don’t kid yourself Ber. It’s not residual. You remember who came right after the 2nd Branch waged war with Scarlet Logic?” Cer corrected. “Demoted from a Star to a Wayfarer, then demoted further to Galia’s lapdog. Nothing wise about that idiot. From Solemn paw to this – of course people are going to want to take us with them as well. Didn’t think that those monkeys were one of his victims.”

The scorn they had for Raoul was immense, but there was an air of discomfort. Uttering his name was like a taboo to them, but deep down Frost could tell that they did not think too harshly of their brother. Rather… they seemed to wish that he wasn’t so distant with them from what she gathered.

“Ber. Let’s go. We’re right here, ok?” Res comforted. “… no one’s going to take your hands. I promise.”

“Let them try!” Cer ruffled Ber’s tail, causing the woman to flush a slight red and smile.

“… It’s not that. It’s just…” Suddenly, Ber shook her head and suddenly hugged Res. “Nothing. I’m aaaaalll better now~!”

As much as Frost wanted to get moving, she knew how important these moments would be for Ber’s sake, and so, she kept a sharp eye on her.

“Slightly higher Nex than usual. But nothing significant. Any color changes in her heart?”

It’s blue. Looks normal to me so far. I can hear a separate heartbeat, however.

“From Ber?”

I can’t tell just yet. Also, I think it’s time. Nav. Give me the Iron Candle. I might as well go all the way with my flames. It’ll make this go faster. We have another 9 days until the Hyperlink in H10 is back.

“As you wish.”

The wax wing complemented her appearance and made her all that much closer to appearing like a traditional angel. With more fire magic at her disposal, she could easily stave away all threats thrown her way.

And speaking of an Angel –

– As the triplets finished up with their adorable huddle, and as they began to rapidly mobilize to the next Complex Heart, Nav revealed an interesting tidbit of information.

“The Memory Bistro only appeared on Jury’s end once. She described it as having been alarmed and disappeared before she could put it down. It is likely that they are fearful of Jury, and for a good reason. She is a Beholder after all.”

“I’d also be afraid. Her stats are doubled by the Diamond Counter, right?”

“Not currently.”


* * *


Somewhere down the line deep in the recesses of S4, the streets were in considerably better shape compared to what she was used to. The cracked walls and boarded up windows were but a thing of a past the closer they approached the next Complex Heart, which was situated along a railway.

This was the 20th Complex Heart, and the 50th between both groups. Only half a day had passed, and the subtle heartbeat never disappeared, all the while the one distinctive throb that pulsated throughout the city intensified as each Heart fell. Frost’s HP had hit a wall of diminishing returns upon reaching 12,000,000 – a number so ridiculously high that she could not even fathom what the Beholders were like, especially if the Heart of Ours was considered ‘soloable’ by a Beholder.

Nevertheless, this didn’t pull her mind away from the bizarre scenery around her. People wandered about in this weird sanctuary they had found themselves in. Her head spun as she also witnessed the Fragments of Ber in the distance, ravaging whatever structure stood in their path.

And yet these people did not seem to bat an eye.

Her first thought was that there was a CogitO related item present, and when she spoke to the triplets –

– They all looked at her like she was crazy.

Because they could not see anything she saw at all, and before she knew it, she heard the loud blare of a giant train. This train was the same ‘cruise liner’ used to transport them into the Nex Megalopolis, save that it was entirely encased in metal.

That train was a prison of pure steel, and the people about turned and pointed at it as the Fragments of Ber leapt right through them as if they did not exist. Her mind was numbed by this, made worse as the triplets wondered if Frost was about to hit another state when in actuality she was forced to question her reality.

Then, she saw something.

A black figure rushing for the train with speed near rivalling that of the train.

It was Raoul. A much younger Raoul compared to the one she saw on her first day in this world.

What… the fuck am I looking at?

“Your Atelier Item is resonating with this space. Or more specifically, with the Nex in the air. The emotions are ripe. I believe you are witnessing a manifestation of these emotions.”

Just like the weird pseudo–Corrupted Zone of the We Discarded Many. Why didn’t you say anything back then?

“Because I was unsure. I too can hear the train. From what we understand, core memories are stored by the Memory Bistro. It is the basis of their hatred. Your Die Agnosis may be able to interpret such emotions attached to those stored memories.”

So this is what? A manifestation of those emotions, turned into a memory? For us to watch?

“I too am uncertain. It is closer to an unformed Corrupted Zone. But this may be a prime opportunity to understand the root cause of their hatred here. If we are lucky, we may also be able to see the events in Grandis through these Hearts.”

And at that moment – the train was stopped dead in its tracks by a humungous, black shadowy wolf.

            

    
        223. A Piece of Abhorrent History

    
    
    
    
                The City of Spades Massacre was the one-week war between Justica Arms and the Scarlet Logic, spanning across several Sectors. No official number of the total death toll was ever conclusively decided. Whilst the 2nd Branch claimed they had killed no more than a thousand, the aftermath spoke for itself.

The imaginary world that unraveled before Frost as the triplets fought with the Complex Heart, phasing through its erected structures caused her to question what was real and what wasn’t. Similarly, she was able to phase through these objects and people unlike the pseudo–Corrupted Zone of the We Discarded Many.

She wondered if the amount of Nex or emotions dictated its potency. From the imagery surrounding her she could tell that this was directly after this war. But unbeknownst to many was that the City of Spades Massacre was but one of two incidents that saw its streets stained in red. The War was the force that carved out its rivers, and the Star that fell to enact the City’s rightful judgement was the one who filled it with clumps of crimson.

The derailed train slaughtered countless, crushing all in its path as a metallic screech deafened all. Frost was the only bystander as complete pandemonium broke out, all the while everything ‘real’ to her remained silent.

The triplets fought uncontested by the Complex Heart, all the while the Memory Bistro held its tongue with both hands. It had not spoken for the last dozen Hearts they felled, as if understanding that its words could no longer penetrate their hearts.

Ber thankfully hadn’t reacted as adversely as the first time the Memory Bistro opened its mouth. The only change was the subtle heartbeat her Die Agnosis detected with seemingly no origin. That being said –

– “It’s – What is that –!?”

“A Scarlet Wolf –!”

“It’s not over – They’re trying to kill us all –!”

“Mom! Please wait for me –!”

One by one, no matter who they were or where they stood, Raoul’s shadowy wolf slayed them. Its claws upheaved earth, shattered structures, and hailed blood along this recovering settlement. The train continued scraping by until it reached the face of a cliff, right where the Heart now resided.

The wolf, towering over ten meters in height, shoved its claws into the underbelly of the train as various other figures dressed in a similar, black suit followed. Their hairs were perfectly styled, their nails groomed, and shoes unsullied by the filth of these slums. Mantles, long coats, hair accessories and headwear; their apparel was unique enough to differentiate them individual despite them all in suits.

Not all wore a tie, however. Not that it was an important detail. It was all pristine in spite of the blood they spilled alongside Raoul. Rivers of red ran through the cobblestone like veins. Black boots trampled on the blood and bodies alike. Hands that reached for them were kicked aside as they drew their last breaths.

The screams were quick to subside. Before long, silence prevailed, and a brigade of black-suited individuals conglomerated in a large circle meters away from the train wreckage.

“Raoul, Raoul, Raoul. You’re going to get us in trouble if you keep damaging Caldera Industries property.” A hunched woman with eyes of a dead fish dragged her artificially made, black claws out of the chest of several bodies. “CogitO’s Reality Manifesters can’t produce that much material in a day.”

Her voice was groggy, like that of a heavy smoker who had only just awoken from a long sleep.

Tubes like those of the Wandering Healers ran up her claws and into a vat hidden beneath a black mantle. Red liquid was drained straight from their bodies before something flashed a bright red through the fabric of her mantle. “So sour.”

“Don’t go eating on the job, vamps. Gotta see this through. Don’t forget CogitO sees what we see~”

“Feels what we feel as well…” An insectid robotically spoke as it plucked the clothes off their victims with arms shaped like scythes.

“Hehe. Try telling that to your partner. ‘Sorry, you had an entire Atelier know what you taste like.’” A tall, voluptuous woman said, striking a pose with both hands placed upon her hips. “Glad I don’t gotta taste any other one of you. Nice change of pace working underneath a Star. Or what used to be one.” She said before turning to much smaller, petite woman. “Hey, you free?”

“… Will be given the choice of repentance again going along with your whims. Don’t want the Lament Cycle. Shut up and keep watch, Color.” The tiny woman sneered, baring her razor-sharp teeth as a shark-like tail pounded the ground.

“You missed the ‘Orange’ part, sweetheart~” The woman, whose hair was dyed blacker than the night sky, and hair straight like that of a princess from a foreign land, offhandedly revealed herself as the Orange Disruptor.

I thought she was supposed to be dead alongside the Red Barron in G-Z0?

“She appears alive and well. This looks to have taken place around 10-5 years ago. G-Z0 was destroyed more than 20 years prior. Was her death perhaps staged?”

No idea. But it’s more likely that she didn’t die at all.

“The question then becomes why is she still pronounced dead.”

… But I’m more shocked by Raoul and everyone present. They’re… part of CogitO from what they’ve said. Does CogitO go around letting their members kill people indiscriminately?

“CogitO is an Atelier also masked in much secrecy I’m afraid.”

Fuck sakes…

“Oh darkest Star. Oh righteous Star… Shall we aid in the recovery before the Scarlet Healers arrive?” A woman, whose hands were clasped into a prayer-like position, asked as if seeing Raoul as a Deity.

“Recovery is for me. Disruptor. How are things looking?” Raoul asked as the thick sheets of metal were torn from the train, casting light into its dark cavity.

Frost gagged. She physically gagged and clutched at her mouth as the stench of death reeked through. It was so terribly horrendous that it had ate away at the inner linings of the walls like an acidic cloud. The state of the mobile prison was unconceivably rancid. Colonies of fungus and bacteria festered on open wounds, dwelling within for years, and yet their bodies had not decomposed.

Suddenly, the Orange Disruptor’s irises glowed orange, like that of a setting sun.

“It’s a difficult distinction. On one hand, the visual clarity means no one’s gone through an emotional episode. No need to order an Eclipse to eliminate. Not that a fallen Star would. Besides~ I’m right here. M-Mm. On the other, the disparity means the lack of emotions. Ergo...”

“Dead. Or they’ve become a ‘Shell’.” Raoul begrudgingly spoke.

The sight was a crime against all Frost stood for… No. A crime against life itself. Some could even be found moving, raising a hand as if begging to be saved.

Raoul was lifted by the head of his shadowy familiar into the cavity of the train. His footsteps were made known to all within the train, all of which were too move. Some were impaled by fixtures, others killed by the collision, and the rest left to bleed out.

He sought to find them. To find the misplaced Healers aboard the train.

To find Orth and Thras.

The lens Frost saw this piece of history through felt like a fever dream. Slowly, and one by one, the structures surrounding them began to contort as if made from wax.

An order was then given to eliminate all on sight by Raoul directly. Though she could not see it, she could tell that his voice carried anguish. Various scenery of the City of Spades falling to the bloodlust of Raoul and these unnamed CogitO personnel flashed before her eyes.

People who had nothing to do with the incident were slaughtered for merely standing in their path of hatred. And from this hatred spawned a Heart, encapsulating the emotion in its most raw form.

Frost had only seen a snippet of this disaster, and somewhere within the waning imagery, she heard the voices of Orth and Thras.

“… Tick…”

“… Tock…”

“Can you hear it, Orth…? It’s ticking... again…”

“… A gift… from beyond the void…”

“Salvation.”

“Salvation.”


* * *


“Do you understand it now? The unjust murder masked as righteousness led to the hatred that makes up but one segment of our whole.” The Memory Bistro spoke to Frost as the scenery soon returned to normal.

By now the Heart was roughly half-way dead. Cer and Res had been screaming for some help, and only now did Frost move in to offer her hand. Ber on the other hand was oddly silent as she pummeled and ripped her Fragments, avoiding the Heart entirely.

“Segments that we so aspire to accumulate. Only then can we call ourselves ‘one’. And shout to the world of our abhorrence. Perhaps then they will turn their heads, unable to ignore this beating heart. It will reach the ends of the world, Amalgam. All will one day know of us who you call the Impuritas.” It vowed, and Frost, for the first time, understood a semblance of their hatred.

If there was no hatred in this world, then they would not exist.

But a perfect world cannot possibly exist.

“Like them – Like the Ateliers – You still kill whoever you see fit. All this violence against violence breeds even more of it. I don’t know how you can’t even bring yourself to see that.” Frost sorrowfully spoke, striking at the Heart until it burst like a puss-filled pimple.

“Is that so hard to understand? The difference between us is that we are an existence born from hatred. Amalgam. Who chooses our nature? We were born in the nascent fluids of malice. You learned it. That is our difference!”

“Then that makes eliminating you that much easier!” Frost shouted.

There could be no common ground between her and the Impuritas. It was always one extreme to the other, and they somehow always managed to twist her values like she was in the wrong. Her frustrations only grew, and before long, the scenery began to change again.

But this time, the small, quivering heart picked up by her Die Agnosis had subtly grown stronger.

“So why are we being blamed for something Raoul did!?” Ber exclaimed, thrashing against the wall of the Heart. “Severed hands and all the misery brought onto us wasn’t because of anything we did! All of us just wanted to live peacefully in the world humans turned into a hell for us! I just wanted to be like everyone else!”

Then, Nav revealed something that caused her heart to sink into the depths of her stomach.

“Frost, her Nex is rapidly rising!”

            

    
        224. Ber, the Unloved Duckling

    
    
    
    
                Nav’s message was the last thing she ever wanted to hear. In that moment Frost turned on all heels, dropped every last Impuritas, quenched all flames that were not a part of her body and shouted at the top of her lungs.

“BER! CALM DOWN!”

“WHAT’S UP WITH YOU ALL OF A SUDDEN!?” The hairs along Cer’s tail and ears rose like the quills of a porcupine as all eyes immediately fell onto Ber.

“WHAT HAPPENED TO YOUR VOICE BOX JUST A MOMENT AGO!?” Res complained, spiting Frost for having remained silent up until now. “Ber – She’s still fighting, Frost! She isn’t injured!”

“LISTEN TO ME! STICK CLOSE TO BER! HER EMOTIONS ARE HEIGHTENING!” Frost warned, and the triplets immediately heeded her warning without another word of defiance, as if something had flicked inside of them.

“Tch – What’s happening to your emotions Ber!? BER! ARE YOU OK!?” Cer shouted, moving to her sister’s side, who dragged a pair of crying Fragments in her arms along the shattered cobblestone.

Their wails never ceased. The bear paws clawed with futile effect against the original Ber. No matter how many dared to pile onto her she’d always prevail, rendering them down to their pages. But the screams were far from the falsehoods of their paper flesh.

“PLEASE SOMEONE HEAR ME!” A Fragment cried and had its head torn off.

“WHY CAN’T I JUST DO WHAT I WANT!?” Another wept and was reduced to ribbons.

“IT WASN’T MY FAULT THAT I JUST WANTED THEM TO LOOK AT ME!” Several cried at once, and she annihilated a group with multiple swipes as she burst straight into the Heart, tacking on whatever she saw like a berserked animal.

“SHUT UUUUUUUUUUUUP!” Ber hoarsely screamed at the top of her lungs as her sisters followed suit.

“BER! Tch – BEEEEER! SNAP OUT OF IT!” Cer shouted, failing to keep up with her as the Memory Bistro’s voice began to speak with omnipresence.

“There is finally enough fingers inside of this City’s greatest Heart. History supplemented by the raw, untapped emotions associated with the severed hands. A trauma resurfacing. Do you know the maxim of the Blood Festival, Oh Amalgam? Oh soon to be fallen Moons?” It hymned with the voices of countless.

The faces engraved into the fleshy walls of the egg-shaped Heart moved, reciting these words silently, as if the Memory Bistro had stolen their voices. Frost aided in the destruction of the Heart, seeing it as the only way to stop Ber, but that didn’t stop her mind from combing through other drastic methods.

NAV! Can I use Torpidity stacks to put her out!?

“I am afraid that rest would only intensify the emotions!”

We won’t know until we try!

Frost, removing her gloves, exposed her bare fists as her Touch of Golds wreaked havoc. Mounds of flesh let loose a toxic plume as the walls began to crumble. The Complex Heart was at a mere 2,000,000 HP.

It would not be long until it was over.

“I HATE YOU RES! I HATE YOU! WHY DID YOU ALL PROSCRIBE ME FOR WANTING TO PICK BERRIES!?”

“WE’RE IDENTICAL SO WHY – WHY DID EVERYONE PRETEND THAT THEY COULDN’T HEAR ME SHOUT LIKE I WAS SPEECHLESS –!”

Res embraced her sister, bearhugging her as Cer took over and staved the Fragments away. Ber froze in her arms, as revitalized by the familiar warmth. The woman trembled and looked down to see the pleading face of her sister, whose eyes glistened with tears.

“BER! It’s ok! I’m right here like always–! So – SO –!”

“Why… is it always you Res? Does anyone know how much I tried? I sacrificed so much to protect you… But when I wanted just a small piece of what you had… what I wish I had, everyone looked at me like I was the ugliest thing they ever laid their eyes on.” Ber’s voice softened, her body still trembling as she spoke from the bottom of her heart.

“WHY DID MOTHER CHOOSE YOU!?”

“MOTHER NEVER TOLD ME SHE LOVED ME! BUT I LOVED HER MORE THAN ANYONE ELSE!”

“WHY WAS I NOT ALLOWED TO STAY WARM AT NIGHT!?”

“WHY WAS I PUNISHED FOR TAKING THAT STUFFED TEDDY BEAR!”

“That… Ber… Ber.” Res, after being at a lost for words, managed to find her footing, knowing well how important it was to keep her mind straight in this trying time. “Frost – Get the fuck away! Please… Get away. You… You’ll only make it so much more worse!”

“Sorry Frost, but you’re really going to tip her over the edge… You’re… just like her to all of us. I’m begging you, please don’t come any closer!”

Cer suddenly began to send electric slashes at Frost, understanding exactly what Res meant by this. Frost, heeding both the advice of the triplets and Nav, clicked her tongue and focused on the Heart instead as the soft heartbeats became rapid.

Ber needs those two more than anything else right now. I want to believe that they can do something about it.

“Frost… I regret to inform you that ‘you’ cannot heal everyone.”

I know. I know… I KNOW!

The heartbeat played in the back of her mind as she reluctantly listened on. Die Agnosis did not work on Ber, even though her emotions were beginning to take a drastic turn. The only function it seemed to have at all were the visions it created.

“Her chapter… is now complete. O Ber. Do you recognize the anguish? Pretending to be someone else when you wanted something simpler in life? Isolated and forgotten since the day of your conception. Hunted by humans. Neglected by your kin – Left in the cold of the night all for the sake of someone else’s happiness... O Ber. From the mere voices alone, I interpret your chapter as the intro of a tragedy –”


Complex Heart | HP: 300,000


Frost’s Touch of Golds had nearly reduced the Complex Heart to nothing but a mound of smoldering corpses. The Memory Bistro was nowhere to be seen afterwards. The egg-shaped Heart collapsed into itself; the paper ball long incinerated alongside all traces of mounds that produced the Fragments of Ber.

She deeply bemoaned that there was little she could do to help. But the one other thing she hadn’t tried was to touch Ber’s heart with Die Agnosis again. With the HP of the Heart rapidly dwindling, and as the world beyond began to reveal itself as the mounds of flesh cleared their horizons –

– She threw her Atelier Item at them without a single word, keeping her presence as invisible as possible from Ber. Cer caught it, glanced at Frost and, to her relief, nodded with worried eyes. She wanted to ask for help. Cer truly did, but she also understood the ramifications if Frost approached any closer.

“Res… I… Am the strongest wolf, right?” Ber questioned as their embrace turned into a circle of clasped hands. Cer was involved as well. Sandwiched between her and Ber’s hand was the stethoscope.

And yet nothing happened. Nothing changed… No.

Somehow, everything seemed to mellow. The heartbeat, which she now realized belonged to Ber, returned to its gentle sinus pulse. There were no threats anymore. Just silence, and the crackling of fire. In the distance Ignis and Jury continued on with their onslaught, and Ignis could be seen waving when Nav delivered the good news.

Ber had seemingly calmed down, her breathing now stabilized all thanks to the warmth of her sisters.

“Mm. That’s right. Ber. I’m sorry. I know it’s all back in the past, but it still feels like a fresh wound. To all of us. My eyes. Cer’s jaw and tongue. We all suffered. But – It’s ok now! We’re… we’re slowly getting back. Building ourselves.” Res spoke with a voice filled with hope as Frost silently watched on.

“Ber~ It’s alright! I get outbursts as well! So you don’t gotta be afraid or angry, alright, cause I do them all the time! You know me!” Cer exclaimed, her tail brushing against Ber’s playfully.

For some reason however, their ears never perked. They were flattened as if the weight of their burdens sat atop them.

“Frost. Her Nex production is dropping. Thank me for stopping you from beating her unconscious.”

Yeah. Thank you. Going unconscious makes it worse, huh? How do you know that?

“It was an excuse. Because I don’t believe that is the correct way to prevent it.” Nav boldly claimed, angering Frost slightly.

But in the end, it seemed like everything worked out. Ber’s smile soon returned, and her normal demeanor was back as she pulled her hands away, took a step back and clutched onto the wrist of her left hand.

“… so why was I treated worse than everyone? If I was the strongest, then why did they look at me like I was unwanted?” Her Atelier Item was peeled off, revealing a pristine hand that reached for something intangible.

Suddenly, something flashed before Frost’s eyes. A small snippet of a vision played as she saw through the eyes of a woman all of a sudden, reaching out for a stuffed teddy bear left unattended on a warm bed.

These tiny hands belonged to someone Frost didn’t recognize. From a thatch house, wandering away from a village of Demi-Humans, the little girl walked over to crystal-clear lake. And in there, she looked down at herself in the water on the eve of that cold night, and she saw a tiny Ber staring back, holding the teddy bear in her arms as she toyed with her hair.

“Why… do you have to mention your hurt like it matters more than mine? Res… for 30 years I thought this was ok. That so long as we were all together then everything was ok. But I, for the first time… felt what it was like to be held by mom again.” Ber slowly spoke, touching each individual finger like the keys of a piano.

“… Don’t… Don’t be like Cer. Frost… isn’t a replacement. You know that.” Res uttered, completely shocking Frost by the revelation.

But it was short lived. Suddenly, yet another vision flashed before her eyes. A wave of confusion rolled her along a vast sea of turmoil. She couldn’t tell what real or not anymore as she saw through a younger Ber’s eyes once again, plucking berries as she laughed with those Frost believed to be close with her.

But as night fell, and as Ber returned to the lake alone, checking on her short hair, she heard the mocking voices of those she thought were friends. Over time, Ber’s clothing became less and less feminine to match Res’, and in time she stopped looking into the lake and instead, her mirror became the people around her.

“I know that as well. Ber – nothing was your fault.” Cer assured, patting her sister’s head and touching the onyx hairclip she still wore. “… yeah. Even you’re changing. For the better!”

“You’re right… nothing was my fault. I did my best, didn’t I?” Ber whispered, raising a hand to the hairclip gifted by Frost. “Punching everything. Scratching… being the worst I could be, so I keep you safe. By becoming you, I could never become me. Your praises of me were truly only directed to yourself.”

Then, the last vision of a Ber silently weeping with her hands severed in a blazing village roused a sorrowful surge within Frost’s chest as Res’ ears somehow drooped further, her eyes trembling at the spiteful words that left her sister’s mouth.

“… Ber…?” Res whispered, reaching out for her but had her hand slapped away.

“… and so I kept my mouth shut. Sealed it off with both palms and cried into them at the top of my lungs, hoping for someone to hear me. I, who lived in that lake like an ugly duckling, wanting to be more than what you all made me into.”

“I’m… I’m so sorry.” Res tried again to embrace Ber, however –


< “And to this day, I still lament.” >


 

< “To this day, I still sip on the sweet syrup of Serum G.” >


 

< “To this day I still yearn to become beautiful.” >


 

< “Stagnant, like the Moon I’ve become.” >


 

< “And so I cry for help with muffled shouts.” >


 

< “Heard only by the reflection in the lake.” >


“B-BER!” Cer cried as Frost roared at the top of her lungs.

“CEEEEEEEEEEEEER! TOUCH HER WITH MY ITEM! USE IT ON HER BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE!”

Suddenly, an invisible force knocked Res and Cer back as Ber’s body began to tremble. The surroundings quickly changed, but it was only Frost who could comprehend this. It was at that moment when Frost realized what was happening before Nav could even flash the prompt.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< BER’S CORRUPTION EVENT HAS BEGUN >


 

Frost’s body moved on its own. Adrenaline unlike any other coursed through her veins as her flames erupted. Her Touch of Golds weaved past Cer and Res as they skidded along the ground, snatching Die Agnosis and plunging it straight for Ber’s chest.

THIS BETTER WORK NAV OR THERE’LL BE HELL TO PAY! Frost, nearing her breaking point, was as desperate as the Cer and Res.

“NOOOO! BEEEEEER!” Cer, as she skidded on her feet. “FROST! You… You can save her right! PLEASE! That’s Ber! That’s my sister Ber!” She shouted, clawing at the ground as she prepared herself to join Frost.

“Ber… is that… how you really felt… all this time…?” Res uttered in complete disbelief, laying on her knees defeatedly like she lacked the will to stand.

“I’LL DO EVERYTHING IT TAKES TO BRING HER BACK! BER! WAKE – UP!” With one decisive lunge, the end of Die Agnosis reached the chest of Ber and in that moment, everything suddenly warped around her.

Reality itself collapsed as a picturesque, child-like painting of the mountains of Grandis replaced the background of their world. Res and Cer were nowhere to be found as her boots sunk into the shallow pool of a grand lake too cartoonish to be anything real.

In fact, everything was painted in watercolor, splashed onto the objects of the world like how a child would. Her flames were cleansed. Not a single one of her manifested Corrupted were worn within either, as if it were stripped from her.

Ber on the other hand could be seen far ahead, seeping into the ankle-deep water. It was a much younger Ber, dressed in a cloud of black feathers and an eggshell worn on her head. Her hands clasped her mouth as she muffledly uttered:


< “Can anyone hear me…?” >


 

< “It’s so cold…” >


 

< “Someone please hold out a hand. I desperately want to be noticed.” >


 

< “I don’t wanna be alone…” >


This is… This is Ber’s mind!? Her heart!?

Her question was immediately answered by a passing prompt.


< BER’S EMOTIONAL STATE >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< HAILSTORM >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET SINGS >


< ALL HP IS FORFEITED WITHIN A CORRUPTED’S EMOTIONAL STATE >

< MANA WILL REPLACE HP >


 

< YOU WILL BE EJECTED FROM BER’S EMOTIONAL STATE IF YOUR MP REACHES 0 >

< ALL STATS HAVE BEEN CUT INTO 1/4 OF THEIR ORIGINAL VALUE >


 

“That’s… Ber… Can we – Can we save her!?” Frost demanded, causing the girl to shudder.

Status!

 





	 
	 
	
Unloved Duckling
Ber


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Born without knowing wherein my beauty lays, I allow the world to become my mirror, forever wishing to become the swans I adore >

AFFINITY : Lament


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 90
	ORIGN : Trauma
	
HP : 60,000


	ATT : 600
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 250
	MAG DEF : 0
	
MP : 0


	RESIST : Nil
	AGI : 0









< CONDITION: Unloved Duckling will enter the next phase when HP reaches 0. Ignoring the Unloved Duckling will cause it to enter a Breakdown State >


 

< This means Ber will become a husk of her former self… In the same vein as the Wandering Healers. This is what becoming a ‘Shell’ must mean >


 

< This will not be a standard fight. You are also considerably weakened within this bizarre mindset of hers >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: None. The Unloved Duckling cannot be suppressed while inside of its Emotional State >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Unloved Duckling will be defeated after its final phase reaches 0 HP >


 

“I CAN’T REALIZE OR SAVE BER!?” Frost nearly despaired, but Nav, like the good friend it was, mentioned that there was yet another way.


< I am not finished just yet! >


 

< SALVATION CRITERIA: Engage with the Unloved Duckling and all its subsequent phases. It wants nothing more than to know that you are there >


 

< Have hope Frost! Go save Ber! Don’t let the Impuritas have their way! >

            

    
        225. A Corrupted Ber’s Emotional State

    
    
    
    
                Ber’s mental state was depicted in the form of a children’s book. Vibrant watercolors bled into surrounding objects as a background of painted trees, mountains and reeds surrounded them.

The lake was calm, and in the reflection of the Unloved Duckling sat a weeping, child-like Ber who cuddled with a poorly woven stuffed teddy bear. It was worn by negligence, and its button eyes were the only eyes that had ever truly looked at Ber for who she was.

The lonely Unloved Duckling, whose hands cupped her mouth, muffledly wept.


< “I didn’t want to be a replacement…” >


 

< “Stranded on these silent nights, I often wondered how genuine their laughter was. Maybe they were laughing at me all along…” >


 

“Cer and Res didn’t know how much you were hurting all this time. For 30 years you’ve kept this all bottled up and locked away.” Frost prepared herself to engage in her first psychological combat with one of her beloved friends.

The despair of potentially losing Ber seeped into her heart, but she siffled its growth with the prospect of saving her through the Salvation Criteria.


< Your stats for this encounter are as follows! >


 





	 
	
< The Amalgam >


	 



	 
	
HP/MP : 30,000


	 



	ATT : 2,800 (+875)
	
MAG ATT : 2,250 (+1,125)


	RESIST : 95



	ATT DEF : 2,087 (+62)
	
MAG DEF : 1,750 (+125)


	AGI : 45









Frost was weaker in terms of HP compared to the Hailstorm-Classed Corrupted. She could still recall when she was no more than a condemned, lost woman wandering the Black Forest in hopes of survival. But unlike that time, she was more than prepared to deal with her situation.

And she needed to. This was Ber. Her friend. Like with Jury and Ignis – She was not going to stop until her hand reached down into her well of despair and saved her!

“Interesting. My AGI’s only halved, not quartered. Not that I’m complaining!” Frost’s yell was dampened by a mysterious force.

It was only half as loud. Curious, she began her assault and disturbed the lake’s still surface. To her surprise the splashes were not muffled. Rather, they were amplified as if to further drown the Unloved Duckling’s voice.

“Unfortunately, much of my information is a work in progress. This is unprecedented territory. The cost of your magic has not changed, however, so please avoid using anything substantial!” Nav warned as Frost rapidly closed the 50-meter gap between her and the Corrupted Ber, who then began to shake her head in displeasure.


< [Muffled Sob] >

< She never let them hear the cries for help >


 

The Unloved Duckling’s weeps grew as a small shockwave blasted through the surface of the lake, causing Frost’s hair and apparel to flutter behind her like wings. If this was like the tale of the Ugly Duckling, then Frost was the perilous swan that Ber aspired to become.


MP: 30,000


 

It did zero damage thanks to her overwhelming DEF. Even at her quartered strength she easily prevailed over Hailstorm Corrupted. Such was the unfairness of an existence like herself. However, this also caused her to realize that even with all the strength in the world there existed moments where it would matter little.

A secondary pulse then threw Frost back slightly. A third caused her to skid backwards before she pressed forth once more. 25 meters now separated them.

“Yeah. A few seconds of any of my Conflagrator skills and it’s over. Nav. Any idea why Mana’s replaced my HP!?” Frost wondered aloud, wanting her voice and presence to be known to Ber as per the Salvation Criteria.

“Mana, in Elysia, is an essence of life. Or, one could describe it as being a power originating from the soul itself. Fairies and magical races have been known to enter the dreams of others as well as interact with them on a spiritual level.”

“MEANING!?”

“Your body is not physical, but merely a vessel using mana to enter her Emotional State. For this reason your Corrupted manifestations are not present, and your stats have been severely weakened. We are, after all –”


 

< “I loved everyone… Did they all love me back?” >


 

< “We’re triplets. So why were you so loved…? >


 

< “I want someone to hear me please…” >


 

< [Neglect Me Not] >

< I don’t need your make belief help! (Please don’t stop trying!) >


 

“– Inside of another person’s State of Mind. To overpower them means to defeat them. To offer your hand means to save them. You understand this distinction more than anyone else.”

Suddenly, the paws of the stuffed teddy bear emerged from beneath the surface of the lake on either side of the Unloved Duckling. Like an overprotective mother, it swiped at Frost as she approached like she was an insect.

But Frost was too quick for it. The future was laid out for her as she weaved underneath the swipes and grappled onto one. Her teeth dug into its disgusting, soaked fur where clouds of cotton burst like a fountain of pale blood.


Neglected Paws

LEVEL : 60 HP : 10,000 ATT : 1,200 AGI : 8


< [Stolen Cuddle] >

< She stole the stuffed teddy bear belonging to the sister she lived to impersonate, wanting something to hold in her coldest, loneliest nights >


 

The skills the Corrupted Ber possessed each had their own flavor text that further unraveled her trauma. Frost was wracked with disbelief, wondering how such a past was shouldered after all this time. Did Ber never have a heart to heart with Res? For 30 years? They were so close to one another that Frost could not believe that such a trauma existed.

She never blamed Ber or anyone for that matter.

True to her role as a nurse – Frost wished to help Ber at all costs without imparting her judgement.


 

< “I worked so hard pretending to be someone else. But they gave everything to the person I tried to protect …” >


 

< “Just a small token of appreciation would have gone a long way. Mom… Was it my fault I was born so ugly?” >


 

“I never wanted Calfasio to die. I won’t ever let another person slip away from my reach! NAV! What about the Will of the Amalgam!? Can I use my Corrupted Skills here!?” Frost shouted through mouthfuls of cotton, devouring them like tasteless cotton candy.

“It is possible I believe. However, your emotional state must rise.” Nav explained.

A single punch sent at the stump-like forearms left a black cloud that periodically damaged the Neglected Paws, dealing roughly 500 damage each few seconds. This, combined with Frost’s Fine Line Passive was able to deal tremendous damage with each successful counter.

When one hand fell and sunk into the depths of the shallow lake the Unloved Duckling wept.


< “I wanted to keep my long hair…” >


 

< “We’re Demi-Humans… Humans had an eye for Res. I must protect her. But I’m not as beautiful as her. That’s what everyone says.” >


< [Snippy Snippy] >

< She watched as strands fell from her shoulders down onto the lake. With each snip of the scissor she began to wonder who the person in the reflection was >


 

Suddenly, as Frost primed her fists to assault Ber, the girl began shaking her head wildly. Muffled whimpers forced her back as her toes dug into the loose soil beneath. Pushing forward, she pummeled the Unloved Duckling with a flurry of fists, reluctantly beating her down into the lake.


Unloved Duckling | HP: 23,500


I sincerely hope you’re not feeling anything in there, Ber.

Frost grinded her teeth, as if bracing herself in place of her precious friend. The beatdown left no wounds on the little Ber, who could only hold onto her mouth to swallow her cries. Guilt pricked her heart, and the blade of anguish twisted as she listened to Ber’s whimpers of wanting to be heard… Wanting to be loved.


< [The Sin of Speech] >

< She was always a good girl. Everyone around her also struggled with the horrors of life as a Demi-Human. So she kept her despair to herself, and silently marinated in her lament until that moonless night when she could no longer hide her screams >


 

“SOMEONE PLEASE HEAR ME!”


 

The voice appeared like a prompt, and on the last sliver of HP Frost hesitated as her she suddenly found herself unable to respond to Ber’s demand. Her voice was sealed off by this mysterious power. No… the world itself could not allow the passage of sound.


Unloved Duckling | HP: 2,200


It would only take one more punch to defeat it. As per the Condition, it would initiate the next phase of the encounter. It was the only logical move forward, but Frost found it difficult finishing off someone she had grown so close to.

Seeing the little Ber slumped in her arms, weeping through tearful, innocent eyes caused Frost to lower her head in sorrow.

From such a young age you wanted nothing but to be heard and loved. Forced to impersonate and never appreciated despite all you’ve done. Even your mother never embraced you, so that’s why the teddy bear’s symbolic to you. Ber…

Frost took the Unloved Duckling into her arms and embraced her. Knowing how they saw her as a figure similar to their mother, it was all the more appropriate for her to at least embrace this Ber that had never known the embrace of a parent.

Her grip tightened. What followed was obvious, and Frost desperately fought the sting in the corners of her eyes.


Unloved Duckling | HP: 900


< [Muffled Sob] >

< [Muffled Sob] >

< [Muffled Sob] >


 

The Unloved Duckling desperately tried to remove her but to no avail. Frost’s grip further tightened, and the eggshell hat broke, revealing the long hair of a forgotten Ber in her last moments.


 

< “I forever muted myself with my own two hands, wishing that I could have been braver.” >


 

< “Hatched into this world as the ugliest; was it so wrong for me to want to become beautiful?” >


 

Unloved Duckling | HP: 0

 

The Unloved Duckling soundlessly perished in her arms, turning into vibrant particles of light that slipped through her hand as she embraced the air. A devastated Frost sat there in the center of the shallow lake, lamenting Ber’s grief.


< Unloved Duckling has been defeated >


 

< Ber’s Emotional State has risen >


 

… This is going to save Ber, right?

“Salvation is a holistic approach. Frost. I also wish to see the best outcome for Ber. Because I want to ‘see’ these people I’ve come to adore!” Nav encouraged, causing Frost to shake her head as she fended off the tears.

“That’s exactly what I want to hear right now. We’re all going to see that mountain view you couldn’t. Together. No one’s getting left behind on my watch.” Frost vowed as the scenery soon began to shift, flickering like the pages of a book.


* * *


Suddenly, the world went dark as she found herself staring down into the reflective floors of the Nexus. The person staring back up at her was Ber. She had entered yet another one of these visions as a result of Ber’s heightening emotions.

“Congratulations on finishing your initiation process. I knew you’d become Moons.” Spoke a faceless woman as rubber soles clapped along the marble floors.

Ber stood alone in this grand, vacant place. Her sisters had only just recently left, evident by their tails which could be seen disappearing behind a closing door. The person who approached this Ber, who was dressed in nothing but rags was the faceless woman wearing a grand, feathered coat nearly identical to Frost’s.

“… Miss… Galia.” Ber whispered uncharacteristically meekly to the fabled Beholder.

            

    
        226. A Window Into Ber’s Present

    
    
    
    
                “There was a point in my life where things felt like they were at their highest. We became Moons of the Nexus. Survivors of Serum S.”

Ber internally narrated these passages of her memories, flickering through them like a children’s book. Page by page, Ber read out the lines that were etched into these core memories.

“I remember D-13. The Wandering Healer who found us on that moonless night as everything burnt down. And there, like an Angel sent by Deities we never believed in, arrived a woman in black who offered me the hand I so desperately wished to clasp.

But Galia was no Angel. She was a Demon incarnate. A serpent in the body of human. A temptress of the forbidden who dabbled in taboo, whispering like a seductress who incited the fall of our human captors. They took their own lives in the meaning of justice.”

Standing before her was a faceless Galia, her head smeared by a black fog. The only detail Frost could decipher from Ber’s memory was her skin color, which was a shade similar to that of Jury’s. But she could tell that Galia was nothing remotely close to her beloved. The voice which then spoke aloud with an accent and certain inflection that did not originate from this world as far as Frost was concerned.

Rather, it sounded like something from Earth.

Galia had nurtured them since the disaster. The memory was hazy as it was not the primary focus of Ber’s trauma. Rather, it seemed to have something to do with the newly appointed Ber 30 years ago.

“Ateliers will attempt to lure you under their wings with sweet temptations. Scarlet Logic has already initiated a deal with you, as have ImpulseWorks and CogitO. You three would make for a fine addition whenever you so find yourself.”

Galia spoke with a motherly tone.

“But you are like an apple, separated from the other sweetest two. Unripe by a faulted umbilical stem. Neglected by the nurturing tree of knowledge, knowing only so much. A temptation for many. But you are an apple capable of choice. Though where you roll has not been one of your own, has it?”

“Galia had a way with words. They slithered ‘round your throat like a serpent. It had a binding power… Galia promised us our ‘salvation’ in the form of becoming Moons. She saw untapped potential within us and nurtured us until we rose to Moons. But the moment we reached that pinnacle, she left us on our own, favoring Raoul.”

“Welcome to the Nexus. I’ve arranged all I can for your arrival. A suit is fine?” She asked.

“It’s fine.” Ber lied, but had lost the motive to complain or shout, or cry.

“Atelier Items will follow shortly. Please, make yourself comfortable here. No one will dare to touch a Moon, but they will be tempted to reach.” Galia formally warned as the world flipped to a new page.

“It was like she said. Ateliers of all kinds approached us.

Scarlet Logic wanted us to become their Blood Moons. Our hatred made us perfect candidates.

ImpulseWorks offered us the chance to become Eclipses with our combat prowess despite our lackluster experience compared to other Moons.

CogitO offered us to become a Retainer for an unspecified goal.

Caldera Industries.

Chained Theocracy.

Act X… It didn’t matter what Atelier it was. They all approached with an offer.”


 

* * *


“Oh? Forgive me for saying this, but is it ok if we just take you two? This one seems rather… too timid for our liking.” Said an Insectid Red Giant from the Scarlet Logic, dismissing the silent Ber like an unwanted apple from the batch that were her sisters.

This was not the only time they tried to weave an invitation without her. Ber, who was the black sheep of the trio… the ugliest duckling of the flock.

“Heeey~? Got room for only two. Think ya can work that out?” A Caldera Industries personnel said, rolling her eyes at Ber.

“We don’t need a Moon like you. Sticking closely is asking for a tragedy in your line of work. Now if you two came along, then we’d come with a compromise.” A woman from presumably ImpulseWorks offered. “You’re too dangerous. That heart is too volatile.”

“I’ve been through enough. After a while it all began to stop phasing me. So long as my sisters were with me, then I thought it was ok. Before long, after each refusal and as I grew comfortable in the constraints of our uniform as Moons – We were then called Jesters. It became our namesake for having refused every ‘generous’ opportunity.”

A vision of a Ber hovering her hands by her ears could be seen in the reflection of the marble floor of the Nexus. She never completely closed her ears, reminded of the hands she had once lost. Galia approached her once again in secrecy, carrying a small vial for the troubled Ber.

“I, against my better judgement, wanted things to remain the way they were. Because in spite of all the belittlement, I enjoyed the company of my sisters. I came to understand their familiar warmth.

But the selfish me was not content with this. Somewhere down the line, I realized that we’d begin to change. I knew that everyone’s eyes were still on Res. I had to protect her. Even after the death of our mother, her curse still lingers onto me. I’m attached to the person who showed me nothing but cruelty. But I loved her unconditionally.

No one was ever going to come close to us, so we sealed off our hearts and put our heads down, working day by day fighting abominations I could not yet fathom.”

“Have you heard of the tale of the girl and the three bears?” Galia began, holding out a vial of purple and gold liquid. “It is a story of preference and perfection. A perpetual stagnation of complacency. A humble tale of cold, warm, and hot but in our countless eyes it is an allegory of ‘the present’.”


* * *


30 years ago, they faced off with the Signing Machine that ruptured the heads of those that listened to its scathing music. Within Sermount Ruins at the furthers edges of Brandar, the triplets had conquered one of their first Corrupted ever at the cost of hundreds of lives.

“This is going to be our life now. We’re always dancing on the edge of a knife’s blade, but if it means staying close to them then I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Corrupted after Corrupted, the Triplets were quick to adapt to their line of work. It was not the type of work neither of them enjoyed, but they all had a reason to continue. So long as they were Moons then they could no longer be subjected to the whims of the world beneath the Nexus outside of the Corrupted.

“It was a weird epiphany for us. For me. I hated it. I hated fighting. But it quickly became all I knew, and before I realized it – I knew I could never go back or go any further from here. When we faced off against that Stuffed Teddy Bear it became clear that we were not as strong as we believed. No… We never really ‘escaped’ from our past.”

Standing before Galia again, Ber gazed upwards at the faceless Beholder with reluctant conviction.

“I wanted things to remain like this. By fighting the Corrupted and staying with my sisters, I could forget it all. But I didn’t want to change. I was afraid of change. I didn’t know what change meant. Because the one time I tried to achieve it we nearly lost everything to that giant Stuffed Teddy Bear.”

“The ‘Goldilocks’ of your life is the present. It is an aversion to the past. Resistance to the future. Embraced by the comfort of the present.” Galia offered Ber a liquid vial, to which she greedily clasped.

“I knew exactly what the Serum was. Serum G. G for Goldilocks. A liquid form of bliss to replace the bitter beverages and the plants we have become immune to. To stave off the past, I resorted to a Serum that would not only stump my growth – but ours. Infused into our Atelier Items was the liquid… and from that day forward, we never ‘grew’. Not an inch physically, or psychologically. It was our greatest comfort.”

The world began to change again. This time, the marble floors were replaced by yet another lake, save that it was deeper than the last. But somehow, Ber found herself standing atop the surface of the lake as the walls opened with 9 archways, each glowing with the insignia of all 9 known Atelier, save for Oboros Infinitas.

Frost’s body returned to her. At 50 meters away, she watched as the Corrupted Ber’s body took on the form of the original Ber, save she adorned a Jester’s hat with exactly nine bells, each in the same color of the Ateliers that had rejected her. Her apparel was a suit mimicking a jester’s outfit, decorated with symbols of question marks that dripped like the words from Jury’s Mantle of Sin and the body of the Listening Bird.


< “I poisoned the well. I poisoned us to hold onto this small fragment of happiness.” >


 

< “I believed that so long as things didn’t change then everything was fine.” >


 

< “But what I came to realize was that I was more than just an ugly duckling…” >


 

< “I was the ugliest of them all!” >


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< MONSOON >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET INSPIRES >
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< Accepting this complacent life only entrenched this despair. Could you hear the despair gagged underneath the makeup of my so-called happiness? >

AFFINITY : Despair


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 120
	ORIGIN : Trauma
	
HP : 100,000


	ATT : 2,500
	MAG ATT : 2,500



	ATT DEF : 250
	MAG DEF : 250
	
MP : 2,000


	RESIST : Nil
	AGI : 30









< “Serum G removed the need to cut my hair… It was perfect wasn’t it? (I always despised it!)” >


 

Frost prepared herself. The Jester of Speech was entirely capable of eliminating her if she was not careful. With her fists drawn, and nothing but conviction arising from the depths of her flaming heart, Frost locked eyes with the forcefully-smiling Ber.

Then, like a roulette, the lights of the Ateliers began to illuminate as someone had spun a wheel of fortune. The light froze onto Caldera Industries, and a laugh track could be heard arriving from within its archways, causing Ber to assume a look of anger all the while retaining her forced smile.

            

    
        227. The Jester of Speech

    
    
    
    
                < [Vice of Speech] >

< With a sealed mouth, she allowed their words to dress her into a form she despised the most >


 

< “Jesters. Even in my dreams I could never wear the pale dress I loved.” >


 

A metallic cranking could be heard within the distance as Ber stood in place, trembling with both palms clasped over her mouth. The attack caused the neon lights to cycle again as black chains were flung into the Jester of Speech’s direction like missiles.


< [Verbal Ensnare] >

< Their words hurt her more than she could ever admit. She wanted to scream her heart out and reject these chains. But they only continued to constrict her. And before she realized it, it became a part of her >


Frost was confused, but she did not allow herself to stray behind. She pushed forward, gauging the Corrupted Ber’s HP as the chains began to ensnare the poor Ber. The Jester of Speech attempted to flee, but the chains dragged it straight towards the tunnel belonging to Caldera Industries.

“Any Conditions Nav!?” Frost cried, chasing the dragged Jester.


< CONDITION: Jester of Speech will enter the next phase when all Atelier Shackles are defeated. If the Jester of Speech’s HP reaches 0, then the Ber’s Emotional State will collapse. She will succumb to the despair and Breakdown >


 

< The Atelier Shackles cannot be damaged unless they are illuminated >


 

< DO NOT LET BER DIE! >


 

Frost’s instantly shifted targets to the Caldera Industries archway. The piled marble pillars and brick were not there for show and played an integral part in Ber’s despair. With no time to lose, she rapidly approached, and her instinct drove her to sever the chain ensnaring Ber.


Chains of Ridicule

LEVEL : 75 HP : 10,000 ATT : 1,500 MAG ATT : 1.500 AGI : 20


 

Once in biting distance, Frost took the chains into both hands and began gnawing at it until it shattered. The entire length of the chain broke as though made from glass as the Jester of Speech unexpectedly took a whopping 10,000 damage after the fact.


Jester of Speech | HP: 90,000


“Tch – Destroying the chains only damages her!” Frost complained right as the Jester of Speech unleashed yet another attack.

“It’s best if you destroy them as soon as possible then. This may be a test of speed and determination on your part. The Jester of Speech appears incapable of fending for herself… Rather…”


< [Sobered Wail] >

< She only cried in her dreams, so no one had to worry for her >


Much like the Muffled Sob attack of the Unloved Ducking, Frost was blasted away from the Jester of Speech, and thankfully in the direction of the Caldera Industries archway. The shockwave thrashed the entire lake three times, causing bones within Frost’s body to shudder during the Corrupted’s brief cries.


< “Leave me alone…” >


 

< “Don’t lend me your hand… I’m notorious for biting them.” >


 

< “I always envied Cer’s long locks…” >


Frost | HP: 28,125


Sobered Wail was only capable of dealing magic damage. Frost wanted to heal herself but quickly realized it was impossible. Healing only restored HP, not MP. However, this did nothing to deter her.

She’d endure hell if it meant to bring Ber back!

“… It’s more likely that she’s actively trying to prevent you from stepping in.” Nav revealed, causing a lump to rise into Frost’s throat as she reached the archway and began to pummel it, removing each and every lump of stone.


Atelier Shackle

Caldera Industries

ATT DEF : 1,000 HP : 25,000 MAG DEF : 1,000


“Just like what she did when I tried to reach out for her, huh. Dammit Ber! Everyone’s waiting for you!” With each punch she laid, the beautiful, 10-meter construct spewed dust as it crumbled around her.


< “The machine sung so loudly. The Stuffed Teddy Bear cuddled so harshly. All the Corrupted we faced were worse than all my nightmares. But I took comfort in battling them.” >


Her assault on the walls grew stronger thanks to her Severe Combo Passive Skill, which slightly increased her ATT with each consecutive blow. In less than 10 seconds, she dealt the final blow by leaping to remove the magical sign, ripping it entirely from the wall. And like a cracker, she devoured it to restore her MP.

She had her own way of healing herself, thankfully.

Ber’s despair penetrated Frost’s heart as the roulette then landed on yet another Atelier; this time being ImpulseWorks. Frost continued to steel herself as her own emotions began to rapidly rise.

“It’s all a reflection of Ber’s present. To think she carried this burden with her all along. Were you fooled as well, Frost?”


< [Vice of Speech] >

 

The roulette fired again, and black chains ensnared the Jester of Speech once again, dragging it towards the opposite of Ber’s psychological colosseum. Frost gave immediate chase, but as if trying to deter her, the Jester of Speech released yet another attack.


< [Repressed Thoughts] >

< Despite the name ‘Goldilocks’, Serum G has little to do with the Midas Conversion Procedure. But following the same principles of ‘value’, the Demi-Human was forever preserved as her current self. Never to upheave the past. Never to reach for a new horizon >


 

Strangely enough, the flavor texts seemed to carry knowledge from beyond Ber’s scope. The last time Midas was mentioned was as far back as the Greed Counter fight. She briefly wondered what the reasoning behind mentioning this was.


< “I wanted to forget it all…” >


 

< “The sweet liquid bliss kept us sane for so long. As it does for many Moons like us. Ascension into the Nexus is not a form of salvation, because it never cured the root cause of our suffering.” >


Suddenly, the claws of the previously fought hands of the stuffed teddy bear arose from the depths of the lake and attempted to swipe at her. They had no HP and were merely manifestations of this attack. When both paws failed to strike her, they disappeared without a trace, allowing Frost to smoothly reach the Jester of Speech where she gnawed the chains.


Jester of Speech | HP : 80,000


 

< [Sobered Wail] >


 

Once again, the shockwave caused Frost to struggle reaching the Atelier Shackle. But her conviction only further strengthened, as her feet dug into the lake as though it were soil and held her ground as she refused to allow it to thrust her back.

“The fact that Ber of all people’s crying like this makes me sick to my stomach. You were always in on the antics with Cer. But was that all a façade?” Frost grieved, baring her teeth as she took on ImpulseWorks’ Atelier Shackle, pulverizing it until every fragment of stone sunk into the depths of the shallow lake.

“I don’t want to believe that our Ber was never truly happy. Maybe never in those last 30 years, but what about now!?” Frost grew emotional.

She refused to believe that Ber’s smiles were never genuine. Ber’s trauma was deep, and it was further exacerbated by her Corrupted form. But Frost thought about Ber’s recent moments and shouted in frustration that in spite of Ber returning to her old self, the stigma of Serum G, her role as a Moon and her past kept her chained in place.

Each Verbal Ensnare attack added more and more chains onto the Jester of Speech, wrapping her up like a cocoon.

Frost shattered Atelier Shackle after Atelier Shackle, becoming rabid in her approach as she desperately wished to see a Ber unchained by the agony of the past and the duty of the present. As the Amalgam, Frost shouted at the top of her lungs as she obliterated the 6th Atelier Shackle, blood pouring down the side of her lip due to the concussive force of Sobered Wail.

“BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEER! I AM NOT GOING TO LET ANYONE BESIDES YOU DICTATE YOUR FUTURE! NO ATELIERS –!”


< [Sobered Wail] >


 

Frost | HP: 23,450


The 7th Atelier Shackle fell unceremoniously. Frost refused to us her magic, which to begin with were not entirely helpful in this situation. Even Conflagrator was useless compared to her tried and true weapon – her knuckles.


“NO CHAINS –!” Frost screamed as the roulette landed on Act X, leaving only Justica Arms as the last archway standing.

By now the Jester of Speech’ chained cocoon appeared like a giant egg, and she could no longer move or be seen anymore. The only attacks she could feasibly use were Sobered Wail and Repressed Thoughts, the latter of which was entirely useless against a determined Frost.


< “Every Blessed carries a weight. Ours was too heavy, and so we required Serum G. Just so we could continue functioning as healthy Moons...” >


 

< “We all knowingly took Serum G as a compromise. To remain together. I was the one who suggested it, and thus poisoned us to this perpetual torment of under aspiring. But whenever I saw those pristine dresses I could not help but to feel a crushing pain in my chest.” >


 

< “Was it so wrong that I wanted to become beautiful? I castrated that aspiration… and regretted it for the rest of my life, laughing and playing the role of the Jester alongside Cer.” >


 

Frost, for the 8th time, severed the Chains of Ridicule and was assaulted by the shockwaves of Sobered Wail. It was enough times where her ears began to constantly ring, and it became a reminder that she was entirely ‘mortal’ in this conflict. No healing magic could ever dream of restoring her physical wounds so long as her HP was replaced with MP.

She was certain that a few organs were busted, but she had been through enough already to trudge through.

“NOOOOOO IMPURITAS –!” The 8th Atelier Shackle fell, and she dashed for the final one, pushing through with every ounce of power. Despite her wounds, Frost was still relatively fine. She possessed virtually unlimited stamina even in this form, and she used it with every strand of conviction in her impassioned chest.


< [Verbal Ensnare] >


 

For the last time, the Jester was assaulted by the chains. However, and much to her surprise, pale chains suddenly ensnared the ever-growing cocoon. The pale chains finally solidified its appearance as an egg as it wove itself in between, wriggling like parasitic worms.

“AND NOT A SINGLE CORRUPTED IS GOING TO TAKE YOU AWAY FROM US!” Frost shattered the pale chains and at once, the ‘egg’ suddenly began to shudder as it took its place in the center of the lake with only a sliver of HP remaining.


Jester of Speech | HP: 10,000

            

    
        228. The Weight of Unconfronted Expectations

    
    
    
    
                Jester of Speech | HP: 10,000


< “Wishing for sweet berries. For the thrill of the hunt. For the butcher of our meats. To the sewing of old clothes. I always enjoyed frolicking along the flowerbeds you so loved mom.” >


< “Suffocating in all of this pressure. This expectation… Don’t they all know that I’m really just only one girl?” >


The last Atelier Shackle fell like the rest, and the egg within the center of the room began to resonate with a throbbing heartbeat. Frost, not knowing what to do, turned to Nav as she studied the Jester of Speech’s new form.


< [Ugliest Duckling!] >

< Made to eat the forbidden, she regretted seeking salvation from the snake and poisoning them all >


 

The attack was not an attack at all. Rather, it completely altered the status of the Jester of Speech and even its name. This ‘egg’ devoured the Jester of Speech.


Weight of Unconfronted Expectations

ATT DEF : Infinitas HP : 10,000 MAG DEF : Infinitas


< Frost. It has reached a sub-phase >


 

< CONDITION: The overbearing weight of it all traps the Jester of Speech within an impenetrable shell. Failure to break through will utterly destroy Ber’s State of Mind. When the Weight of Unconfronted Expectations reaches 0 HP, begin the final phase >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Weight of Unconfronted Expectations is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

Frost, with a heavy heart, approached the ‘egg’ with solemn eyes. That egg was the manifestation of her duties. Her despair. The weight of expectations that no one should ever have to shoulder alone. Her speechlessness allowed it all to compile, and now that she was allowed to freely dabble in her state of mind, it became too much for Ber to handle.

Ber was first and foremost a girl that wanted nothing to do with combat.

That impenetrable shell represented her heart which had sealed everything out as she prepared for the inevitable, and even as Frost approached, the Ber within attacked with her cries.


< [Sobered Wail] >


 

< “Forever stagnant, I wait for the day I can become free.” >


 

But Frost refused to allow herself to be defeated. She pushed forward, scraping through the lake with her boots dug deeply into its mud.


 

< [Sobered Wail] >


 

< “Wanting a taste of the femininity I yearned since the start…” >


 

Frost gargled on her blood, dropping to her knees as she thrusted her fingers into the invisible soil beneath the ankle-deep lake and crawled her way towards Ber with unwavering drive to save her precious friend.


Frost | HP : 19,700


 

< [Sobered Wail] >


 

< “Wanting nothing than to smell the flowers and put on perfume… I always hated that I smelt of iron.” >


 

HP: 17,825

 

< [Sobered Wail] >


 

< “Can’t I ever just be me? I… want to scream…” >


 

HP: 15,950


 

< [Sobered Wail] >


 

< “So I ask the world… Can you hear me cry?” >


 

HP: 14,075


“… I hear you. Ber. I hear you…” The water of the lake washed over Frost’s face. Water dripped from her cheeks, hiding her tears that streamed down her face as she begrudgingly crawled to Ber, her body in complete disarray.

Outside she appeared fine, but within several bones had shattered. Fighting within this place took a toll on her physically as did mentally. Her only saving grace was Painkiller and Touch of the Black Dove which passively healed her. But it was nowhere near enough to amend major wounds.

Still, so long as she was a construct of mana…

… then dying was an impossibility.

Clouds of red followed Frost, seeping into the crystal-clear lake. It was the only thing that didn’t sink or disappear. When the Sobered Wails ceased, Frost pushed herself onto her feet, wobbling slightly as she approached the egg with cordial, passionate eyes. The golden glows glistened, reflected in the lake as small teardrops fell, breaking the surface of the lake more than her steps.

Frost cried because she realized that Ber, despite hiding in her shell…

“You’re crying… for help. Even inside of that shell, you want someone to save you…” Frost did not allow herself to weep or break.

Because there was someone else who needed her the most right now, crying alone somewhere in their darkest place. Every step she took thereafter became a mental struggle to keep her composure. Hearing Ber cry broke something inside of her. As someone who could pull the heartstrings of others, she wanted to laugh that hers was being tugged away.

“Ber. You’re… not alone. That weight’s always been anchoring you, hasn’t it? Inside you want nothing more than for someone to relieve you of it. Because you can’t yourself…” Frost spoke to Ber like she was a patient of hers.

It seemed silly speaking to an entity with less than higher level thinking. But from what she knew from Ignis and Jury, they were always aware even though they were a Corrupted. Like a coma victim, she believed Ber could still hear her.

And so, she offered the ‘sleeping’ Ber her words of comfort as she carefully approached the impenetrable egg.

“If you could, then you never would have ended up like this. I know it’s too late to say this, but… You’re not as softspoken as you believe you are. Remember in Wharftow? The people you taught? That was fun, right? You’ve gotten close to Ignis. You’ve opened up to me on our trip to H10. Ber… I… we all want to see more of that side of you.”

Frost placed both hands onto the egg and drew her face close.

The ‘infinite’ value of the egg’s DEF was but a value that meant nothing when met with her maw. Because there was nothing couldn’t break. Frost was the only one capable of freeing the despaired Ber, and so, before she bit in, she spoke to Ber one last time.

“When I break this shell and free you… I want to learn how to sew. Do you think you can help me with that?”

And so, she bit into the chained egg, and it peeled away. The Weight of Unconfronted Expectations were devoured one by one. As Frost’s MP restored, the HP of the egg gradually fell.


Weight of Unconfronted Expectations | HP: 6,325


< “… towards the end of it all… I wish I had the conviction to speak away. Not just to peers… but to everyone else.” >


 

HP: 2,650


 

< “To secure my future. To become the me I want.” >


 

HP: 0


< “… to be unburdened by this all…” >


 

Suddenly, a pale light shone from within the hole she carved out. And without thinking, Frost reached a hand within to reach the despaired Ber.


< [I Wanna Be a Swan!] >

< She never knew what she was in the end. As the ugliest, she snipped her hair and believed it. But in the faintest moment she realized that she was much more. Clasping at renewed aspirations, she turned to the reflection of the lake and understood that she was one of the swans she so dearly loved >


 

“SOMEONE PLEASE SAVE ME!”


 

Frost felt a hand clasp onto hers from within, and in that moment – everything turned black.


< The Weight of Unconfronted Expectations has been defeated >


 

< Ber’s Emotional State has risen >


 

< BER’S EMOTIONAL STATE RESONATES >

            

    
        229. Scarlet Logic Midnight Team

    
    
    
    
                Black patches of smoke stirred into the grey blanket that smothered the skies of the City of Spades. S4 burned as the residuals of the Amalgam’s flames spread like wildfire, eliminating all that it touched as it spread through the fleshy networks of the Crimson Hunger like lantern fuel.

Lurking beneath the sea of black and grey was Ignis’ Musculo-skeletal form. The steam generated from the sheer size and contractions of its mass added to the rising ambient heat. The blanket of smoke trapped it as flocks of people flooded the streets in a desperate effort to escape S4.

And elsewhere, Justica Arms and their hired Associations and Offices were bringing refuge to those in the shallows of S3. But aside from the Hearts, the Syndicates that suddenly found themselves at the mercy of the Amalgam’s companions, the glow of the mysterious floating diamond, and the City of Spades itself; something else formed in this hell.

Something beautiful in an ocean of despair where life itself could no longer thrive.

A giant, pale egg stood in the place of the Complex Heart beneath the cliff face. Roots of the same pale rock carried the egg upright like the stem of a flower. The architecture was smooth unlike that of a root, made from a material so beautiful that it shone like a lotus in a world of mud and embers.

More than anything, however, was that within this egg which was roughly 5 meters in size resided a Corrupted Ber and a desperate Frost. Standing aside with sunken ears and drowning in the thick air of despair was what was left of the triplets.

Cer and Res stared at the egg as Res collapsed to her knees, her eyes widened in utter shock as her body refused to listen to her commands. The overloaded guilt of having made Ber suffer rattled her mind to no end.

“Ber… Berrrr…” Cer could only repeat the name of her sister, her vocabulary adrift in the face of their loss. But unlike Res, she did not collapse, but it was crystal clear that she was on the verge of throwing herself to the floor in a fit of anguish.

“I’m sorry. It’s all my fault! It’s my fault that Ber – She’s –!”

“Don’t say that!” Cer dropped down to comfort her, understanding that it was not Res’ fault. “It’s no one’s fault! We made these choices on our own! But I KNOW there wasn’t anything we could do about it back in that damned village so don’t blame yourself!”

She embraced Res, needing the tangible warmth of her sister more than Res needed hers. Even though they were so tightly knit there were foul strings woven within their bonds. They were always aware of Ber’s suffering, but there was truly nothing they could have done.

“How can you say that when we both know that I’m the reason why she’s – She’s –!” Res could not begin to bring herself to utter Ber’s state of despair. Her head spun, and her body down to the fingertips felt numb as she found it impossible to move.

They had been fighting monsters of nightmares. Monsters that devoured sanity, defied the rules of existence, and trampled on the very meaning of life. But there was never a single moment when either of them had locked up. Res stared down into her palms, sweating as her ears drooped permanently.

“All this time… I knew it. Ber was still hurt all along!”

“We all are! It’s not just Ber! It’s no one’s fault! It’s theirs!” Cer seized Res by the shoulders and began to violently shake her. “We tried to forget it all with Serum G and non-stop fighting! Just… when I thought she’d slowly be recovering… slowly overcoming it, these scums of the world decide that it’s not over for us. Raoul cursed us!”

“We cursed Ber. All of us did! She’s also the one who took that teddy bear that night! I should have recognized it! I… I didn’t know all she wanted was someone to be there for her… Isn’t that what we did? I thought I was doing everything I could to help her. Not like this… Why after all this time does it have to be like this!?” Res grieved, her gaze crackling with violent electricity.

“RES! PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER! I DON’T WANNA LOSE ANYONE ELSE! MOM! RAOUL! BER! NOT YOU TOO!” Cer’s fangs were encased with a similar striking current. Their chemistry had suddenly collapsed on the onset of Ber’s Corruption, and it became clear just how fragile their bonds truly were.

The Derma Layer was indicative of the exposed cracks. The sheer emotional weight was too much for their broken foundation and bonds to remain together. Like Ber, each of them shouldered woes none wished to delve into, hence the reason why they took Serum G upon Ber’s suggestion.

But something had slowly whittled its effect away, and now the puss from the depths of their hearts oozed out for the world to see.

“That’s rich coming from you considering you see Frost as a replacement! Don’t shout at me like you know much it pains me! A-A… I’m sorry. I’m sorry Cer!”

“Tch… Res, there isn’t anything you can say that can mess with me. And Frost… Wouldn’t let anything happen to Ber. So I don’t wanna say it’s over until I see it for myself! Res! You got the best eyes so why can’t you see that!?”

“Because Ber’s not here right now! Ber… Ber…!”

“Stand up and stop whimpering already! Have some faith in Frost! She’s saved Ignis and Jury! What wouldn’t she do to keep Ber from becoming a Corrupted!?” Cer bear hugged her and tried to bring her up to her feet. Midway her ears suddenly twitched as rubble dribbled down the cliff face, scattering before their feet. “Tch… Dammit. We have company. Lowlife scumbags are seeing this as a prime opportunity to attack!”

Expecting more of the Fragments of Ber, Cer prepared to begin her warpath against the Crimson Hunger. However, the figures that incrementally crept upon the edge of the cliff with their silhouettes in view were adorned in red combat apparel, multiple limbs, wings, and all manners of features that did not belong to the Crimson Hunger.

Both her and Res immediately recognized those silhouettes, and Cer with burning hatred, growled with pure malice.

“Midnight Team…”

“Jesters of the Nexus…” A Red Giant donned in bloodshot armor made from an unreflective metal spoke with a grating, static voice. “Surprising that mission statements were accurate. Moons meddling in our territory with no upper authority ought to be eliminated.”

It was an Arachnid rather than an Insectid, and possessed eight blade-like legs that allowed it to hang from the walls in a gravity defying manner. Her skin was a dark purple, and her mouth possessed mandibles that clicked as she spoke and gazed upon them with all 8 of her beady, black eyes.

“Bzzt. I could count the number of treaties broken on all four hands. Bzzt.” A Bee Insectid uttered, unraveling each finger until every digit became visible.

The apparel of the Blood Giants and Blood Moons were like that of an insect’s carapace. Whether they were Dragonids, Insectids or Orcs – they all wore the same thing. The fact that Cer and Res could not check their status confirmed their nature, and Res, realizing their predicament, painstakingly dragged her eyes above.

The shadow of a Star and 7 Moons were cast upon them, enshrouding the giant egg that seemed to pique their interest, but not to the point where they verbally admitted it.

Midnight Teams were designated by a specific symbol that showcased a moon hovering over a horizontal plane. Dawn teams had a sun begin to rise as the moon set beneath the horizon. Noon was a sun rather than a moon above the flat plane, and Dusk was the opposite of Dawn.

“Awfully convenient of you to arrive here all of a sudden! 8 members? Isn’t that a bit overkill for an Elimination Team?” Cer asked, her instincts screaming that something was awry. The Scarlet Logic had not shown their faces until the very moment they lost Frost, and if their suspicions were correct…

… Then they were here to kill them.

Res and herself sensed blood in the air, and the Scarlet Logic Midnight Team were amused by the battle stances they immediately assumed. The jolts of electricity were certainly a force to be reckoned with. The triplets were, after all, particularly interesting Moons underneath their derogatory label.

However.

“Hmhmhmh…”

“Ahaha…?”

“Bzzt… Humorous. Jesters as per usual.”

“The legacy of their namesake goes on.”

“Risking injury despite the odds? Jesters in all its namesake encapsulates…”

“But we would do the same. That ferocity belongs in the ranks of our brothers and sisters.”

“Elimination team… I suppose it can be difficult for an outsider to tell us apart.”

Various voices spoke with no known origin. They blabbered with mockery, wanting to sew fear deep into their spirit but the triplets defiantly stood still, demanding what their mission entailed. With how far rooted the Impuritas were here, they had every right to believe that the Midnight Team were on their side, and when Res suddenly accused them:

“It doesn’t change that you’re working alongside the Hungry. Either that, or you’ve been given explicit orders to ignore them.” She prodded.

“Our missions are absolute. ‘Working’ with the Hungry is a grand besmirch to our comfortable Atelier. But even so, do you think we’re one to deny the absolution of our mission? Jesters like you would never understand the privilege of being a Moon.” The Arachnid did not explicitly admit it, but they understood that the Scarlet Logic had zero qualms so long as they worked within their missions’ parameters.

“Because they ‘saved’ you, isn’t that right? What a miserable life. Want some face paint to go with that clown of a reason?” Cer’s tongue visibly caused one of the Moons to shudder wrathfully. “You’re not here to eliminate us. But we sure as hell know that you know what the fuck is going on as well.”

“Whether we know or not matters little. We’re only here because that’s what matters. Must be nice pretending to be free.” A female Dragonid stretched her wings and began to bite at her long claws. “Aaaaahhh, I’ve always wanted to break that mouth and get a Wandering Healer to squirt serum after serum of Serum X down there. You seriously piss off a loooooot of Moons just by being alive.”

“Rejecting all manners of Ateliers. For that waste of life. Rejoice. Our intelligence tells us that the other jester has been eliminated. Good riddance. This makes our job easier.” The Arachnid Star proclaimed, instantly causing Res’ eyes to glow dangerously as the smell of ozone began to seep into the air.

“BER IS NOT DEAD!”

“Our intelligence says otherwise. I believe in them more than the tongue of a jester. Scoundrels of the Nexus. Wastes of air. But with a blood so valuable that Ateliers will overlook it all.” One stated.

“That’s some pretty bold words for a dog that only barks when told. Dragonids. Insectids. Orcs. They rounded the most miserable people and made a kill squad out of them. Must be nice reveling in that position. They say go die and you go ‘yes please~!’. Heh. At least Act X has some tact and aren’t megalomaniacs.” Cer’s words endlessly struck exposed nerves. Out of all the Ateliers they despised, the Scarlet Logic was the worst by far and she had a gifted knack of wriggling underneath their skin.

No. She was like a fishing hook.

“… Had we been given the choice of elimination; you’d be split into quarters right this very instant. But that’d be too merciful of a death. Wretched jesters. There is no Black Dove present, so we can only assume that they’ve been killed.” A red-skinned Orc stated.

“Bzzt. Good. This makes our job easier. But it would have been nice to torture a human you two have apparently grown close to. Bzzt. Rip that smile off for good. Bzzt.”

Suddenly, upon the mention of Frost, both Cer and Res glared at them with widened eyes, as if unable to believe the audacity they possessed. It was strange. They did not appear to know of the Amalgam.

Then, with deadpan eyes, Cer formally warned them much to their surprise.

“You seriously have no. Fucking. Idea… What you’re about to start.”

This did not come from the jester they had always known. Rather, this came from someone else entirely. A ‘matured’ Cer could not help but pity them, because she knew that the moment Frost was made aware of their intentions here, then there’d be hell to pay.

It was rather refreshing knowing that even if they faltered, then they had someone to fix their wrongs, one bite and punch at a time.

But of course, Cer and Res were proud wolves. They weren’t going to allow this Team to do as they wished without a fight.

2 vs 8 was a grand order. But they were at least confident in their strength to stall long enough for backup to arrive.

“… Somehow, I hate that look of determination in those eyes…” The Arachnid spat. “The extraction of Serum S has been long awaited. That blood of yours is required by our Atelier. If you could so kindly comply –!”

Suddenly, each member of the Scarlet Logic Midnight Team drew an eight-pronged staff made from crimson metal. The prongs then began to vibrate as red electric current ran through each node before a long, tentacle like-current began to chaotically wriggle in the air like a leash.

That weapon was called the Unstable Capturer and was used to ensnare people. Naturally, as an electric-based weapon, it had paralytic and stunning capabilities. Neither could work on them, but its tethering effect certainly could.

It was at this moment that Cer and Res understood this team’s designation.

“Surprised? Collection Teams aren’t only reserved for our lesser teams. Hehehe. We’re the Midnight Collection Team. Our target? You both~” The female Dragonid said, eager to carve their flesh.

The Arachnid Star deeply nodded in approval.

“We need them alive. But I am not opposed to bending them into submission. My statement as the Manager will not record our actions. So – You have my authority to break them.”

            

    
        230. Jury and the Dawn Collection Teams

    
    
    
    
                The grievances continued to pile up.

Ignis’ sheer size was the warning for all to begin the evacuation of S4. Whether it be Syndicates or the ordinary, the telltale signs of a calamity were present.

The flames and smoke were the second. The third was the ominous blue glow that illuminated their slowly darkening world.

And the fourth was the prowess of a certain white-haired figure. In terms of raw strength, she was roughly on par with Frost bearing in mind that this excluded Frost’s Corrupted skills and her own powers as a Beholder. Comparing both whilst at their fullest might was a difficult game, but as things were, Jury would undoubtedly claim victory so long as she possessed a surplus of Nex.

|| Retrocausality || was undeniably stronger than anything Frost had at her disposal, and not to mention || Localized Entropy || and || Doppler Strike ||, the latter of which had vast potential to become an unstoppable power.

Jury laid rest to numerous Complex Hearts, and budding Plague Hearts along her warpath in S4. Her movements were extraordinary, and it was as though she possessed invisible wings as she blitzed through the streets.

Her figure bounced from structure to structure like a pinball underneath Ignis’ skittering skeletal feet. Footprints akin to craters littered the world as the air burnt with each overwhelming movement. Turbulent winds battered the world and whisked the layer of smoke. But by some magical force, the smoke eventually returned to smother the darkening skies, enshrouding the stars beyond.

With the rising heat of her skeletal mass and as she devoured the biomass of the Hearts with her bone, spider-like legs – she then utilized another [Extended System] in conjunction with her current [Musculoskeletal]. Tendrils burst forth from her back like parasites exploding from the belly of an insect, sputtering strands of thin, pulsating tentacles.

This was [Extended System – Lymphatic]. The tentacles squirmed into the alleyways and backstreets, scouring for life to save. To an outsider it would appear like a Corrupted was abducting the denizens of S4 to feast upon, but that could not be further from the truth.

These people were wrapped in a pocket-like cocoon for safekeeping, who were later set free to run in the opposite direction. One could imagine the shock of having survived that was perceived as imminent death. None thanked Ignis for her efforts, their mind too clouded with fear as pure instinct drove them.

Jury watched in awe as they took on yet another Heart; her claws cleaving through its membrane from one end to the other in an instant. The Fragments of Ber had ominously ceased spawning for some time now, and the Hearts themselves did not even attempt to defend themselves against Jury’s prowess.

Not only that –

It’s not here either! I think they’re afraid of me! What do you think!?

Jury was curious as to why it felt like she was being avoided, even by the talkative Memory Bistro. She could not kill permanently even if she tried. Her curious nature strove to understand why their encounters were so barren compared to Frost’s, aside from the Impuritas’ primary targets being Ber and Frost.

“The possibility is not zero. It would be a waste of their resources attempting to stop what is synonymous with unstoppable.” Nav explained. “The same could be said on Frost’s end. But their goal is to elicit emotions from her…”

Nav – I need to ask you again – Is Ber ok!?

Jury had asked this same question for the last 10 minutes now. Ber was an irreplaceable friend, and in spite of how little they knew one another, she considered her to be one of the most important people in her life.

Furthermore, if something happened to Ber, then Frost would be the one who’d suffer the most. A two birds with one stone attack left Frost and Ber in a precarious state, and she vowed to destroy the Impuritas for even thinking of laying a hand on them.

“Frost is currently engaging with Ber’s Corrupted form. A Realization is unlikely, but there is still certainty that she’ll be able to rescue Ber!”

Anything if it means bringing both of them back! I don’t… want to imagine the face Frost’s making right now trying to fight her.

Jury’s face soured at the mere conception of such a sight. Through exceptional acrobatics and her razor-sharp claw, she reduced wall after wall of the Heart to mince. There was not a single flawed or unneeded movement. While she couldn’t see seconds into the future like Frost, she perceived time slower than usual thanks to her Heart of Time, which steadily ticked down in slow motion whenever this effect occurred.

This did not happen during combat. Rather, it occurred when her own emotions spiked. From this she deduced that the higher her emotions were, the more pronounced the effect was. This, however, increased the rate that her Heart of Time devoured Nex.

Interestingly enough, from an outsider’s perspective it would appear like she had gained a sudden boost in AGI, proving that it wasn’t a mere alteration of perception like what CogitO was capable of. Rather, she quite literally altered the pacing of time itself on a localized scale.

“Her emotions are stable. But I imagine she’ll require some consolation for yours truly.”

I’ll be there when she needs it the most! Like always! No exceptions! Are Cer and Res ok!?

Ignis lumbered towards the direction of Frost’s last known location. Despite her height, finding their exact location was akin to searching for a needle in a haystack. Their haste was compounded when they noticed certain oddities in the distance, relayed by Ignis who became their lighthouse in this sea of flames.

“Unconfirmed I’m afraid. Jury. Ignis is spotting traces of Scarlet Logic forces moving through the streets. They are numerous and seem to be in the process of transporting goods.”

Jury, using the gargantuan Complex Heart, rose to the top before she began to scale Ignis. Her tail flung her from bone to bone as she burst through clouds of superheated steam unscathed. Along the way she momentarily paused to give Ignis a cheerful thumbs up, to which Ignis’ ears happily fluttered.

Upon reaching the top, Jury visually confirmed the situation, finding Scarlet Wolf-drawn caravans sneakily smuggle good through the city. With all the train lines gone, it appeared that Scarlet Logic had returned to collecting individuals for Atelier Acquisition the less efficient way.

Jury however did not believe for a second that these ‘Collections’ were normal. Ignis’ thoughts mirrored hers as upwards of dozens of caravans steadily paved their way towards the glowing City of Spades.

Are they finally making their move!? We gotta stop them before things get even more out of hand!

“We don’t know their intentions –!”

I’ve already marked them as bad people! I’ve already marked them for judgement! I am not going to back down when they’re right there in front of me!

“You misunderstand. I did not intend to stop you. I fully endorse your approach. I am merely curious of their intentions.”

Jury overserved the caravans roll through the putrid territory of the Crimson Hunger unscathed. Not a single Impuritas was sent their way as they were offered access through their desolate lands. She entertained the idea that perhaps the Crimson Hunger were afraid, much like how they were of her. But considering everything they knew – this became proof of their partnership with the Crimson Hunger.

She was tempted to eliminate them on sight, but behind those curtained caravans were potentially people. And in several she found evidence of a healer on board, carrying vials which indicated that they were relatively low level.

But something seemed off about them.

“Um. Do you have a plan in mind?” Ignis politely asked through Nav.

Jury descended from the skull and regrouped with her, preferring to speak personally. She smiled at the young feline Demi-human, pet her head and said:

“I’m going to go investigate. Keep heading towards Frost. Let me know when you find them. You can do that. I believe in you~” Jury always spoke in a positive-reinforcing manner, which was important for someone like Ignis who emotionally resonated with the tragedy unfolding around them.

“Will you be ok?” She sweetly asked.

“Hmmm~ Of course. We both need to do what we can while the others are busy trying to save Ber. I don’t want to be useless like what happened in Divas Pass. And Ignis.”

“Yes?”

“Keep saving people. Not even Frost can do what you’re doing. Not while she’s on fire. I can’t do it better than you either.” She motherly scratched Ignis’ hair, causing the girl to warmly relish and rub against her hand with a cute purr.

“Mhm. I will… papa… and everyone deserved to be saved. Even if people in this place are scum of the world. Even if they eat each other, I don’t want to risk hurting someone that’s a victim of all of this. I’m shocked that Frost… has killed plenty already.”

Jury froze for a moment, her smile dampening as she looked out into the distance and whispered:

“I’m sure she hates it too. Much more than we both could ever imagine. Ignis. Tell me if anything happens!” With a yell, she launched herself forth with her tail towards the closest speeding caravan.

“That’s right. And – Good luck JURY!” Ignis’ yell barely managed to reach her as she sped through the air like a meteorite, gaining strength the longer she fell.

This was due to her Slipstream Passive Skill.


PASSIVE: Slipstream

< EFFECT: You’re aerodynamic. Your speed gradually increases the longer you move uncontested in a single direction. Gain additional speed whilst moving through the air >


 

Seconds later, after immersing herself in the violent rush of air, she crashed in the direct path of the caravan. It steered uncontrollably and grinded to a chaotic halt as the screams of various individuals could be heard.

This was Jury’s first red flag as the dust settled. For an Atelier with highly disciplined members, screaming because of a near miss meant they were either newly recruited, Fodder, or were people unaffiliated with them.

The person driving the caravan was one of the Managers for the Dawn Collection Teams. Collection meaning that they likely had people aboard.

“What the fuck – Didn’t they say we wouldn’t be touched!?” The Manager shouted, tugging on the reins of the Scarlet Wolf. “Move! What’s gotten into them! All units out! NOW! Tamer!?”

Jury’s silhouette was still muddied by the residual debris that cascaded down like filth in an aquarium. Her Mantle of Sin activated, and red symbols oozed from her grey apparel, giving her a sinister appearance as her tail slithered and rose like that of a scorpion’s.

If anything, they could only see a pair of golden eyes burning like embers behind the smoke. The Scarlet Wolf froze. Not a single word left their lips, and their heads were drooped down almost in a prostrating manner. But to Jury, who understood animal instincts for she had essentially been one for better part of her life until Frost’s intervention, knew that they were submitting to her.

“They’re playing dead…?” A voice uttered from behind the heavy curtains, as Scarlet Logic personnel spilled out with various weapons in hand to confront the threat.

The Scarlet Wolf was playing dead. Its instincts shut off entirely, like it was already dead. The beast’s fangs compared little to the serrated teeth that lined her maw. It became the second visible thing, and in that moment, fear struck them like a blade in the thorax.


Dawn Team Collection Manager (56)

< Dawn Team Collector >


 

< VICE: Deceit >

< Negligent >


 

Dawn Team Collection Captain (12)

< Dawn Team Collector >


 

< VICE: Wrath >

< Blissfully Ignorant >


 

Dawn Team Collection Tamer (30)

< Dawn Team Collector >


 

< VICE: Sloth >

< Purposefully Blinded to Suffering of One’s Cause >


 

Dawn Collection Personnel No. X (X)

< Dawn Team Collector >


 

< VICES: Wrath/Fear >

< Unwilling Engagement of Atrocities >


 

These were the sins that her Mantle fished from their beating hearts. With such a lackluster RESIST stat, she had free reign to pluck their most egregious sins that they unknowingly adorned. Judging by the names, she deduced that they were not as despicable as she had been led to believe. Rather, the name of their sins implied that they, for the most part, were unaware of their doings.

If they did know, then their sin would have undoubtedly mentioned the Crimson Hunger.

“Interesting. These weren’t shown until you officially became a Beholder. RESIST is a mysterious thing. But to begin with, it does not work on the Blessed, Impuritas or the Corrupted. Of the 9 known vices these do make sense considering their ‘sins’. Very well Jury. Please, engage with them however you wish.”

The 9 vices were Wrath, Pride, Deceit, Envy, Avarice otherwise known as Greed, Fear, Gluttony, Lust and Sloth. These were standardized by Justica Arms according to Nav, but interestingly enough, it was actually CogitO that created these distinctive vices.

Not that it mattered. Jury did not speak. But when she was about to, another figure emerged from the caravan. It was a pale-haired woman, dressed in the same blue robes of a healer.

But this person was not a healer.

“I sympathize with Frost. If she saw this kind of deceit, there’s no telling what she’d do to them.” Jury solemnly spoke with edge in her voice, her anger directed at this so called ‘healer’.


Noon Team Gambit Personnel No. X (3)

< Noon Team Gambit Personnel >


< VICE: Deceit >

< Impersonation of Healer; Torture of Healer; Mass Conspiracy Against White Doves >


 

“I’m not like Frost. But right now, I desperately wish I was.” She gutturally growled.

            

    
        231. Old Friends in Arms

    
    
    
    
                Jury’s appearance was what caused all semblance of fight or flight to disappear. The staggering resemblance she had to the 2nd Apostle caused the Dawn Team personnel to tighten their grip along the handles of their weapons.

This was not because they were prepared to fight. Rather, it was in instinctual response to brace themselves than to entertain the cursed thought of battling with the Apostle that in all likelihood had slaughtered them numerous times in the past during their Atelier War.

However, the illusion was quickly dispelled when they noticed her non-human features. Her ears, teeth and fur proved that she wasn’t the 2nd Apostle, as all Apostles were humans. But it did not change the fact that her entrance had caused them much alarm and caution.

As beautiful as she was, there was a certain innocence and dark mystique about her.

Jury lifted a finger and pointed directly at the impersonating Healer, causing them to gulp as they tried to maintain their façade of innocence. The silent standoff was short lived, because in the very next instant, the tip of Jury’s tail blossomed as a bleeding needle protruded.

Before they could even realize it, every single one of the Atelier Personnel aside from the Manager, impersonating healer and the Captain were stung. Her neurotoxin was a fast-acting paralytic agent that instantly caused them to drop near simultaneously. The resounding thud echoed as she unmasked the caravan, finding nothing but gored bodies within.

“What have you done? These people… why would you kill them?” Jury uttered in horror, bending the window slits which were barricaded with razor-sharp wires. “It makes no sense to me. Why bring back so many bodies? Collecting what?”

The saddest part was that the clothing that remained were the only things untouched. And amongst them she found a particular wear belonging to the Public Defenders of Justica Arms. Each cloth was hung like a trophy along the rims of the caravan, and Jury wondered in anguish what they were doing.

“You hid the caravan’s compartment with weighted sheets to hide this from what? From whom?” There were answers she wished to get, but unlike Frost, she wasn’t one to interrogate. Rather, she simply wanted them dead. Torture was never an option for her. In her heart she could not bring herself to mince them like those in the back.

Because it would not do their deaths justice.

“Us? Me –?” The caravan snapped in half as her tail slashed it like a halberd, killing those on the other end as debris sifted like mere grains of sand by her power.

“What right do you have to come here an investigate us?” The Captain asked, profusely sweating. “This is Scarlet Logic property. Be warned. For eliminating a Collection Personnel, you’ll be hunted by the Blood Moons –!?”

Jury unceremoniously slaughtered those she inoculated with her neurotoxin as the fake healer jumped off, visibly shaking as they crouched over an injured personnel, pulling out a stolen Serum to ‘heal’ them.

“You won’t say a word, will you? No guilt for your actions. Why are you so blind and negligent to what you do for Scarlet Logic?” Jury couldn’t wrap her mind around the notion of allowing oneself to become the slave to enact another’s wicked ministrations. “Is it fear? Anger? Belonging?”

“If you’re asking, then you’re so naïve that it’s pitiful.” The Manager managed to speak through clenched teeth. “Whatever dirt someone has on you. Whatever they’re paying you – I’m telling you right now that it won’t be nearly enough to protect you from our wrath. What we do is not up to us… but from that getup I’m going on a whim that you were buddied up with the Peace Flocks that were wandering around here?”

“They should have known better. March into our territory, peaceful or not, is going to get you killed. Gonna look like an invasion, you know? Heh… Ah… ahaha… What, are you close to them? Do you want to know how they died? Do you think a Dawn Team is capable of fighting them? You’re out of your mind. Ahaha!” The Captain began to laugh insidiously as if finally succumbing to the madness of the situation.

But in reality they were perfectly fine, because in the end, death was but a mere bump in the road.

They lived for moments like these, much to Jury’s disgust. They Cleary understood their disadvantaged position, but so long as they could replicate, then they could afford to run their mouth.

She realized that they severely lacked discipline unlike Cara’s group. Or perhaps this was how they truly were. Nothing but megalomaniacs enabled by an equally twisted entity. It was a breeding ground for skewed perceptions of morality, and only now was it clear how depraved the Scarlet Logic personnel were.

“We’re just doing our job. Scraping what’s left of the uncooperative from the floor. But hey. I guess we aren’t that different from that perspective. A woman dressed like the 2nd Apostle… I could have sworn someone had mentioned you before.” The Manager scathingly spat.

Jury’s heart ticked violently as she marked them all for judgement.

The healer attempted to revive the deceased but to no avail, spilling her Serums clumsily. She could not tell if they were pretending to mimic the panic of a weak healer or were genuinely afraid considering Jury had already seen through them.

So why continue to pretend?

Why do people belittle her intelligence?

“Nothing more to offer. I hope you can one day understand the weight of your wrongs, even if you think of them as rights.” Jury spoke as though reciting a prayer, and with the needle she beheaded the remaining personnel in an instant, leaving behind the healer who fumbled her Serums.

“Agh!? No… nnngh…”

Her body slumped into Jury’s fluffy tail the moment she was injected with the paralytic agent. From what she knew, her neurotoxin could last well into the hours. So long as her targets were adults, there was no risk of what Nav called a respiratory collapse.

The only other surviving member was the Scarlet Wolf. The ‘sinless’ beast was left alone. Jury was not the kind to touch innocent lives, much like Frost. But also unlike Frost, she was less judgmental even if they could be seen as guilty via association.

Jury believed in the notion of an eye for an eye. Therefore, if anyone was going to take care of this ‘healer’, then it would have to be another healer. Using her tail, she wrapped the waist of the woman and effortlessly carried her.

“If I could measure your emotional levels right now then you’d be in the equivalent of the First State. I am making assumptions, however. Not all minds function the same as I’ve found.” Nav stated.

I think I understand what it feels like to be brought down to their level.

Jury was perhaps the most levelheaded person in the group now that Frost’s volatility had grown. But even she understood how easy it was to be swept away at someone else’s pace.

“But you didn’t stoop far. Scarlet Logic’s as despicable as we thought.”

Are they still looking for the Bride and Groom for the ‘Masterpiece’?

“With no finger in sight, I believe that is the last reasonable take. The Archivist watched the Librarians murder those that were unfit for the role.”

Why kill them when they can just leave them?

“It is free biomass for the Crimson Hunger. We have a plethora of caravans to seek answers from. With haste, Jury.”

Mhm. No time to stand around mournfully.

Jury set her sight to the remaining caravan, her eyes sunken at the thought of those that perished for such an outlandish reason. Then, with the healer in tow, she set out to investigate each and every single one of the encroaching caravans.


* * *


“I lived for 12 years warding people away from the Black Forest. By the time I was born and conscious, the same phrase had been running through my mind on an endless loop. All I knew was how to help people in however I could in my limited vocabulary.”

Jury monologued to no one in particular as caravan after caravan was destroyed. If there was a false healer on board, then they were added to her ever growing collection of prisoners. It did not matter how many Scarlet Logic personnel there were, or how many nipped their fear to defiantly stand against her.

The outcome was never different.

“But I understood that no matter how hard I tried, people would ignore the warnings. Hm… Yeah. That’s what I was. A warning. Like a trumpet blaring out only for its song to fall onto deaf ears. I don’t remember why I was in the Black Forest. I don’t remember much of the last 14 years before it.”

The blood-soaked compartments were stone coffins made for those the Collection Team so happened to stumble upon. Stronger individuals were allowed free, but the weak were culled as they, in the words of several Managers, were ‘the likely demographic to contain the high quality romantic bond Scarlet Logic is after’.

Some croaked. Others kept their mouths shut. The majority chose to clamp down onto their tongues and bleed out. The false healers were not given the luxury of death, and before long she had acquired 4 in the course of 25 caravans.

These caravans collected people ensnared by Syndicates or were unfortunate enough to cross paths with them. On the eve of this city’s second night, Jury looked up to the bleak skies with a complicated expression.

“But I remember the darkness. Before, and after, never knowing of a world beyond my forest. Even with the small memory snippet I regained, I was still inside of a forest. Isn’t there a saying Nav? Or a metaphor to describe my perspective as an island? I only knew what laid within and not beyond those oceans. No matter how far I traversed, it would always take me back to the island. In my mind, that was my world.”

With Ignis’ cooperation, they were able to locate the final caravan. It froze in the center of an unnatural clearing. Its surface was smoother than marble, and the field was vast. If she had one word to describe the location, it would be a battlefield.

“Hope filled me. I was giddy. Ecstatic when Frost told me that so much light existed beyond my reach. And she was right. Light was everywhere. I couldn’t be any happier knowing that I was free. But I also witnessed scenery darker than my prison. Wherever I look in this hell I’m reminded of my home.” Jury concluded, speaking with her heart in a reflective light.

Murky gutter water and blood reflected her image as she approached the caravan with her catch in tow. The caravan must have noticed the oddities and had taken every precaution now. It was weird as this was the first time a caravan had taken preemptive measures or shown any semblance of caution.

Her instincts told her this was a trap.

Still, she steadily approached. And as anticipated –

“CHARGED UP AND READY TO SHOOT!” A familiar voice arrived from behind a boulder where a single, inconspicuous bunny ear protruded. “STAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAND CLEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAR!”

A rapid barrage of flaming crystals suddenly bombarded Jury. A cloud of flames suddenly engulfed her as she threw the 4 drugged false healers away. They were not going to perish so easily on her watch. The flaming spectacle of shards and streaks of glowing shrapnel made it appear like fireworks as the bunny woman hysterically shouted.

Because of the obstruction, none could confirm whether or not they were successful in eliminating their perceived threat. Jury was entirely unscathed. Not merely because of her immense DEF and HP pool. Rather, this was because of her Passive Skill: Deflecting Feathers II. These allowed her to deflect physical projectiles, and in this case, cause them to explode a split second after they were deflected from her body.

Despite their weapons requiring mana, the actual bullet itself was physical.

“Whew~! Did you get a load of that! They were wearing the same thing as the 2nd Apostle! Here of all places! Manageeeeeer! You think we’re at a war again!?”

“Shut the fuck up Captain and replenish your mana! Don’t be a disgrace to us! Everyone! Surround it!” The manager of this group also carries a familiar voice.

It was not until the volatile particles cleared that Jury was able to decipher them, and to her shock –

“Wait a second – Isn’t that – That’s the Amalgam’s buddy, RIGHT!?” This voice belonged to Usa, the eccentric Dawn Team Collection Captain.

“Cara? Usa?” Jury was surprised more than she was shocked. Seeing such familiar faces in this hellscape was sobering, but it did not dispel the horrors that they undoubtably dabbled in.

She found it difficult to properly greet them for this reason. Her eyes moved to the covered caravan, her intentions made obvious to them.

“Friend!? Whaaaat!? Oh hi~! Didn’t think we’d see you again!” Usa exclaimed, hopping from her boulder as Cara strode until she was underneath Jury’s nose, as if to block her from accessing the caravan.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Cara hissed, but there was an odd glimmer in her eyes.

“I’m searching for the missing Peace Flocks. Cara. Usa. Your team. Are you aware of what’s going on?” Jury wanted to know the extent that Cara was willing to talk, as well as if she too was aware of their heinous acts.

“Aware? Of moving people as usual? It’s protocol and our duty. Failure to comply results in severe punishment. Jury. You should not even be here!” Cara spoke rather quickly. In fact, the Cara Jury knew in the past was significantly different from the present her. Looking at her stats, she noticed that Cara’s death toll had risen from 15 to 45, whilst the others did not.

She was visibly shaken. Usually, Scarlet Logic Personnel became mentally powerful with each cycle of death. Cara was no different, but somehow, meeting with Jury caused her mind to turn to mush. Only Jury could tell this difference, although Usa made a mournful face.

“Still wearing that same getup and wandering through this place, killing us like Justica Arms? Did… ‘Frost’ put you up to this?” Cara avoided mentioning the Amalgam, as if traumatized by the word. Instead, she held her ground, determined to stand in Jury’s way even if it meant dying.

Jury could not help but to pity her. Obviously, circumstances did not allow her to deviate from whatever orders they had from Scarlet Logic. In fact, it appeared that she had already been subjected to punishment, perhaps due to the mention of the Amalgam.

There was no certainty in her conclusions, but considering no one else had died besides herself, it was clear that something happened to her. Every movement she made was near robotic and artificial, almost staged in a way.

“I’m doing this on my own accord. For what’s right. And to fulfill Frost’s promise of striking back against the Scarlet Logic. How can you believe in what you’re doing when there’s dead people in the back of your caravan –?”

“Tch – THEY ARE NOT DEAD!” Cara immediately drew a blade to Jury’s throat, the blade failing to draw blood as the woman trembled in place before she was quickly apprehended by several of her personnel, much to Jury’s surprise.

She would have thought they’d attack her.

“MANAGER! If she’s with Frost then isn’t that a good thing!?” Usa exclaimed. “That means we can deviate from the proposed route and head to S3! Armistice Point wouldn’t be that far off!”

“USA! NOT SO LOUDLY!” The tamer of the group shouted, sinking their face into their palms.

Jury was flabbergasted by the scene. Just moments ago she thought they were going to show each other their hands, but suddenly, it felt like they were rebelling against Scarlet Logic.

“Um… am I missing something?”

“Are you daft? Sorry. You’re probably much different from the girl that slept through when we were all fighting for our lives.” Cara deeply sighed, suddenly breaking her nervous, broken demeanor. “Thought I could gain sympathy from you too. Guess we’ll just get severed from the Pool for good the next time we die now that they’ve heard us.”

“Too? They?”

“Hungry and Scarlet Logic are sharing the same communication channels. Through the creeping ivy, and the smoke up there. Not sure how, but that’s our best guess.” Another voice suddenly spoke from within the caravan. “Our plan was to go looking for inquiries, but we accidentally stumbled upon several Stars mingling with the tongue things. They’ve heard your all loud and clear. No turning back now.”

Once again, this voice was oddly familiar to her. A small gap was made at the base of the heavy curtains, and two figures waved back from within the darkness.

Those two were the Captain and Vice-Captain of the missing 15th Peace Flock. The recently engaged lovers from all the way back in that town beyond the walls of the Nex Megalopolis. Suddenly, Jury realized who the lovers were in this ‘masterpiece’. A part of her believed that she and Frost would be the main ingredient of this abhorrent creation. As relieved as she was, she was immediately suspicious of Cara once again, but that was quickly dispelled when the pale Vice Captain spoke again.

“Jury. Good to see you again. Surprised to see that we’re safe? I know. We all know what’s happened in the other caravans. You’d never believe it, but this old friend of ours decided to lend a hand.”

“Returning a favor. Besides, you two fit the criteria, so we had to let you live in the first place. No to mention I’ve doubled my death count. I’m desperate at this point. Don’t want to die a death by a thousand cuts.” Cara dismissed the woman, although despite their differences, Cara did seem genuine happy that they were untouched. “Seriously… Wanting a bride and a groom for whatever the hell they want. Hah. No point in trying to cover ourselves up now. Calling you by your name already marked us for permanent termination.”

Cara smirked at Jury, pleased to see the gloom in her golden eyes disappear.

Um. Nav.

“Next time, shall I arrange for Frost to allow you to borrow her Coat of Prejudice?”

That’d be helpful. I think this is what they call being on a rollercoaster of emotions. Now I’m thinking of a coatless Frost. It really is a roller coaster.

Jury’s smile was like a beacon of light in their darkest night. Even the most stoic of Cara’s men and women could not help but to appreciate another levelheaded individual, even though they themselves were somewhat missing several screws in their head.

“USA! GET OVER HERE AND GREET HER ALREADY! EVERYONE! FORMATION!” Cara exclaimed, and at once everyone gathered before Jury stood straighter than a pillar, with Usa limping due to the sheer weight of her bulky weapon.

“Rrrrrright here! USA! Reporting in! Best shooter in all the Dawn Teams! And uh… No hard feelings, right Jury. Haha… No really, that didn’t hurt did it? I seriously thought you were someone from Justica Arms! Can’t blame me for preemptively shooting you know –!”

“That being said – Jury! It’s not our place to ask but, is there a safe passage for us to follow back to S3? Our mission right now is to get them out of here. If the Hungry want them, then all the more reason to… You’ve seen how we’ve allowed them to flourish. Anyone with a conscience knows how bad this is going to get.”

“So you being here is good timing! You think it’s coincidence!?” Usa exclaimed giddily, her single ear waving happily as her eyes sparkled.

Jury couldn’t even answer if she wanted to. In the end, she smiled, giggled, and offered her protection knowing that the Peace Flock members were imperative to the ‘Masterpiece’.

The twist was a welcome one. Just when Jury had lost faith in the discretion of the Scarlet Logic’s personnel, Cara proved that there were people willing to resist. They only had basic level of access into Scarlet Logic. There was no telling how many more felt the same way until they were pried open, and had their hearts exposed for all to see.

Jury had struck two birds with one stone.

They had the bride and groom, and rescued what was left of the Peace Flock for the 6th Apostle.

She could only hope that she was correct.

            

    
        232. The Emergence of A Black Swan

    
    
    
    
                “I remember seeing her for the first time. She was dressed in blue and looked so… much like me. Short hair, weird blue clothing. Everything about her screamed ‘unattractive’. Cer looked like she was flirting with her. She always did have an obsession with people with those kinds of eyes.”

Past the waists and backs of countless in the Common Hub of the Nexus, a silent Ber curiously watched Frost’s interaction with Cer. A wave of nostalgia struck Frost as she was brought back to a time when she had high hopes for this world, and when her naivety was exploited by a Star she thought she could trust.

But this memory was not about her.

This was about Ber.

“I never thought much about her. Those eyes were interesting, but I dismissed her as another unordinary Blessed. As Blessed, there was a sense of comradery amongst us. Because in one way or another we’ve all been hurt before the Nexus called upon us.”

The faces in the background were blurred as Ber sat across from Frost with her sisters. Her inquisitive eyes were masked by a veil of disinterest and tomfoolery. But in the small moment where she offered her words of advice, she realized how pitiful Frost actually was.

“Memoryless. Some bullshit about the Warped Stone. A human with no home? I didn’t believe her for a second. Humans are humans. Another had entered our unspoiled paradise. But I found her interesting regardless. She was like an ugly duckling. I found comfort knowing that I wasn’t the only one.”

The scenery dissolved to the burning city of Divas Pass. Amongst them, fighting a Corrupted and the Plague heart was the same Frost. But no longer was she dressed in shabby clothing or carried an air of naivety. The world froze as Ber stared at the fighting Frost, delving into her state of mind and resurging memories.

“On that day I found out that Frost never knew that she was in fact a swan. Be it a black swan, or the Black Dove she came to call herself didn’t matter. Call it envy, but I felt something stir inside of me when I saw those black feathers and the once naïve woman unknowingly bear the title of the Amalgam.”

Memories of Divas Pass, the Derma Layer and the Big Red Heart flashed before her eyes. She recalled the handless Bers and the pain she bared when her memories resurfaced. But the effects of Serum G kept her relatively sane, as did the presence of her sisters. Without Serum G…

“I would have lost myself. No matter how stoic I appeared, how tough I like to portray myself as, I was really just nothing but a house of cards underneath. I was never one to cry for help. One to let people know about how I felt. Seeing the crying me was a reminder of my ugliness. I wanted to change. I remember desperately wanting to become better. But this mouth of mine still refused to open.”

At the defeat of the Heart of Ours, and as they returned to the Golden Index, Ber took a moment to stare into her own reflection in the glossy floors. Walking with her head down, she saw nothing but a black blur with wolf ears and a tail.

“Maybe I’ve already lost myself. Long, long ago. But…”


* * *


Someone sniffled. In the darkness of midnight, tears fell into the clear lake. The moon and stars comforted a crying Ber, who stared down at the distorted reflection in Wharftow’s lake. Coming from a day of berry picking and finally reengaging with her roots, her mind had fallen as she desperately sought to look at herself.

“I don’t know. I can’t tell if it suits me or not.” Ber agonized over the hairclip, which pushed her bangs away to one side. Her perspective of beauty and ugliness was skewed, and she blamed it on the fact that Serum G had permanently stunted all forms of physical growth.

In the lake, Ber saw nothing more than a child staring back rather than a woman, and it frustrated her.

“We never mentioned it, but after returning from the Derma Layer, something in our hearts began to change. Call it a hunch, but I think it began when Frost ate the Heart of Ours. Somehow, it felt like something was chiseling away at the mold around my heart the longer we traveled.”

It frustrated her because who she saw in the reflection was the same child that she had always been since the start. She felt like those 30 years were wasted, when in only weeks with Frost they had grown to the point where they were able to reminisce of the old, ‘happier’ times.

Ber, despite her past, loved her village. Her mother. Those people and her sisters. Her despair grossly exaggerated the past, because when she thought long and hard about it, there were irreplaceable moments of her life still inside of her ruined home.

But she could not keep holding onto the past.

The chains that kept her down were now broken.

Serum G had lost its effect, and she wholeheartedly wept as she thanked Frost for it, biting her lips as she then cupped the onyx hairclip close to her chest.

“We reached so far. After 30 years, holding a knife felt so surreal to me. Hunting berries with Ignis… playing on the riverside. I’ve forgotten about the innocence we once had. I still carry them to this day. Bearing the memories I wished to forget. But now, after watching people blossom into beautiful swans one after another… I believed it was unfair that we were not allowed to become like them.”

Ber recalled the joke she made about becoming a Corrupted. Her words were lightly slathered with truth. Ignis. Jury. Aster. They had all undergone a transformation that made them so much more beautiful than they once were.

And most of all, Frost became the object of her greatest aspiration. What was once envy became jealousy, then adoration… and now – an inspiration.

The world became the lake of Wharftow. The painted scenery was no longer washed with watercolor. It was all real, and the surface of the lake acted like a platform as Ber suddenly stood in its center, sandwiched between the moon above, and its beautiful reflection.

“I, the ugliest duckling, admired the Black Dove. I knew she wasn’t a replacement for our mom like Cer believes... And Res to a smaller extent. But she was the ‘swan’ I wished to also become. So for the first time, I reached out to them all, expressing my woes of the Ateliers. And I realized something as they came together to embrace me…”

Suddenly, Frost regained control over her body. Standing out on the bank of the lake, she fondly stared at Ber, desperately holding back tears. To hear Ber’s outlook on life had changed for the better was reassuring.

“This is your first step outside of your black forest, huh?” Frost flicked a thumb across both eyes, refusing to cry in front of the person Ber admired more than anyone else in this world. “Ber. I’m going to take that hand. And I’m going to drag you right out of there!”

Ber’s body, encased by the moonlight, transformed into an adult version of herself. It was precisely what she’d look like if it weren’t for the intervention of Serum G. She was utterly beautiful, and wore a dress clad in the same essence of the moonlight. The dress was black, but it glistened like a beacon of light. Her hair was still cut short, her eyes were far sharper, but somehow calmer than usual, and her tail had received an uplift as well.

The tail was easily as large as herself, groomed to perfection as its white, fuzzy tip swayed in the invisible wind like a branch.


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

< “In this world of forced choices, people are tempered by the choices their hearts make alone.” >


 

< “In that reflection I realized as I wept tears, ripple after ripple, that I was no ugly duckling.” >


 

< “From the sorrow of the past, shivering in the eggshell of the present – I desperately aspire to hatch into one of the swans I so desperately adored.” >


 

< “The mother swan I followed was the most caring and beautiful of all. I wanna become just like her!” >


 

< “I WANNA BE FREE AND BECOME A SWAN!” >
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< Through misery and the cold nights, the ugly duckling was nurtured by the swan she wished to become. But she never realized that she was just like her all along. Seeking redemption and happiness, she opens her wings to finally take flight into the cloudless paradise reflected by the lake >

AFFINITY : Desire


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 140
	ORIGIN : Trauma
	HP : 200,000
	ATT : 3,000
	MAG ATT : 3,000



	ATT DEF : 500
	MAG DEF : 500
	
MP : 5,000


	RESIST : Nil
	AGI : 42









< CONDITION: The Black Swan wants to prove itself to the Black Dove. If your MP reaches 0, then The Black Swan will manifest and devour Ber. The lower its HP becomes, the more reign Ber will have over The Black Swan >


 

< SALVATION CRITERIA: The Black Swan’s HP must reach 0 >


 

< What happens afterwards is unknown… but the Archivist is desperately cheering you on! >


 

“We didn’t come this far just to fail!” Frost, with more vigor than ever, prepared to take on Ber’s final Corrupted phase with everything she had.

            

    
        233. Ber, The Black Swan

    
    
    
    
                The Wharftow lake arena was identical to the real thing, barring that there were no people in sight. From the hilltop house Frost shared her first intimate night in, to the wooden harbor and the forests beyond; it was a contrast to Grandis’ mountainous backdrop.

“Childish watercolor to realism. One way to interpret the background is that she’s now moved on.” There was meaning in every fragment and every crevasse of the Corrupted. Whether it be a single stray hair or the form Ber took, they could be spun into a tale applicable to said Corrupted.

Frost marveled at the symbolism of their final arena. No longer were they stuck in the past of Grandis. They were now in the present of Wharftow, with a future Ber clasping at her mouth, her hands overlapped in the shape of wings.

“Ber’s appearance hardly resembles a swan. If I could laugh, I would be gigging right now. I do find it humorous that you have time to spend picking apart such minute details.”

“I’m just awed by her psyche being laid out like an interactive picture book. This whole ordeal’s been an eye opener for us. There’s still so much we don’t know. So much more to figure out.” Frost, her body still wracked with pain, assumed a combat position.

At the same time, Ber dropped to the surface of the lake, her hands dug deep into invisible mud as she took a sprinter’s stance. Their intentions were mutual. A head on clash course with a Moon was imminent.

“But I think understanding others matters more than the Corrupted! ISN’T THAT RIGHT BER!”

Dust and mud kicked into the air as the lake’s surface crashed the moment both charged straight into one another at full speed.


< [I Wanna Be a Swan!] >

< Striving to become what I desperately want. Whether I look the part doesn’t matter so long as I believe in it! >


 

< “With the dissolving effects of Serum G I strive towards a new horizon.” >


 

Ber’s entire being was clad in shadows. It assumed the shape of a giant black wing, and it became an extension of her right arm. It followed like a long blade, carving the lake as water gushed behind her fantastically.

The bladed wing was like a supersized version of the Accusers, save hers were covered in layers of beautiful, reflective feathers. With only 20 meters left until their inevitable clash, Frost realized that these feathers were in actuality fur shaped like feathers.

Horizontal slash. That thing’s going to pack a punch. My AGI’s still higher…

“Even in that perfect form you STILL look hurt!” Frost shouted, her emotions now strong enough to take reign over her own psyche and body.

Ber, unclasping her mouth, drew her claws and dragged them forth in a sweeping manner at the apex of their clash.


< [Futile Galvanism] >

< Reverting to the claws that defined my strength >


 

Frost, leaping over the wing which missed her by mere inches, flew overhead the Black Swan. Both her claws and blade had missed her a sudden stream of Liquid Fire poured onto the Black Swan, instantly causing copious amounts of steam to enshroud the lake like a smokescreen.


Frost | MP: 8,575

The Black Swan | HP: 197,500


Liquid Fire was an insanely risky move on her part. But so long as she could see the future, then she had the upper hand despite all the odds stacked against her. Frost charged through the smokescreen, reaching a smoldering, steaming Ber. Before she could even react, Frost drew steel strings from Ber’s chest and began to pummel her, as well as take several bites to replenish her MP.

Fortunately, or rather unfortunately for her, biting Ber left no lasting mark. She felt like she was eating jelly, which she realized was Ber’s mana. Black clouds stacked upon one another as Ber was inflicted with the Severe Burn Condition – a Condition that periodically ticked down her HP pool by a thousand every 5 seconds and increased all incoming ATT damage by 10%.


< Condition | Severe Burn >

< Subsides through healing or restoration potions. Deal 1,000 damage regardless of ATT DEF or MAG DEF of target. All incoming damage increased by 10% >


 

< But in this place, Severe Burn will disappear after 2 minutes >


 

“ISN’T IT STRANGE THAT THE CONDITION REQUIRES A RESIST LESS THAN 90!? IF HER RESIST IS NIL, THEN HOW IS IT GETTING THROUGH!?” Frost, practically unhinged at this point, exchanged blow after blow with the Corrupted Ber, who she kept on a metal leash as they went back and forth, separating explosively meters apart before they collided with the force of two unstoppable asteroids.


Frost | MP: 25,000

The Black Swan | HP: 172,000


< [Futile Galvanism] >

< [Futile Galvanism] >

< [Futile Galvanism] >

< [Futile Galvanism] >

< [Futile Galvanism] >

< [I Wanna Be a Swan!] >


 

Taking an unexpected gash from the colossal wing, which caused her cheek to bleed as strands of her hair were cut, Nav immediately answered with:

“Resist must have subcomponents. This confirms it. There may be a psychological and physical aspect. Her physical RESIST must be lower than 90, whereas her psychological RESIST is immeasurable.”

This was the answer Frost desired, and the one that made the most sense. For a Corrupted, it was only natural that all psychological interventions and alterations would be rendered ineffective. Physical on the other hand, depending on the Corrupted, was entirely valid.

Suddenly, through the explosions of water, and the walls of black clouds that devoured all that so happened to touch it, both Ber’s arms were augmented by the giant wings, which then suddenly split into five digits each.


< [Desperate for Love] >

< The only way for one to achieve what they want is to grasp it firmly with both hands! >


 

They were essentially supersized claws, and it reduced Frost’s margin of error as she struggled to dodge these given the sheer speed Ber could swing, compounded by their relatively similar AGI stats.

< “Adoration of the Black Dove. Little by little, I learned that many more special people exist. It was just a matter of finding them. They heard my calls. But will they be able to react to them, I wonder?” >


“MORE THAN JUST REACT!” Frost’s emotions finally reached a unique threshold.


< You are in the equivalent of the Second State. Several Corrupted Skills have been unlocked! >


“SEVERAL!?”

“Although, they are Passive Skills. Any two from your Corrupted Persona collection may be chosen!”

What about active skills!?

“None I’m afraid!”

Each swing caused the feathered fingers ran underneath the water like sharks. They smelt Frost’s blood in the water and assaulted her from all angles, attempting to ensnare her like a beartrap. Somehow, it was as if The Black Swan was aware that so long as Frost had direct line of sight with something then she’d be able to read the future.

Frost suspected this and managed to avoid certain death.

“Tch – Don’t think for a second that you can stop me!” Frost roared. “NAV! Any suggestions for this encounter!?”

“You wish for me to decide?”

“I have bigger things to worry about right now! The prompts are only going to distract me!”

After much silent deliberation, Nav selected the only two that it believed mattered the most.


< PASSIVE: Star Cycle >

< Your stars will explode after taking enough damage. The resulting nebula will temporarily prevent the death of all those within >


Suddenly, the stars from their world began to fall upon their battlefield. The reflections of the lake were no more as the glowing, spherical objects hovered like will-o’-wisps, illuminating all in a spectacular fashion. Their battle suddenly felt like a theatrical. A show. A dance almost with all the lights.


Frost |MP: 23,500

The Black Swan | HP: 142,300


< PASSIVE: Nature’s Compass >

< Various stars will twinkle in the eyes of certain individuals. They will guide them when all seems lost >


 

< “With wings I choose not to fly. I realized that the paradise we’ve lived, and the paradise that’s so sought after is plagued with suffering.” >


 

< [Transpired Instincts] >

< What was lost and wrapped in secrecy shall now be known >


 

Ber’s appearance had been changing the lower her HP dropped. Her hair went from a tomboyish cut to now reaching just past her nape. The black, silky strands were utterly beautiful, and they swayed as she pounced at Frost, incorporating twists and spins into her attacks as though she were dancing, like an eccentric swan along a lake. Her movements shifted from animalistic and rash, to precise and radiated pure femininity.

In some instances, Ber targeted the stars, and Frost quickly realized that they could be used as decoys. A quarter of the fight had gone in mere minutes, but to them both it felt like they had been fighting for hours on end.

Frost continued to bleed from her unhealable wounds. Underneath her Coat of Prejudice were cuts so deep that she needed to wrap loops of string to keep her innards within. But even so, her conviction saw no bounds as she desperately sought to rescue Ber from her Corrupted state of mind.

I’ve dealt with worse. So much worse. I stood up day after day watching my heart burst from my chest… This… This is…

“THIS IS NOTHING! JUST WAKE UP ALREADY BER! EVERYONE – WE’RE ALL WAITING FOR YOU! NO ONE WANTS TO SEE YOU LOSE YOURSELF BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEER!” Frost, clasping on her stomach, shouted at the top of her lungs and in that instant, The Black Swan froze momentarily.

In that instant, their eyes locked, and she saw the real Ber underneath before she was consumed by the Corrupted.

And as though it never occurred, The Black Swan continued the endless head-on clashes.


Frost | MP: 19,500

The Black Swan | HP: 127,300


< “This future of mine I want. This beauty of mine I wear… I won’t allow it to be sullied ever again!” >


 

< [Singing Wingslash] >

< My reach must go beyond what it once was. No longer must I be stunted by Serum G >

            

    
        234. Ber’s Salvation

    
    
    
    
                The Black Swan returned to the center of the lake. All feathered claws and dark accessories were swallowed into her body as she brazenly stared at Frost, her arms folded across her chest and shoulders in the shape of an ‘X’.

A sudden chill ran down Frost spine. Her instincts forced her body to twist into the opposite direction mid-rush as she created space between her and the Black Swan. With her HP having dropped to 125,000 thanks to the additional damage dealt by the Severe Burn Condition; The Black Swan’s hair finally touched her shoulders.

“Nav! I’ve got a bad fucking feeling about this!” Frost exclaimed, weaving through the vibrant orbs that littered their battlefield.


A Starry Field

ATT DEF : 0 HP: 10,000 MAG DEF : 0


The exact number was unknown, but it was easily in the high 50s, if not a hundred.

“Care to describe your predicament?” Nav asked, albeit with some sass.

“I can’t put my finger on it, but I’ve fought enough fucking things to know that a big windup like that means trouble!” Frost exclaimed, obeying her body’s demands to retreat as the Black Swan slipped her hands over her shoulders, as if drawing a pair of blades.

Then, a pair of feathered wings extended from both hands. The blades were easily over ten meters in length. The beautiful, reflective feathers glistened in the light of the encompassing moon and the stars beneath.

The water broke underneath her, and with a single slash, an ‘X’ shaped projectile spanning Frost’s entire vision gave chase. Thankfully, because of its shape, Frost was able to avoid being struck by it as a wall of water burst into their air, blocking her line of sight.

“CLOSE! HOW MANY FUCKING ATTACKS DOES SHE HAVE!? If Eternal Night Corrupted have 6, then what else is she hiding from us –!?” Before Frost could even finish speaking, the waves split into two as a horizonal arc of darkness struck her in the chest. “TCH – NGH! AAAAAAAGHH!”

She was dragged like a cloth stuck to a clothesline across the lake, her feet skidding along the water as jets flew from her heels like sparks. The sheer speed rendered her helpless as she tried to fight it, her HP draining rapidly the longer she held on.


< “The wingspan of a swan is so beautiful. On the lake at midnight, or noon, the swan’s beauty remains unsullied.” >


Frost | MP: 16,947


With one final crash, she collided with the lake’s edge and received the combined total ATT and MAG ATT of the Black Swan. The total damage after taking into account her DEF was a staggering 1,976.


< “My reach has grown. My hands are longer. My arms are thicker. And my blood now richer than ever before” >


Frost | MP: 14,971


Staggering… With my kind of HP, it’s fucking staggering alright. Tch – Ack –!

Frost, dragging herself free from the dent made by her collision, spluttered out blood as her heartbeat raced. Vital organs had absolutely been destroyed. The only thing that kept her alive was the fact that these organs mattered little to her as the Amalgam.

“Substantial internal injury. The body functions differently here regardless of their importance. Please do not break anything auxiliary. Your limbs matter more than your innards.”

“Never thought I’d ever hear that… Shit. SHIT!” Frost saw it happen again, and this time, as she pushed forward combating the pain in her chest, she dove into the shallow waters to avoid both the ‘X’ shaped slash and the following horizonal one.

As water pelted her from above, the blood-soaked Frost made haste, avoiding Ber’s Singing Wingslash at all costs.


< “Unchained by the past I am given the choice to fly. But flight was a luxury I was given even as an ugly duckling. Flight… is the purpose of the bird. I just want to do things on my own accord. Unjudged… without ridicule…” >


 

Frost, now within meters of making contact with Ber once again, struck first and resumed the beatdown. Due to the additional ATT her Dream Shatterers granted, coupled with her Passive Skill: Severe Combo, it was far greater to pummel the Black Swan rather than to focus on devouring her.

[Liquid Fire].

“THAT’S GOOD FOR YOU BER!” Frost shouted, dousing her in the gelatinous flames as superheated steam concealed one another. “Isn’t that empowering!? Realizing that there’s much more you can do with your life than to just let things happen all around you!?”


< [Futile Galvanism] >


Within the smoke, Ber slashed rabidly with her enlarged claws. But due to the nature of their size, she had difficulty striking Frost who at this point began shoving Ber across the lake punch after punch. Tethered to her with steel strings, Frost did not allow her combo to end as Ber’s HP ticked down with every passing second.


The Black Swan | HP: 89,200


And with it, Ber’s hair continued to grow out. It had passed by her shoulder blades, and it danced like ribbons as droplets of water refracted the light. The Ber she fought was perhaps the most beautiful person she had ever seen, and her mind could not put her beauty into words. Despite this, the same crude Ber existed, evident by her bared fangs and increasingly animalistic swings.

It was as if the real Ber was beginning to crack from this shell of a persona.


< “They asked me: Why do birds fly? It was a nonsensical question…” >


[Inferno].

Frost bestowed over 20 Cinder Stacks, which caused various, orange cracks to burn across Ber’s body. They were marked along her like chains, and unlike Severe Burn, Cinder dealt a consistent rate of 200 damage, which bypassed all forms of DEF stats, for it burned the soul itself.

“Every 10 stacks is a hundred damage per second. Far more insidious than Burn Stacks.”

“You make it sound like I’m torturing her! This is for her own good! So long as she reaches 0 HP THEN WHAT DOES IT MATTER WHAT I USE NAV!?” Frost roared.

“Agreed. In this context, you are unmistakably correct.”

“This context. You make it sound like I believe in the mindset of a ‘means to an end’. Tch. There’s no other way in this case!”


Frost | MP: 24,300

The Black Swan | HP: 50,000


With one last clash, The Black Swan severed all metal strands as it retreated several steps backwards, just out of reach from Frost. Then, she heard an audible growl from the entity.

This voice belonged to Ber. The uncorrupted Ber underneath.


< “I believed it was because flight was their purpose. But I then realized that it was a choice. A mode of movement. A blessing that allowed them to reach that paradise above. But if the birds knew the nature of that paradise, then would they ever wish to fly again?” >


< [Roost of the Knowledgeable Swan] >

< Armed with this knowledge, I no longer wish to follow that paradise. I now seek to build one anew with my new flock! >


Great wings then sprouted from the Black Swan’s back. The wingbeats carved the lake as Frost struggled to compete against it. She expected her to take flight but much to her surprise, it wrapped itself into a feathery cocoon.

Black spines began to hail from the skies, bombarding the stars that Frost had erected as she looked around, confused by this.

“Aren’t I supposed to be her target!?”

“Nature’s Compass. Those stars are drawing, in your terminology, her ‘aggro’.


Shackles Removed

ATT DEF : 0 HP : 10 MAG DEF : 0


 

They practically perished upon impact. However, as more and more of Frost’s stars began to die and explode with vibrant gases, the spines remained stuck into the ground. Before long nearly a hundred black spines littered the field, all with 0 HP.

Her Star Cycle Passive Skill prevented death entirely. The lake became a small-scale cosmic body. No longer did the sky carry the universe. Ber’s lake was the universe for all they knew, and it made perfect sense considering this was her mind.

Everything revolved around Ber in this world.


< “There is so much in this world I want to see! So much more I want to discover! Berries to pick!” >


Frost took this opportunity to strike the vulnerable Ber. Her DEF stats, once again, were infinite, but it was nothing her maw could not crack. Bite after bite, feather after feather, Frost swallowed mouthfuls of the gelatinous mana as she heard Ber’s cries.


The Black Swan | HP: 38,800


< “Dresses to wear! Things to cook! Cloth to weave! I want to make friends! I want my flock… my ‘pack’ to keep growing!” >


 

The Black Swan | HP: 33,200


< “When I met that feline Demi-human, I always thought she was deplorable just like me with her silent voice! But I never knew anything about her!” >


 

The Black Swan | HP: 27,600


 < “Or the ‘Angel’ who let the Black Dove speak her mind. Little by little, she grew a voice of her own! As did… AS DID IGNIS!” >


 

The Black Swan | HP: 19,200


Bite after bite, the Black Swan’s voice became enriched as she felt something warm begin to permeate through the wings. This voice undoubtedly belonged to the real Ber within. Not only was Frost trying to combat her Corrupted persona, but so was a desperate Ber who Frost knew was crying within.

“We’re… WE’RE ALMOST THERE! BER! DON’T GIVE UP!” Frost screamed through mouthfuls, gargling on a foul blend of blood and black jelly.


The Black Swan | HP: 13,600


< “Cer and Res are no different to me. We’re all swans. I just wanted… to be freed from this cycle of false complacency. This duty that once shackled me. From birth, to the heights I reached as a Moon.” >

 

The Black Swan | HP: 8,000


< “AND FROST! Frost… had the biggest voice of them all! But also like me, her voice can only go so far! I am not the only one like this! BUT WE ALL WANT TO MAKE OURSELVES HEARD! SO WE SHOUT OUT AT THE TOP OF OUR LUNGS!” >

 

The Black Swan | HP: 2,400


 

< [Resounding Voice] >

< With the fruition of my sense of self, I look to the moon and smirk as I howl in its moonlight >


 

“I AM A SWAN!”


 

Before Frost could take the last bite, the prompt-like message and accompanied voice struck her with immense pain as she was flung back by multiple shockwaves. She was skewered by the protruding black spines as her HP instantaneously dropped to less than a hundred. The attack Ber used dealt over 25,000 damage in total, split across various shockwaves.

Frost’s body contorted, her hearing amess as her vision waned. Blood spilled from the protruding spines as several spines jutted out from all angles of her body.

“F-FUCK… No… Ber – No…” Despair settled into Frost in that moment as her hands trembled, struggling to grasp at a stake that had shattered her sternum but to no avail.

Her consciousness was perfectly intact, and when her vision returned, she watched as the cocooned Ber blossomed, revealing a form with hair that reached her waist.

“Nav… NAV! What can I do!? This… This can’t be… how it ends!” She croaked, refusing to admit defeat.

Nav however, spoke with intangible awe rather than shock like Frost. She could not see or understand the reason why, as The Black Swan studied herself briefly before those crimson eyes fell onto her.

Then, she suddenly realized something as those eyes went from awe to dejection. Worried tears formed in the corner of the Black Swan’s eyes as Frost’s heart fluttered.

This was not the Black Swan.

This was Ber.

“Please do not overreact. I assume you are in great pain right now. But rest assured. You have not failed.”

“How… how…” Frost’s hands slumped down beside her as Ber rushed to her side, fumbling and nearly tripping like a newborn fawn. The strange, adult-like body she now possessed was far too difficult for her to maneuver in. “… Ber?”

“FROOOOOST! Frost! Frost…! FROST!” Ber could not stop shouting her name out loud. Her voice was sweet. Feminine. Loud and clear.

But she could still hear a piece of ‘Ber’ still somewhere in there.

Somehow, seeing Ber’s face made her want to smile. But when she tried, she vomited blood again. Her endless supply of blood was a nuisance. A part of her still didn’t believe it. Nav’s confirmation only meant so much. The Condition explicitly stated that Ber’s HP needed to reach 0.

So what did Nav mean that they had already won?

Her mind was in disarray. But, as soon as Ber tripped and scrambled over Frost’s bleeding body, she figured that it was just her making excuses. The adult Ber dropped to her knees, splashing in the water as she climbed onto Frost’s legs, tears streaming down her face.

“Frost…” Ber, now that she was up close to Frost, had no reason to shout. But at the same time, she somehow lost all the words she wanted to say. “I… I’m so…”

Frost, using what was left of her strength, brought her hand up to Ber’s head and patted it, knowing exactly what she was going to say.

“’Sorry’? Ber… how about answering whether you’re… ok or not. I think you know that we… were worried about you more than anything. So don’t apologize. Don’t cry… Or else…” Frost coughing again, wore shimmering tears on her face as she stroked Ber’s head. “You’ll make me cry.”

Her ears were fluffy. They were larger. Softer. Squishier. She focuses on these minute details as a way to keep her composure. But of course, it failed as her tears fell uncontested.

“… I’ve always been making trouble, haven’t I? Since the start. Since we became Moons with Serum G. And now…” Ber was in a strange state of denial. Why… Why is the first thing you ask, ‘if I’m ok?’. Frost. Why are you… why would you go so far? I tried to close my heart out but you still tried so hard. For someone like me…”

“Believe it or not… this ‘someone’… is… important to us. Rather than asking why… just… accept it. Aren’t you happy?” Frost comforted the distraught Ber.

“I am… I’m so… So happy. Everything feels so light. There’s no cloud over my head, or a weight on my back. I’m sure there’s still a lot of wrongs with me. Heh… Aha… Hah… *Sniffle* Aaaah… Fuck… Frost. There’s still a lot I don’t get or think I’ve overcome, but I think now I have the courage to stand.”

Ber’s hair spilled onto Frost’s stomach. She didn’t try to hide her face or look away. Her eyes were forever locked with Frost’s as she thanked her from the bottom of her restored heart.

“And it’s all thanks to you. If this is how Ignis and Jury felt, then it’s no wonder they’ve stuck by you through thick and thin, and all the misadventures along the way in this weird place we have no choice but to call home. I’m rambling. I’m rambling so much because I feel like this is all fleeting. Frost… Being a Corrupted… I couldn’t wish that even on the Impuritas.”

She was shaken, and Frost had no method of physically comforting her aside from patting her head. But it was all the warmth in the world to Ber. Minutes seemed to fly by as she allowed Ber to savor this moment. She desperately needed it, and Frost, although impaled and ‘dying’, was selfless enough to allow it.

This ‘selfishness’ of Ber was not seen as such in Frost’s eyes. It felt like Ber’s careful embrace and yearn for warmth was to make up for what she never had. All the time lost. All the time spent on unfulfilling duties… Ber, for the first time, relished in the warmth of a ‘mother’.

“… I… have to be defeated right?” Ber uttered, glancing up at Frost from her lap.

“Yeah. Are you afraid?”

“No. This… isn’t my real body, so why would I? It’s… weird to ask you this but, I can’t think of a better way to go out than this.” Ber couldn’t help but to laugh as she wagged her head, like how a dog does to dry itself. “This kind of pain’s normal for us. But looking at you… I’d hate for you to call that normal.”

“It think it’s a worthy sacrifice if it means that no one has to lose themselves. Ber. Welcome back. Everyone’s waiting for you.” Frost said as Ber brought herself close to Frost, practically embracing her as she avoided the various stakes.

Then, with her arms wrapped around Frost and her nape exposed to her mouth, Ber asked for the only suitable way to lose.

“… Take a bite. I want to know what all this fuss about being eaten is all about.”

Frost lost HP trying to hold back her laughter. The sweet scent of this grown Ber was intoxicating, and with one bite –

“Good job, Ber. I’m sure it was hard. Let’s make some more memories going forward, ok?”

“More memories than anyone’s gonna be able to count!” She cried, and with one bite –


The Black Swan | HP: 0


Her body was reduced to golden, fleeting particles which slipped between her fingers. The world gradually became dark as Frost closed her eyes, silently relishing her victory.


< The Black Swan has Been Subjugated >


 

< Salvation Criteria Reached >


< Do you wish to grant Ber your Blessing? >

< Yes | Yes >


 

< … you are unconscious, aren’t you Frost? Very well. As I wish to hear the voice of this fellow myself, I will accept this in your stead >


 

< Ber has successfully been Blessed >


 

< No Corrupted Personas Gained >


 

< However >


 

< Ber has gained all Abilities and Skills from The Black Swan. They have been added to her Collection >


 

< At certain emotional states, Ber may manifest aspects of The Black Swan >


 

< At a certain point, Ber may manifest the full power of The Black Swan >

            

    
        235. Moons and Blood Moons

    
    
    
    
                Devastation was known to follow in the footsteps of a Moon. They were best watched from afar, less one wished to be crushed by their celestial might. Stars fell into a quandary place. The majority were known to act as guides for those that were lost, like a bright star in the cusp of midnight.

But there were others who dominated the skies with their ardent heat. An inhospitable celestial body that knew only how to wreak havoc and to burn the wings of those that tried to reach them. These were known as the Red Giants, and like the Blood Moons, their apparel were dyed solely in the blood of their foes.

Unwashed and tainted, the Blood Moons bared their fangs even to other Moons.

And when two Moons collided, stragglers caught between could only hope that their death was swift.

The land bubbled and molded like putty in the wake of Cer and Res’ mortal combat against the 7 Blood Moons and the leading Red Giant. Turbulent storms of red and blue lightning reduced the urban ruins to dust. Bricks exploded like shrapnel, shattering glass and pulverizing walls as though they were made from plywood.

There were no structures on Elysia outside of the Ateliers that could withstand the breath of the Stars and Moons of the Nexus. Scurrying through the urban wastes, Cer and Res fought a defensive battle due to the number advantage their opponents possessed. Hailstorms of the red electricity whipped in their direction, attempting to maim them as they stuck close, weaving through the ruins as they simultaneously erected their Electric Field.

The red leashes could only survive for 5 seconds upon entering their 25-meter field of electricity. The Scarlet Logic Midnight Team employed hit and run tactics, avoiding entering the zone for more than necessary. Despite their ability to replicate, they did not willingly throw themselves at the triplets. Replication was not an instantaneous process, and it would take a day to return at the very least.

In the meantime, beams of electricity ripped through the cityscape as bites tore down structures and upheaved mounds of debris, showing the world with projectiles.

“Annoying! Demi-human Moons! Speed rivaling ours! Wolves as well. It’s no wonder they want your blood! If Serum S can do that to an inferior race – then imagine what it can do to others higher on the hierarchy!” The praying mantis-like Moon chattered as it scuttled side by side, attempting to whip them with their red rod of electricity.

“Keep that bullshit hierarchy talk in Gnawer!” Cer snapped her jaws into their direction, striking the Moon which chipped away at its chitin armor, and the external red metal it adorned. “It’s no wonder none of you blood ratbags ever show your faces in the Nexus!”

The damage she dealt was minimal at best. Due to the DEF stats of Moons, killing one another was a tall order. This was why Atelier Items and other forms of tactics were required to take one down.

“We could care less about what they think in that complacent state of false effervescence!” The mantis proclaimed as it clipped a wall and disappeared far behind them.

At most, a Moon could deal somewhere between 0 to 1,000 damage to one another, hence why a clash between them would stir the equivalent of an apocalypse. Eclipses were specifically honed to deal as much damage as possible whilst sacrificing DEF. Blood Moons could afford to bolster both, but also adopt pyrrhic battle tactics and debilitating equipment.

The Unstable Capturers were one such weapon. It drained the life force of its user in exchange for its mana-draining tether. Indeed. Moons were too difficult to capture in the traditional sense.

Therefore, draining their mana was one of the greatest alternatives available. Because without mana, all MAG DEF stats become forfeited, making them entirely vulnerable to all forms of attacks regardless of their apparel.

Suddenly, the whips attacked from above. The Dragonid Blood Moon gave chase as they soared the shallow skies with the wingspan of a grand albatross. They rolled and spun, avoiding Res’ attacks as they tanked several, grinning as though addicted to the searing pain of combat.

“Serum G keeps us stable. All of us come from the same blighted regions barring baggage of all fucking kinds! Without it there’d be a lot more lunatics running around!” Res shouted, defending the fluid which had kept them relatively sane during their service as Moons as she and Cer split up momentarily, the red lightning carving a gorge between them and splitting shanty houses in two perfect halves.

“Lunatics? You’re mistaken. This hatred we bare – Is the only thing we need moving forward! And to think you were given a chance to join our ranks and relish in this bloodlust against all that wronged you! We will retrieve that blood! A shame that we couldn’t snatch it from that deceased Jester –!”

Cer snapped the tips of the Dragnoid’s wings with a sudden barrage of bites. They emerged from behind the rising smoke as the distant wildfires approached.

“Cut the crap. We knew what the fuck joining Scarlet Logic meant.” Cer shouted as Res silently fumed at the mention of Ber. “Tch. True. We wanted to blow up Grandis if we had the chance! Scarlet Logic would’ve given us a reason to. But you and I both know how that would’ve turned out! How’s your bloodlust going!? Taking it all out on whoever the fuck you want rather than the ones you want! And you wonder why no one in the Nexus wants you back!?”

“Bzzt!” Ahead, a waiting Bee-Insectid glided into view, extending their arms as tiny black and white-striped larvae spilled from the holes in their palms. These larvae were weak individually, but powerful in numbers. They were an insidious byproduct created by particular Bee Insectids, mostly the Blood Moons, which burrowed into the flesh of their victims to mince their innards.

Bee Insectid could not consume hard foods, after all. Their biology forbade them. Where normal Bee Insectid devoured the golden syrup from flowers, they slurped the crimson nectar from the living.

“… I will admit… Bzzt. Conflict is deeply ingrained into us. But like you, there is a ‘Queen’ you abide no matter the internal animosity. Our discretion forever lays in Scarlet Logic! Bzzt! They are the reason why we can continue to strive forth! BZZT!”

These did not survive long within the Electric Field. But the locust swarm was enough to conceal their vision just enough for several lashes to scar their bodies, leaving behind a red static that temporarily disabled muscles of the afflicted area.

“TCH!”

“CER KEEP MOVING! BITE EVERYTHING YOU CAN!”

“ONE STEP AHEAD OF YA!”

This only lasted for a split second, however. Their Galvanic Blood ability made them virtually immune to all electrical attacks and conditions. But it did not mean they were safe from the Unstable Capturer’s mana-draining effects.

The swarm disintegrated into ash, leaving behind a foul stench as Cer closed the gap with the Bee Insectid, grabbing them from their throat as sparks travelled through its body. They brawled in face to face, tumbling in the jagged wastes. It was clear that Cer possessed the upper hand, and after enough bites and slashes, she claimed two of arms that attempted to ensnare her.

“GGGhhh BZZT! BZZZZZZT –!” They seemed to have underestimated the senses she possessed as a wolf, and the intuition she had honed. It was precisely because she valued her life that her senses had never died down, unlike the Scarlet Logic forces who fought in a predictable but effective manner. “… Serum S’s bestowment of that Galvanic Blood… giving birth to unfounded Original magic, bzzt! Magic infused with the blood itself – BZZT!”

Noticing that there was an attempt to constrict her, she fled the scene and a second later, a mass barrage of whips struck precisely where she was. The Bee insectid was instantly paralyzed and smoldering with charcoaled flesh.

“So you insect grubs reverted back to that way of life, heh. Figures. I always wondered whether Insectid actually have a brain. Turns out they might not. Fighting for a Queen? Letting someone else call the shots and letting their heart beat for you? No pity here. You deserve every ounce of living in hate if you can’t even tell your own worth!” Cer’s words echoed in their desolate battlefield.

“… 5,000 mana gone just like that.” Res sneered. “I don’t get it. Needing our blood for what? You had all this time to get it, but now you decide it’s time!? Coincidence after coincidence. Convenient lies one after another… If they had taken us seriously then Ber wouldn’t have… Dammit. DAMMIT ALL!”

“Res. I’ve got around 10,000 mana left. That thing’s multiplying the cost of our magic. Hah… Tch. Haha… Shit. Ahaha.” Cer, through rapid breaths, struggled to contain her laughter.

“Did you finally lose it!?” Res shouted, noticing a thin strands of silk ahead. “ARACHNID STRING! Clear the way!”

Cer obeyed, clearing glistening a forest of glistening strands. Res immediately focused on levelling their immediate vicinity, reducing the places the Arachnid Red Giant could anchor her strings as Cer’s cackling eventually subsided.

Then, she spoke with a hopeful grin.

“Lost it? C’mon Res. What are you saying? I just imagined Ber laughing at us. because… during moments like these, it was only us who could rely on each other. So if she heard me saying ‘Where the hell is Jury’, then I bet she would’ve parroted me with that stupid grin of hers.”

She then added as their world seemingly fell apart. A wall of flames encroached on their position. Black smoke and toxic dust concealed more than a kilometer’s worth of space. The town that once resided here was indistinguishable from a barren mesa. The sand that made up the ground was all shards of glass, brick and splinters of wood, shaven finely like sawdust.

“… I sure hope she still has that stupid grin…” Res whispered with difficulty, the lump in her throat growing at the mention of Ber. “… Cer.”

“Yeah! They still – WON’T FUCKING STOP COMING AFTER US! Yeah, what Res!? Res!? Need something!? Talk to me!” Cer panicked all of a sudden when Res went silent, but much to her relief, her sister was just fine.

            

    
        236. A Familiar Voice

    
    
    
    
                Lash after lash, with no cover in the way they were subjected to sweeping red whips. Avoiding them was a simple task. But avoiding 7 was nigh impossible. When they tried to move towards cover, a whip would precisely intercept. The sheer reach of these weapons was a staggering 30 meters.

They were cornered. Trapped within a ring of red and a wall of fire. But never did they consider surrendering. It was not a vice of their pride as wolves. It was their uncorrupted virtue.

“… Do you think Ber will ever forgive me?”

“She won’t forgive you if you’re loathing around like that! You also need to stand up for yourself because you know that it wasn’t your fault! I don’t need to act as the eldest sister every time to fix up every little thing between you two!” Cer snapped. “… Serum G’s effects are disappearing. More and more I just want to let loose and howl at everything that’s happened. Don’t disappear and give me a reason to! Ouch – AAAAAAACH!”

A stray whip cleaved off an ear, as another claimed the tip of her tail. Her agony could not be conveyed by her voice, only by her actions as she ravenously bit in every direction possible.

“CER!”

“WORRY ABOUT YOURSELF MORE ALREADY! We got a healer on our side so cut the act and keep fighting! I wanna rush up to them and rip their throats out but that puts us in the firing line! Look at them… getting information from Impuritas and feigning ignorance. Loyal to their ‘Queen’, or king with that Marduk Beholder. Where the fuck is your worth!?” Cer spat whatever came to mind without filter. It was not the pain that pushed her, rather, it was the act of overwhelming oppression that caused her to begin lashing out like a cornered rat.

“… Hearts that don’t even belong to them…” Res uttered, right as her back was lacerated by the whip, tearing through the fabric of her suit.

Their mana had finally been depleted, and at once, the Electric Field disappeared.

They could no longer conjure their magic, and they were as vulnerable as ever. The lashes eventually attached itself along their bodies, constricting them as it kept them in place. And whip after whip, Cer and Res defiantly bled as they were finally caught by the Midnight Collection Team.

“It was inevitable. But for 7 Moons and a Star it is a travesty. Hilarious how absurdly powerful Serum S enhances an individual.” The Arachnid Star spoke, still wary of drawing too near in case they had other methods of combat. “‘Galvanic Blood’. I can’t imagine what rouses such an unconventional magic. At the very least, you’re not using Infusions. That would be a nightmare to deal with.”

“I wonder what our Queen wishes to do with your blood.” The red-skinned Orc spoke. “Different from what the orders of the other Queens –!?”

Suddenly, the Dragnoid severed the arm of the Orc, instantly causing him to shut his mouth.

“Our mission isn’t to question them. Remember that. I hope your next iterations aren’t as foolish. Grow stronger tendons next time.”

“The Queens answer only to Marduk.” Another Moon took the second arm of the Orc before they were kicked forward. “Go. Search for anything out of the ordinary. Soooo~ Say we take their eyes and tongues? The other one seemed upset about their missing hand!”

The Orc stumbled forward, never questioning the order. She marched towards the wrapped Cer and Res, who bled as the red whips dug into their flesh like barbed wire. Even without arms there was much they could do. And with the despised Jesters left vulnerably in place, mused thoughts of torture ran through their minds.

“… these things got an upgrade, huh? They’re not the normal Unstable Capturers.” Cer uttered. “Multiplying our magic usage. What a bad matchup for an Atelier that forfeits magic.”

“… The Retrofitters… Tch. They’ve – Have they been making blueprints for them?” Res scathingly came to the realization. “So they weren’t being murdered. They were being kidnapped.”

“Retrofitters are too heavy to haul alone. We had some friends to help us. Coins and a little bit of paper can do all manner of incredible things. So magic becomes laughable… That reminds me.” The Orc spoke, glancing over their shoulder.

The Arachnid only smiled and drew several pieces of paper from her Dimensional Storage.

“The gray-haired ‘Librarians’, as they call themselves, were willing to offer a hand in your capture. Amusing isn’t it? We used to hunt them for fun until the order of a cease fire broke out. You Jesters must be hated universally~ Whether it be in those celestial heavens –” She spoke flickering through the pages as Cer and Res began to struggle but to no avail.

“– Or the hell of our creation. Don’t take it personally. This is our mission… and our pleasure. I wonder if the Hungry will be able to make little versions of you. Serum G made you all forget how to live~ Firstly, let takes those eyes –!”

Reaching forward with the end of her spider-like foot, she brought it close to Res eyes as the crimson tethers held her tightly in place. With no avenue to scream or struggle, Res could only wait for the inevitable with clenched teeth.

However, the tip never reached her.

A bright white fluid sprayed over her face as the leg was severed. It fell like a hollow stick, landing with a dull thud as a major gash formed between her and the wolves.

“Eh…? What on Elysia…?”

It wasn’t only that leg. Several others had fallen, and half of her body was lacerated. Stumbling backwards, she realized that the marking in the ground resembled a giant claw. Then, emerging from behind the only structure left standing – which was the pale egg, now hatched – was a naked wolf Demi-human.

Crimson eyes. Black hair. A puffy tail with a white tip, and a body of a well-endowed woman. But most striking of all were her arms, which were replaced with giant, feathered claws that rested beside her like curled scythes.

No one knew who she was. Where she came from. Or how she appeared without being noticed by the observant Moons. Cer and Res stared at her with fascination. Something deep down told them they knew who she was, but they couldn’t put a finger on it. They wanted to utter something, but their voices could not leave their lips.

Then, the woman spoke.

Cer’s grin grew by thousandfold, and Res’ eyes widened as tears began to silently form. They glistened as they heard the voice of their beloved sister.

“… What… gives you the right to think you can take her eyes? From me to them – Why is that everyone wants to snoop in on our happiness? And when I finally overcame this rut, I just arrive at a new one. Trying to break me wasn’t enough, so you target them…” The power in her voice shook them.

It was as though they were in the presence of a Corrupted. And as her right arm grew into a spectacular wing, she gazed upon them with crimson eyes that sewed terror into them.

Them, who had endured more than a hundred deaths.

“Frost was right. Scarlet Logic is better off being burnt to the ground… Nothing in this world is right. But her? Yeah… I don’t think I could call this world ‘home’ so long as – as… AS YOU’RE STILL IN IT! VOICE IN MY HEAD! IS THIS ENOUGH EMOTIONS FOR ME TO WIPE THEM OUT!?”

            

    
        237. A New Moon

    
    
    
    
                The figure was like the Impuritas Abomination, or the Exalted who grew nonsensical features. Feathers on a wolf Demi-human was unheard of. The amalgamation of Avian characteristics and canine threw a wrench into the minds of all present. An aura of superiority accompanied the figure, with an odd elegance that failed to match her spiteful eyes.

Disbelief poisoned the Midnight Collection Team as they scrambled to reassess the situation, with the Arachnid leading with cries such as: “The situation hasn’t changed! If it’s a Corrupted, then all the better to leave it –!”

A second slash forced the Red Giant to fling herself away as the naked figure dashed towards their captured duo, her slashes severing the tethers that imprisoned them. Sparks exploded as invisible claws tore the ground apart, drawing a line between them and the Midnight Team.

“… Ber…” Res whispered, her shoulders drooping as she gazed up at the back of the one she wanted to see the most.

“We’ll talk after.” Ber didn’t turn to look at her sister’s weeping face. Her voice was serene. Sincere, and gentle, and it only caused Res’ tears to drip harder by her scratched, tattered knees. “Cause right now, I wanna crush them!”

There was much Ber wanted to say as well, and the dying warmth of her sister caused her giant left claw to generate sparks as she glared at the ensemble of Moons and their managerial Star who took precaution seeing that this entity’s AGI was much higher than theirs.

They would be correct.






	< LEVEL : 200 >
	 
	< New Moon >
Ber
Galvanized Claw


	 
	 



	NAME : Ber
	HP : 120,000
	
MP : 30,000


	AGI : 65
	RESIST : 200



	AGE : 43
	ATT : 4,500
	
MAG ATT : 4,500


	O : 200
	D : 150



	ORIGIN : Demi-Human (Wolf)
	ATT DEF : 2,500
	
MAG DEF : 2,500


	S : 50
	E : 210









Nav could see everything Ber possessed. From her abilities to her skills, Ber has successfully been integrated into Frost’s Blessing. Her Salvation had additionally bolstered her stats by a significant margin, but Ber wondered if this was maybe the result of the body she had prevented herself from attaining…

It could be. I’m feeling light. Bolder. Feels weird to walk but everything feels so much better. So this is the real me!

These stats were, very likely, her true stats had she allowed herself to grow. Relinquishment could not begin to describe her state. Euphoria flooded her, melding with her driven hostility as an unknown prompt appeared before her.


< Your Emotional State Has Risen >

< Emotional States are the derived power of the Will of the Amalgam. With a Corrupted Persona in your possession you are now able to bear aspects of their power as your emotional state rises >


 

< You are currently in the Second State >

< Thus, you are allowed to wield some of the powers of The Black Swan. It is one aspect per risen State >


“Hey voice! Nav! How do I use this thing then!?” Ber shouted, surprising the Midnight Team immensely.

“Didn’t that Corrupted just speak!? Again!?” One shouted, recoiling as the electric tether returned, melting their metal gauntlets.


< I will guide you through it. Although… >

< It seems like you are a natural at this, as you have already manifested the Passive Skills of [I Wanna Be a Swan], and [Futile Galvanism] >


 

< This will explain why you now possess the wings on your right hand like a blade, and the feathered claws on your left. I cannot see. But I can ‘sense’ it for lack of a better word >


 

“… That sounds so fucking awesome…” Ber hissed with excitement.


< Your body should understand >


Her body functioned on instinct alone.

Unlike Frost, there was no need for Nav to babysit to hold her hand through the process. It was akin to using her electrical magic, which was a gut feeling an a pins and needles-like tingle that ran throughout her blood. This was no different. Rather, this required nothing but pure emotions and sheer willpower to wield.

She felt like if she lost concertation for even a second, then she would be devoured by the aspects of The Black Swan. But it did nothing to dissuade her from using it. Rather, she thought of it as wielding a double-edged blade, and she reveled in it.

“A Corrupted hatched from that indestructible egg?” The Arachnid spoke, frozen in disbelief. “No change in plans. Recover the Moons. Failure will result in severe punishment.”

“Manager! But it’s affiliated with them! And it’s a Corrupted capable of speech! Not unheard of, but it doesn’t look like it’ll let us get through without a fig–!” Before the Dragonid could finish speaking, Ber, the so called Corrupted, dragged the giant wing far behind her and, with pure spite, swung her wing with monstrous might.

A monsoon was generated by the wingbeat, blasting before her like an explosion as she closed the gap with the Dragonid, her blade striking her first before the tip of her claws impaled her chest like a trident.

“This – It’s penetrated the shell…?” She croaked.


Blood Moon

ATT DEF : 2,500 HP : 45,000 | 19,000 MAG DEF : 2,000


Ber dealt both ATT and MAG ATT damage simultaneously, inflicting 4,500 damage in total much to the Dragonid’s despair. The damage was insane, and in their mind this confirmed that Ber was at least a Corrupted of the Eternal Night Risk Class.

It was clear that they were ill equipped to deal with such a monstrosity. To begin with, they did not possess fine-tuned Atelier Items like the triplets. The Collection Teams were the weakest unit in all of Scarlet Logic, and their tasks were self-explanatory. In this instance, they were only equipped to deal with a Moon.

The Unstable Capturer was bound to kill them first before Ber did the longer this fight dragged on.

“Manager this, mission that – I can’t wait until Frost ruins that fucking replicating tech to put the fear of death back into you Blood Moons!” Ber shouted, running her mouth as she began to spread her claws outward, slowly tearing at the Dragonid who clutched at her claws, staring into those familiar eyes they had once mocked.

“You are – But – The intelligence team said she was dead! MANAGER! SENDING AMMENDMENTS AFTER THIS DEATH –!” The Dragonid screamed, their body tearing apart like slow-roasted meat.

While Ber was significantly stronger due to her stats, the reason why it seemed so effortless was because of the HP the Midnight Team had already sacrificed. But even so, Ber hadn’t even used her normal skills just yet.

As clumps of discarded flesh fell with dull thuds, she turned and sent another slash with her winged arm, forcing the Midnight Team to either duck or absorb the damage as they desperately attempted to recalibrate their weapons.

“That’s the third Jester!? That unwanted wolf!?” The Red Giant could not hide her shock as she stomped into the ground with what was left of her legs, causing the ground to split and shower Ber with a slurry of rock. “… absurd. What kind of false information have the intelligence team been feeding us!?”

“Tethers armed! Strike at will –!” One of the remaining 4 Moons cried but to their dismay, a rabid Cer approached on all fours and engaged in close combat, her claws striking the pronged staff of the Blood Moon.

“No. You. DON’T!” Cer roared, her tiny stature making it incredibly difficult for the Blood Moon to keep their distance. “IF THAT’S REALLY YOU BER, THEN GIVE IT TO THEM! Magic isn’t the be all and end all! Just cause you have a tool to syphon it right out of us means nothing if you can’t – FACE US HEAD ON! WHERE’S YOUR PROWESS, BLOOD MOONS!?”

Demi-humans such as Cer excelled in close combat encounters. While magic enhanced them to tremendous levels, it did not change what they were at the very core. Her slashes left shiny trails in the air as she scuttled around the Blood Moon, leaping back and forth as the others were forced to deal with Ber’s prowess.

“Slaughtering people left and right, and tripping all over your egos never gave you a reality check, huh!? Relying on those kinds of tools and numbers makes me think you Blood Moons have lost your touch!” Cer relentlessly fought as the Blood Moon in question was forced to fight defensively.

They barely had an ounce of HP remaining, not to mention that these Blood Moons in particular did not possess much magic in the first place. Indeed. Scarlet Logic mostly consisted of physically adept individuals, although, there was little that proved this true.

Rather, the triplets had grown significantly after fighting Corrupted well above their weight, unlike the Blood Moons who picked on the weak. Who resorted to bloodshed without fail, and who could afford to cut corners due to their immortality.

The quality of these personnel was shoddy at best.

But it was bizarre. They still should have possessed some form of magic, no matter how little it was.

“Makes you wonder who the ‘Fodder’ in your Atelier really is!” Ber added as she moved like a bullet, striking two Blood Moons simultaneously as they just barely managed to block her assault.

A high-pitched clash of iron echoed in their baren battlefield, rousing movement from the egg Ber had hatched from.

“So you’ve grown a voice now. Infuriating. You couldn’t just lay down and die, could you Jester!? You rummage through and impede our mission. How many treaties do you think you’ve broken already –!?” Ber unleashed her Supercharged Field, whittling what was left of their HP and permanently putting an end to their Unstable Capturer as they resorted to using their claws, nails, hands and teeth to fight back.

“Those treaties are going to be invalid as soon as your Atelier becomes nonexistent!” Ber eliminated both Moons unceremoniously, their cracked armor gushing with blood as their butchered bodies began to roast.

“It seems oddly easy. Ignis is watching relaying the sight to me. I imagined it still would be difficult for you to fight another Moon but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

“Well, not all of us are made equal! Thanks to that weapon they’ve made themselves weak for no good reason! But it’s weird. No magic? No abilities!? Doesn’t that take you back to the Derma Layer!?” Ber’s observations were incredible, and it caused Nav to remain silent as though speaking to another person. “By the way – I can talk to everyone through you right!?”

“Indeed.”

“You’ve gone insane!” The mantis cried, only to be impaled by a giant wing. “Zzzz!? Bwagh… Scarlet Logic… Will know… That a Corrupted with a functioning mind… approaches the staging grounds.”

At the end of her wing hung the final Blood Moon, their head split like a cracked melon. The Mantis damned Ber. Even in death it had the eagerness to continue this futile conflict.

“Who can look at you and think you’re an ordinary Demi-Human? When our complaints reach the ears of the Nexus, you will be hunted.”

“I’m not the old me. What you or anyone else thinks doesn’t matter. I know what I am and what I want! Can’t pity you when you got no self-awareness!” Ber spat.

“… then tell me, what do you know about us?”

“Nothing. Because you sure as hell aren’t going to tell us anything.” Ber, with a single flick, bisected him. “Good riddance. Better hope you learn something. Cause there isn’t going to be a next time… Now you. Red fucking Giant.”

“Yeah. That’s the bitch that led them here!” Cer pointed, grinning over at Ber overenthusiastically. “Wanna take care of her? Before you see me cry?”

“Of course. Waking up from one nightmare to another. What a way to ruin the moment.” Ber answered, gazing upon the Arachnid Red Giant, who was far too drained of blood to move at this point.

“Isn’t that the story of our life~?” Cer sighed, lumbering over to Res where she collapsed. “You ok?”

“… I’m fine.” It was obvious that Res had much more to say, but she kept her head down. Her body language screamed of dejection and remorse. As happy as she was that Ber was alive, she couldn’t bring herself to celebrate like Cer, who laid onto the blood-soaked mud with hands reaching for the sky.

“Aaaaah… what a mess. Not my proudest moment. They had the jump on us, heh. Didn’t expect to fight Blood Moons, but here we are… Take good care of her Ber.”


< Emotional State Has Reset >

< Your manifestations will reset after each encounter. Much like Frost’s! Although, hers has yet to >


 

Nav spoke to Ber through the prompts as the shadowy feathers disappeared, leaving behind her immaculate, young body. Her overall appearance remained unchanged. Her slender legs, matured body, flowing locks that reached her waist and a giant tail like the tip of a paint-brush – It was clear that this body of hers was here to stay.

But she could not investigate it. Not until the Red Giant was brought to justice. Standing before her, Ber conjured a thousand ways to torture her before ending her miserable life. However, reflected in her crimson eyes were brimming flames.


< It’s convenient speaking through these prompts. They tend to get the message across far more effectively than my voice >


 

< So, please leave that one for Frost >


 

< She wants you to cherish your reunion >

            

    
        238. A Long Awaited Heart to Heart

    
    
    
    
                Frost didn’t speak a word to Ber or her sisters, only nodding with a candid smile. Or what looked like one. Her eyes spoke more than what Frost ever could. Never blinking, her eyes remained widened like the headlights of a train. There was much revolving around her mind, clouding it as she received the message from Jury regarding the false healers.

But her judgement remained firm. If Jury had passed their verdict as guilty, then Frost was the judge to decide their fate, and the executioner to bleed them of everything they knew. Coming back from saving Ber and waking up into yet another nightmare caused Frost to become eerily silent, and her gaze carried a hint of mania.

The Red Giant and the Bee Insectid Blood Moon were mummified with layers of steel string. Some had melted and infused with their flesh. Dirt and grit smeared into their open, corrading wounds as she dragged them aside, granting the triplets the privacy they desperately needed without uttering a single word.

But it was clear how she felt about all of this. How it ate at her mind. The nonsensical violence, and the blind fervor of the Scarlet Logic made Frost look towards the flames, her golden eyes brimming with its scarlet burn.

She could not wait to get her hands on those false healers, and she salivated at the thought of watching the City of Spades reduce to cinders.

In the meantime, Ber entered the limelight. Her naked form stood just meters away from a defeated Cer and Res, both tattered and beaten like stray dogs. Their wounds were healed by Frost, but their suits carried the proof of their abuse.

Res needed to look up to face Ber. An emotionally charged gaze trapped them as Res struggled to grasp at the words racing through her mind. What did she want to say? What did she want to hear? Awkwardness coiled around her heart, squeezing the confidence from her as she meekly stared at the new Ber in disbelief.

A part of her still hadn’t digested this reality. And if it was just a dream, then it was a cruel one. Flames brimmed in the backdrop. Nothing but air separated them. The awkwardness and her tears clasped at her throat, silencing her as she opened her mouth to speak.

Cer sifted through the ground, repositioning herself until she had a clean view of Res.

“How about instead of blaming yourself, just be happy that Ber’s still here.” She whispered. “We’ve seen stranger things. Ber coming back all grown up is the least of our worries. BER! WHAT ARE YOU DOING STANDING AROUND! GET – OVER HERE ALREADY!”

Ber’s eyes glistened. It was as if she was waiting for their approval. Like Res, after things had died down a bizarre awkwardness chained her down. But hearing Cer’s voice alleviated them, uprooted the hooks from her heart and before she knew it, she was running towards them.

A guilt ridden Res couldn’t seem to fathom why Ber looked so desperate running towards them. Deep down, she knew that she was the cause of her Corruption. Her tiny paws grasped onto the tattered fabric along her lap, tears still collapsing onto her knuckles.

Suddenly, warmth enveloped her. Ber’s overwhelmingly large body embraced her from head to toe, the familiar warmth causing her to look up as she gazed past her shoulders into the wall of flames beyond.

“Res! Res… It’s alright! I’m back so you don’t gotta keep crying! Did they hurt you? Did they try to turn you into a Corrupted!?” Ber was worried about her, and never mentioned anything about the past, only causing Res’ tears to fall harder.

“Why are you still worried about me? After everything I did. Everything that happened… It’s my fault you became a Corrupted, so why? Ber, why? I never knew how much you were hurting. How can you… worry about someone who feigned blindness?” Res couldn’t accept it.

But it felt like she was just trying to grasp at excuses. Her guilt twisted her heart as she blamed herself for all Ber’s woes.

“If you really feigned blindness, then you wouldn’t be bawling your eyes out. I really did hate that I had to go through all that. Pretending to be you. Stealing the stuffed teddy bear just to know what it was like to be held like this. I was alone in that lake for a long time.”

“Then –!”

“But it was also my fault! I couldn’t say anything! If people heard how I felt, then I’m sure… I’m sure they would’ve tried to help. In retrospect, I was the one who closed myself off from everyone when I should’ve been crying for help. Res… You were the same, weren’t you! You don’t gotta keep feeling guilty anymore! I know now that I wasn’t your fault!”

“… how can you say that without spiting me? I never knew how much it festered! Serum G kept us all in the dark, but now that it’s all out I can’t bring myself to understand! I… don’t want to be forgiven. Please Ber…” Res’ cold exterior melted.

The real Res was not the stern and serious wolfwoman she portrayed herself as. Underneath it all was someone just as vulnerable as Ber. Rather, she was just as much as a victim of the past as her, and she took upon the full brunt of the blame, trembling in self-loathing hatred as she her voice grew raspier.

Ber brought a hand to the back of Res’ head and drew her into her neck, her beautiful tail coiling around them like a fluffy nest. Then, with her mouth drew close to her ear, Ber whispered:

“You don’t want to be forgiven. But I wanna forgive you. I have to, because even after all this time, there’s one thing that hasn’t changed. Res. I love you. Why… else would I have gone through all that if I didn’t care about you for a second?”

“Stop…”

“You’re my sister. We’re triplets… Maybe it’s just me. Maybe I’m just stupid because I still love Mom. But I can’t bring myself to hate you or her or anyone. I just want to move on.”

Res’s hands slowly wrapped around Ber’s back, struggling to latch on as she became an incoherent mess. Forgiveness was an unbearable pain for someone like Res. But it was a relinquishing one. Perhaps this was what she wanted all along. Forever blaming herself for all these years cemented her guilty chains as truth, so when Ber released her from them, the floodgates opened.

“There are things I still haven’t gotten over. But if there’s one storm that’s passed by, then it’s this. Serum G never let us talk like this, huh? It was always just tugging, hugging, and comforting each other with our presence. A heart to heart…” Ber began to tremble, her eyes sinking as they began to shimmer with moisture. “Was what we needed all along. If anything… I’m sorry. For making us take Serum G. Res. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Their shared tears washed away the bad blood coated along their exposed skin. The scene looked like a mother comforting her child. No one could have guessed that these two were in fact siblings. Cer, gazing at them from the side as she laid down to watch the smoldering skies, softly smiled and threw her forearm over her eyes.

“Isn’t that nice? Moving forward one step at a time. Parts of our old selves are coming back, but it feels like we’re also growing. Can’t see a single star or moon tonight. But I think I’ve seen something brighter than any of those combined… and it’s all thanks to Her.” Cer monologued, shielding her eyes from the metaphorical light above.

… or, more than that, Cer just wanted to hide her own tears.

A glistening bead dripped from her cheek.

She was not one to believe in miracles.

Frost’s presence was more of a blessing than the Blessing of the Nexus itself if it could chisel away at the likes of Serum G.

            

    
        239. The Necessity of Violence

    
    
    
    
                Where Frost was an Angel in the eyes of those with good hearts, she was a Demon in those that lived nefariously. Morality in her mind was a set of universal principles that acted as the basis of civilization and the fundamentals of what made someone ‘good’. Or at least the concept of being civil.

Such a thing seemed like a pipe dream in Elysia, where powers reigned supreme, and where human morality was but one aspect of the greater whole. How did Kingdoms and Empires of foreign lands survive if Adventurers could wreak havoc upon them? Were they as ruthless as the Syndicates rife in the City of Spades? Did they treat their citizens like livestock, just like the Impuritas? Did they control people through fear, like Scarlet Logic?

Or were they like the Kingdom of Puritas, ruled by the most violent?

Jury returned with Ignis, and to her surprise, Cara and her Dawn Collection Team followed. Seeing them again was surreal, but expected considering this was their turf. What interested her were the Peace Flock who were smuggled aboard and driven away from the staging grounds that required a pair of lovers.

Now that Frost realized it, the Captain and the Vice Captain were a soon-to-be married couple. It made them prime candidates to fulfil the needs of the Masterpiece. After some consultation, the Archivist offered some good news.

“They were the intended catalyst. The Archivist is closely watching the Expositionist and they’re at a loss. Nothing has gone their way so far, but I would be wary regardless.”

And this is all thanks to the Archivist?

“Yes. By intercepting their present, she is altering the future. Although, this is more in line with the Fate Mechanism rather than the books themselves.”

So we’re basically fighting against their set of predictions. And she’s just giving us the heads up?

“I am not sure myself. Act X has the answers for certain.”

The Director more like it. He’s been pretty helpful so far pulling all kinds of strings for us… now for them.

Frost had each and every one of the false healers, the Red Giant, and the mantis Blood Moon lined up like death row prisoners awaiting execution. They were ensnared by her steel threads, mummified to prevent them from daring to move. The Red Giant and Blood Moon were still capable of fleeing, but Frost made them painfully aware that they no longer had the reigns over their life.

Behind them was an Unlying Tablet that periodically healed them with Grand Healing V, making death an impossibility. She never blinked, and the dirt and blood she had accumulated over the last two days instilled terror into the false healers, who gazed into the eyes of the only healer capable of violence.
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Frost questioned them with Jury’s aid as she doused their souls with Cinder stacks and broke fingers, joints, bones, and ribs torturously slowly. She thought of it as butchery rather than torture, for she did not see these monsters as people.

Anyone that persecuted a healer was irredeemable.

“Conspiracy against White Doves? And Inflow Direct’s blaming Caldera Industries for kidnapping healers when it’s been Scarlet Logic all along.” Frost’s calm voice was uncanny, and it was a stark contrast to the screams of the false healers.

Her flaming hands roasted flesh, destroyed tissue, and charred innards. The oath she had taken as a health professional burned with each blow she dealt, and each demand she made for them to spill everything they knew all the while their innards did.

A mountain of gore laid beneath the false healers, who were reduced to a whimper. The embrace of death and unconsciousness never reached them. Her Dream Shatterers kept them entirely sane and conscious. So far, only the Star and Moon managed to keep themselves relatively sane through the ordeal.

But the damage dealt to them was more psychological. A healer like her was the antithesis of everything they were. Frost was as bloody as they were, and the false healers were left humiliated wearing nothing but blood as they confessed to everything they knew, had done, had thought about…

“Lacing the Nex Megalopolis with Anti-healing artefacts. Torturing healers and parading as them to integrate into societies across the Nex Megalopolis. Mostly in the City of Clubs… And bringing them to Scarlet Logic for ‘collection’…” Frost relayed their confessions, and her Coat of Prejudice confirmed each and every word.

City of Clubs had a considerably high concentration of Scarlet Logic Gambit Teams, who were essentially infiltrators and personnel disguised as regular people to stir whatever plot Scarlet Logic had. From what she gathered, the false healers were made to chip away at their reputation, and at one glance of their Serums she realized that they were laced with poison.

Frost emptied its contents down their throats with zero resistance. She dared not to imagine what happened to the healers they had already taken. With what she knew about the Orth and Thras, her rage almost threw her to the Third State as her flames brimmed.

These people had little idea of what the grand scheme was, or where the healers currently resided. How many had been taken. How many had been replaced… They were only doing what was ordered, caring little of their actions. They were condemnable at the highest order, and Frost refused to let them die.

Instead, she left the Unlying Tablet where it was and doused the false healers in a crater of Liquid Fire. They’d remain there until someone saved them, unable to succumb.

As for the Star and Moon…

“Is your life worth more than Scarlet Logic? They saved you. But you don’t think they’ve been robbing you?” Frost calmly asked them. “What happened to your magic? You didn’t use any against the triplets. Were you overconfident? Was it a part of your mission?”

Neither spoke. Their loyalty to Scarlet Logic would be admirable if they weren’t an Atelier of murderers. But they seemed to react at the mention of magic. With all they knew about the Impuritas, it was possible that they had their magic taken away from them.

It would be another major incentive to follow every word of Scarlet Logic if it meant reclaiming what was stolen from them. But from what she witnessed, these two enjoyed the thrill of their hunt.

“Not a single word… If I manifested Judgement, then Sinless Repent would’ve ripped everything out of you. You’ll have nothing to gain and everything to lose from here on out. You really won’t speak? This is your last warning.” Frost drew Iscario’s pale stake, which burnt until black under the heat of her flames.

The blackened stake hissed as she pointed it at their exposed chests, ready to skewer them like the beasts they were.

“… What is there… to confess? That we were ordered a cease fire with the Hungry, the Pages and all those Dungeon monsters?” The mantis croaked, his mouth moving like a puppet’s. “Magic robbed from us. The fear of a repeated death. The fear of losing sight of oneself… You blame us when we have nowhere else to point our rage…? The staging grounds they’ve created… it will begin everything.”

“So you’ve opened your mouth.” The Arachnid spat. “Pity. When we’re inevitably found you’ll be the first to go… Black Dove… It must be comfortable taking orders from your own heart. For people like us, we wield our hatred and are whipped with fear to go alongside the heartbeat of our Atelier. Can you condemn people who never had a choice to begin with?”

Frost exchanged a heated gaze. Her feathers rustled, but they also ceased abruptly. There was a lie in the midst. She saw the caravan of the Cara’s Dawn Team with her many invisible eyes and deeply sighed.

“If people at the bottom can choose to run away, then why can’t you? Is your magic really all that important? Everyone wants to live without pain. I get that. But you revel in that pain. And for what? FOR –!”

She impaled the Arachnid onto the black stake, leaving her to hang above a shallow pool of molten rock underneath.

“– WHAT!? DOES CIRCUMSTANCES DISMISS YOU FROM ALL THE ATROCITIES YOU’VE COMMITED! THEM FROM THE HEALERS THEY TORTURED!?” Ignorance was not a redeeming factor.

Like the Arachnid, she impaled the mantis through the chest with another charred stake. Both had taken enough beatings to have died over a hundred times, but they still were tight lipped. Even when they did confess, they were unapologetic. Frost had a feeling that the other Stars and Blood Moons weren’t any different.

But what about the people on the lower end of the Atelier? Were they just as willing as Cara to escape? Jury had evidence to suggest this was true with the readings she had received of their sins.

Scarlet Logic was like one gargantuan collective illusion. They still didn’t know how many were like Cara. And it still didn’t dismiss their wrongs. But Frost understood that if she destroyed their replication technology, then there was a possibility to putting an end to their menace in the Nex Megalopolis before things became out of hand.

The hell am I saying? Things are already out of hand. S4 is burning. S3 will probably follow, as well as the neighboring Sectors. Night has practically turned into day…

Frost was confident that they were incapable of moving. For the Star and Moon specifically, she moved them away from the Unlying Tablet and shattered every bone, severed every tendon and tore every ligament that would allow them to move. They were only allowed to breathe, and she repositioned the stake into a less vital part of their body, which took experimentation since they weren’t human to begin with.

Soaked in blood, Frost positioned them to face the heights that was the City of Spades, granting them front row seats for the inevitable fireworks.

“Skewering us. Judging us even though you know nothing. You… are not a healer. You are a beast that skewers. A skewering beast… with a mouth that devours all with its prejudice.” The mantis spoke in a philosophical tongue, although, its tongue and jaw were completely dislocated.

Hearing his mangled voice caused Frost to tug on the collar of her feathered coat.

“That takes me back, huh. It’s too late to figure out what I am. Watch closely. Because everything you believe in is going to burn.” Frost vowed as she turned her back away from the brilliant wall of flames.

She strode to Jury’s side and returned with her to the others.

“Are you ok?” Jury whispered, worried about her.

“It’s… Yeah. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but there’s no way in hell talking to them would have done anything. Couldn’t bribe them. Couldn’t change their hearts. Just violence.” Frost complained as Jury suddenly took her flaming hand into hers.

She was the only one who could withstand her flames, and for that Frost was thankful. A part of her felt lonely whenever she had to avoid directly interacting with the others, but so long as Jury could… then she was confident to claim that she was ok.

Frost let loose of another heavy sigh and looked towards the waiting others.

There was much deliberation to be made. With the information they accumulated, they needed to thoroughly go through with everything Cara’s team, the Peace Flocks, the Archivist and Nav knew before they could begin their assault.

Because the ‘staging grounds’, as they’ve called it, was where the Masterpiece resided.

            

    
        240. Unaccounted Mishaps

    
    
    
    
                S4 was not just a series of desolate urban lands, connected by barren roads and cut off by gaping chasms. The closer one moved towards the bright lights of the City of Spades, the more civilized things became. Escarpment after escarpment stacked upon each other as one travelled towards the holy grail of opportunity.

Wide streets like the City of Diamonds. Tall triple stories homes standing shoulder to shoulder to cram the bursting population. Alleyways ran together throughout the inner heart of S4 like a labyrinth, and the sewers underneath like veins.

Civil life existed here under the order of various Syndicates. They were never united. Blood drained in the rusted gutters daily. Overnight, that same blood was slurped up by the Hungry. Even in the most civilized of places, people will divide themselves. The difference in merit? In virtue? Race? Beliefs? Ideologies?

Funnily enough, hunger tends to divide people further. But compile it with wrath, and they clump together nicely.

Here? There were no boundaries. Everyone was united in mind – and in flesh.

Indeed. The cityscape of endless crimson streets and rundown homes were decorated like a festival of blood. Entrails hung from window to window like clotheslines, dripping with minced innards into pools that drenched the cobblestone streets. There was no shortage of bloodshed. Creeping Ivy smeared across every wall, growing thicker the closer one wandered towards the city square.

Empty cribs. Violated bed. Bloodied bathtubs. Derailed trains. Broken doors, and desperate gibberish written along the interiors in blood. But, most of all was the backdrop where a wall of fire engulfed the putrid hellhole that was S4 –

“Is this the time to be reciting your exposition!?” The Scraper shouted.

“Now, there is never a time unworthy of my exposition!” The Expositionist cooed, taking offense to her.

The Scraper and Expositionist pair rushed along the gored streets. The damp clapping of their leather footwear was the only sound in the entirety of the assimilated city. Kilometers worth of urban land had been infested by the Hungry, and before long the cobblestone was overrun by a layer of fleshy carpet, and the walls lined with giant eyes.

Days ago this place was ran by numerous large Syndicates, separated into districts belonging to their respective groups. Miraculously, the criminal-run city became a safe haven so long as payments were made, and no one overstepped their boundaries. It flourished with a population of over 100,000 in this place alone.

This city was the staging ground for their master, Stir Cube’s Masterpiece.

However, tragedy had befell them, and they became victim to the Hungry and the Librarians; material for the Masterpiece.

“The pair of lovers we had enroute went missing. Those Gear heads can’t get anything right anymore. What’s worse is that we’ll take the brunt of the blame for their incompetence. Tearing pages from us because they got it wrong… How are you not worried that your words risk being erased?” She hissed as they navigated through the red-cluttered streets.

“What words are there to take from me when all I do is recite the world as I see it? I believe the Authors will be lenient~ But it has been an interesting twist.” The Expositionist harped, stomping away at the slimes as they arrived, all the while the woman did her best to avoid them.

“… lenient? You call them lenient after seeing what they did to our families?” She said, humoring him as he observed the city with sealed eyes, knowing of the atrocities they had committed in order to set this stage.

Even now one could still hear the cries of survivors as they had their bodies emulsified with the Creeping Ivy, which encroached into the cracks of homes and beneath the gaps of doors to ensnare the survivors. Families were reduced to slimes. They were the lucky ones. The unlucky had become one with the growing flesh, and the Expositionist made a curious face as they trampled on a carpet made from thousands of living people.

They made haste, but never ran. Their strides caused the flesh to react as tentacles slithered by their heels, nibbling on pieces of their footwear to taste whether or not they were suitable for consumption.

The irony was amusing.

“Mind you, we Expositionists are born from the Library itself.”

“Don’t lie to me. No one believes that legend. Toddlers are smart enough nowadays to tell when their parents are lying. At least the fools over in those golden cradles of civilization won’t buy it.”

“Hmhmhm. I suppose the accurate term is that we’ve been adopted under another library.” He said, holding out a palm towards her. “Does not change we are fundamentally different from one another. For instance~”

She clicked her tongue and slipped out the Healer’s Quill – a beautiful pale feather imbued with the stolen powers of a healer. Then, atop a silver platter, he dabbed the tip of the quill into a vial of ink and wrote the letter ‘S’ on the back of his palm.

In that instant, the wound created by the magical S, which was the equivalent of the Wandering Healer’s Serum S for Salvation, caused a gash to appear along his hand. Snippets of paper flooded out, becoming golden particles as a howling wind scooped them away.

“Healing magic is quite the miracle. It’s a shame that Librarians like myself require this quill~” He said, and began to heal his bizarre wound which appeared like the spine of stack of paper.

“Not so different from Inflow Direct and their reliance on their liquid magic.” The Scraper sighed, glancing around before she uttered: “… Better them than us. They would’ve been killed one way or another. If they wanted to live, then they should’ve struggled harder.”

“I agree. Quite pitiful. Are you afraid that your punishment may have you join them?”

“… We still have time. But what’s worse is that we don’t know what’s happening to the Amalgam. We’re supposed to be removing the flames, so what is that wall of fire?” She questioned, gazing upon the orange glow in the sky.

“We mustn’t question the Authors. Have you forgotten, Ms. Scraper.” The Expositionist said as they finally approached a blood-filled canal and entered a sewage line towards the heart of the Masterpiece.

Creeping Ivy grew over the waterway in the center like a thick moss, capturing worms and all forms of abominations created by the Hungry. Although they couldn’t hear it, they could feel a heartbeat thump from deep within. It caused the observant eyes to shake with each beat, and the murky sewer water to quiver.

This sewer line was artificially widened by the sheer, corrosive mass that plagued its walls. The deeper they went, the more it appeared like the esophagus of a hideous beast. It was very alive, and the woman felt as though they could be eaten at a moment’s notice.

Then, after various turns, they arrived at a vast empty space resembling that of a great ribcage, dripping with slimly fluid. Within was the hideous mass of flesh that yearned to assimilate the star-crossed lovers it had been promised, and the way its bulbous head turned to them caused the Scraper’s eyes to narrow.

Her mind fell into a dark place.

“I’ve never forgotten.” She became sentimental all of a sudden, her eyes shutting as a long sigh left her lips. “It was how I lost everything. One failure, and they took them away. Page by page. Word for word. Widowed and left to rip the stories out from others. A tale as old as time.”

“Ahem. I must apologize for restoring those awful memories.” The Expositionist sincerely spoke, however, his smile never disappeared. “That makes you more ‘alive’ than the majority of Librarians. A rare trait.”

“Rare. Past or present. Doesn’t matter if it can’t change anything. Expositionist. You never mentioned why we returned here emptyhanded in the first place. I don’t remember a second plan.” The woman was curious.

What should have raised suspicion went through one ear and out the other. The Expositionist’s smile lingered as he held out his palm again to return the quill. After exchanging it for the standard, black quill from her breast pocket.

“Oh? But I certainly do!”

Before she could even react, the tip of the pen pierced the side of her neck, the ink invading her bloodstream. She retaliated and knocked the quill from his hands as he swiftly made space, knowing well that he was considerably weaker compared to her.

“B-Bastard!? What – What’s the meaning of this!?” She coughed black liquid, plugging the wound as her veins turned black. “Why – I’ll kill you – So you’re the one that’s supposed to punish me – Kch. Moron… what the hell are you going to take out of me that’s more valuable than those lovers!?”

Suddenly, a deep, inhuman voice spoke from behind the central mass as heavy smoke began to perfume the air.

“Ms. Scraper. Do you believe love persists even after death does you apart?”

A man dressed in a funeral suit emerged, encased in the same smoke that smeared the skies of the City of Spades. His head was that of a metallic skull, and each breath vented the elusive smoke which began to cloud the woman’s mind.

The Expositionist was unaffected by the smoke, and he pardoned himself off to the side out of respect for this individual. He was no Librarian, Hungry, Page, Animal or Heart.

He was part of another recently allied group – the Memento Mori, who were at odds with the Chained Theocracy as the Librarians were with Inflow Direct.

His body underneath his suit was all withered remains, but were encased in glistening steel. The apparel he wore was fascinating, made from the finest of materials, and leather boots with a glowing gloss.

His presence was made known to them all as he stared at the slipping woman with empty sockets, breathing and exhaling smoke as he reached for her hand.

“Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust: in sure of certain hope for the persistence of eternal life. Madame.” He said, bringing the back of her palm to his mouth for a kiss as the heavy smoke bubbled by their ankles, and before long, a golden magical circle formed.

He took a step back, and a mangled carcass far too large to be a human; and desiccated to have once been something living, emerged from the circle. This being caused the woman’s eyes to widen all of a sudden. The fear and despair disappeared in an instant.

It was clear that she was under an illusive spell, and without any warning, she embraced the carcass as though it were her lover, her eyes glistening with pure delight.

“I… I thought they took you away from me!”
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                Memento Mori.

In the outskirts and the bleakest recesses of the world they were known as the Death Defilers, specializing in reanimating the dead and defying death itself. While the Hungry and Scarlet Logic could replicate, they were not immune to the passage of time, and the constraints of their mortal bodies.

Clad in steel and incapable of withering after death, the Death Defilers defied the law of death. The metal protected them from the impending approach of time, fossilizing them as they clung onto their mortality. Or what was left of it.

The grey-skulled man stepped aside as the wretched figure he had summoned took her hand and began to slowly dance, the woman giggling as though she were taken back to a much simpler time. A part of her knew that this undead abomination should not exist, but her yearning for her husband’s warmth, however cold it truly was, blinded her.

Despair melded with a melancholic happiness oozed from her curved lips as the skulled man breathed his smoke as if inhaling from an invisible pipe.

“The danse macabre. Death is quite the cruel mistress. Star crossed because death did them apart. Even reuniting them after death’s embrace still marks them as the material for their Masterpiece.”

“I was expecting the Scourge to play their hand. Did they send you instead?” The Expositionist spoke, nodding to greet a fellow ally.

The skulled man politely tipped their hat in response.

“Ah. The Fractured Nilhim. They are still on the fence about this whole ‘prophecy’. Frankly speaking, that wall of flames does little to prove what exactly we’re trying to stop. None of us are literate like your kind, but don’t lie to yourself either. Neither of us have read the contents, and yet the Blood Festival have already condemned the Amalgam, as has the Brightest Star.”

“Oh. I forget how obvious some of the curtains they’ve been pulling are. Blood Festival. Hungry – Ah, I mean, the Crimson Hunger, Maestros of Flesh, Sect of Gears and even we believe in it. I assure you, behind the smokes and mirrors, and the messy expositions; there is truth in the destructive flames the Amalgam wields.” The Expositonist drew a hand to their chest and began to rub where their heart sat. “If you felt those flames, you would surely understand. They are a danger to us.”

“I tend to agree to an extent. I’m sure that we would become targets one way or another after we finally lay our hands on the Piece of the Fallen Star. Isn’t that why we’re here in the first place?” The man deeply croaked.

“The plan has layers. It’s a shame we’ve failed on so many levels, but it will achieve the same thing nonetheless.”

“I wonder about that. Unity is not the forte of some of our friends with Hearts. Infecta Rot. The Broken Thorn. Fractured Nilhim. Us, even.” He huffed as the Scraper fell further into the illusion, embracing and even kissing the lipless mouth of her deceased lover. “I know nothing either way. Just trying to comfort another heart that lost someone to death. Do you believe that all things must come to an end?”

“All good books leave room for more. But, in my humble belief, they still must end.” The Expositionist carefully spoke.

“Understandable. One example of why we used to tear your kind apart.” The skulled man blew smoke into his face before the Scraper began to twirl towards the amalgamative mass in the center.

In the meantime, the Expositionist gulped. He understood the difference in strength between them but even so, he could not stop his mouth from running, as though to convince him.

“Wouldn’t the flames the Amalgam possess strike you as dangerous then? According to the prophecy, it will burn all and reduce everything to cinders.”

“The Broken Thorn speak tales of those same flames underneath our feet. It is normal to fear fire. But when you’ve lost all sense of touch, you realize that there exists something worse than the heat of flames. It is the seizing touch of ice.” The skulled man spoke, remaining observant of the Scraper and her husband, all the while smoke began to fill the room.

One by one, golden magical circles were crudely drawn like they were carved out by a claw. Multiple similar tall, featureless, mummified corpses arose from the circle and began to march towards the mass, which compressed itself down to create a staircase.

The mass had become a marriage podium, and the risen dead were the entourage to witness the marriage between the living and dead. They were star struck lovers in the truest sense.

“At the end of the world, what do you think is worse? A death by heat, or a death by freezing? It’s bizarre. Heat tends to feel cold in its extreme. Cold is the inverse. They say hell itself is a swamp of flames, but could it be that at its depths lays a layer of ice?” The Skulled man dabbled in the philosophies of his kind and touched upon the Broken Thorn’s. “The Amalgam will never be the be all, and end all. The Ateliers are who we should fear the most.”

“Act X, I presume?” The Expositionist spoke with an all-knowing smirk, which was wiped the moment the Skulled man ripped his lips away. “Nnnnn!? Aaarrk –!?”

“You really know nothing in spite of your namesake. Do you remember the liquidation of Midas Company? In the Frozen Springs?”

“I- I was not even alive at the time –!” A leather boot was planted onto the back of the Expositionist’s, driving his mouthless face into the fleshy floor.

“Nor the precursor rampage of the Ateliers?”

“Nothing – I –!” Half of his face was crushed, causing paper to flutter like fleeing butterflies. They dissolved in the acrid smoke, and the Skulled man flipped him onto his back like he was no more than a rug.

“Then you have no idea what they’re capable of if all shackles were to be removed. Scarlet Logic’s fall will remove one of these shackles. Do not count on us when things don’t turn out the way you intended. All we want is for our wishes to be granted. To gain what was lost from this miserable state of ‘death’.”

Then, much to the Expositionist’s surprise, the Skulled man reached a hand and brought him up to his feet, embracing him like a fatherly figure.

“There should be respect in your conduct. Remove the smile. Speak accordingly. The realistic outlook is bleak, but neither do I wish to lay down and let myself perish. In the end, it is not up to me. My opinions are but my own. But I stand by them. Such is the freedom we have, unlike those who chain themselves willingly to the likes of fate, prophecies, inevitability, nature, law…”

He took the Expositionist’s head in both gloved palms, staring deeply into his sealed eyes.

“Breathe in. Breathe out. Killing you will change nothing. You have a role to fulfil. I’ve done my part of the bargain for a piece of that Advent. Therefore, I will leave them to you.” His words were woven to sound like kindness, but deep down there was resentment.

With that being said, he removed himself and began to leave through the only exit, pausing to utter one last thing.

“Know that the Seeds have been dispersed. Do your thing, Librarian.”

Clutching his mouth, and patting it as if in disbelief, the Expositionist shakily held the quill in his hands and muffledly acknowledged it. And as soon as the Skulled man turned the corner –

– The black quill snapped.

Suddenly, as he wallowed in frustration, footsteps approached. His bloodless veins turned cold as his mind raced at the thoughts of death, for he believed that the Skulled man had overheard his spite, and had returned to finish him off.

But his face turned pale as a certain purple skinned Insectid approached, dragging her mammoth of a blade behind her shoulders like a tail.

It was the same Missionary who had apologized to the woman just days prior.

“Oh. Pleasure to meet you again~ Fear not, Librarian. I’ve only arrived to bid my congratulations, and farewells to her. I did warn her, as per the Script. But underneath the same line it told me to walk exactly 13,312 steps in precise detail to offer words of comfort to the ‘bride’.”

The Missionary hollowly grinned, hammering his dread deeper into his heart.

“Curious how it always knows. Curious how there are things that it will miss. I wonder if allowing this to ferment is a part of the grand scheme.” She added as the Expositionist held his breath, all the while the Missionary breathed the smoke like it was no more than ordinary air.

Then, with a polite tone, she finished her greeting with the wave of her blade’s great hilt.

“Either way… That is all. I’ve fulfilled my orders here, and with 9,231 breaths to spare before my beloved bath. Ahhh~ Hm. Intriguing. Open your ears, oh Expositionist. The Script orders me to evacuate from the City of Spades.

I hope you are prepared for what it entails.”
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                Seeing the 15th Peace Flock and Cara’s team together alive and well was relieving. But Frost still suspected that there was a caveat hiding in plain sight. After hearing the unapologetic confessions from the Scarlet Logic personnel, the scales of her judgement tilted towards prejudice.

Jury stuck close to her as they listened to Cara, Usa, the Captain and Vice-Captain of the Peace Flock’s confessions and testimonies. Her unblinking eyes saw through all lies. The golden glow was smeared with the scarlet shade of fire. They didn’t know if it was a trick of the light from her flames, and none questioned it.

“Please believe us!” Usa begged, clasping her hands together with her only ear folded downwards. “We didn’t come this far just to turn back!”

“We are all ready to jump ship. I don’t care if it means throwing ourselves into high tides so long as we get away from Scarlet Logic.” Cara adamantly claimed, gathering nods from her personnel, who struggled to sustain their posture.

Exhaustion plagued them. The decision to abandon Scarlet Logic crippled their minds as the fear of repercussion bared its fangs. Dying or returning to Scarlet Logic now only meant a long, torturous death. Even the Scarlet Wolf seemed to bear similar sentiments, and Ignis approached it, stroking its fur like an empathetic, curious child.

“It’s understandable that you can’t pardon us after seeing the Midnight Team. There’s no shortage of lunatics in Scarlet Logic. But neither is there a shortage of people that can’t make their own choices.” Cara began, maintaining her professional demeanor, like she was addressing a high-ranking member. “Not everyone is like them. Not all of us enjoy this. But how can you resign when your soul isn’t even yours anymore? When your body has gone through so many cycles that you lose sight of who you were?”

Cara unwrapped her bandaged arm and showed the scar along her forearm. It had grown to consume her entire arm, and the coloration changed from her brown complexion to a pale, unnatural white. As though it had been blanched, and all blood flow had ceased. It was like the soft flesh of a crab moments after they had shed their shell, and in the light, Frost was shocked to find that there were no nerves in that arm whatsoever.

“Replication after replication. Dying now will mean dying another 40 times before I’m terminated for good. The longer we stay, the more we are driven to stay in check. I still don’t know if this soul is still even mine. Or if this body is. Why do we have to justify wanting to run away from this to you?” Cara scathingly returned Frost’s judging gaze. “We found an opportunity to run, and we took it. What else do you want to know? What else can we possibly tell you?”

Suddenly, the human Vice Captain of the Peace Flock, named Vei, took a stance beside Cara to cement their innocence.

“Black Dove. As members of Justica Arms, we agree that everything must have a justification. Every act, and every thought. But here, why are you judging something as simple as wanting to run? Why do you scrutinize as though you are seeking a clause to punish them with?”

“Agreed. We’d be long dead if it weren’t for them. Every single one of the 15th, 16th and 17th Flocks are dead. We arrived aware that the Hungry infestation was bad, but not this bad. Black Dove – please let us vindicate them.” The Elven Captain added, vouching for Cara’s group.

Frost dragged her all-seeing eyes like a beacon onto each and every single person before her. Their expressions were genuine, and most of all, whenever the topic of ‘freedom’ arose their hearts glowed with a subtle blue.

Scrutiny revealed a similar ember in their chests, and the rustles of her coat only further proved their innocence. Frost never intended to harm them. She merely wanted confirmation on top of Jury’s assurance.

“They don’t appear to be the materials for the Masterpiece anymore. They’ve been replaced according to the Archivist. The Peace Flock should be safe, therefore, I implore that you temper yourself.” Nav added, and after a long period of silence, the flames that consumed Frost’s eyes disappeared and she closed her eyes for what felt like the first time in days.

“Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah.” Her deepest sigh yet slipped loose as she threw her head around, and dug her face into her flaming palms.

One could imagine the shock of seeing her unscathed by these flames, which caused them to stand around drenched in sweat. The air was nigh impossible to breathe around Frost, complementing her suffocating aura.

“Good to hear you still have a sane head on those shoulders. Thank you. For helping them. Things have gone to hell here. Were you ordered to allow the Hungry to fester like this?” Frost questioned.

“We only figured out how bad things became a month ago. It was never, NEVER this bad!” Usa answered, shaking her head rapidly. “One second, we were fighting Meatballs along the way, and the next we got a ceasefire notice. They never touched us, and we were never allowed to touch them. The Queen just changed her mind all of a sudden.”

“Queen?” Jury asked.

“One of the Monarchs that oversees and orders on behalf of whoever’s running the Atelier. Unlike us, there’s a shortage of them. One in each site. Looking at you, I’m guessing you’re here to fulfill that vow.” Cara explained.

Scarlet Logic’s bases were scattered across Elysia. The one in the City of Spades was one of several major sites that housed upwards of tens of thousands, to a hundred thousand personnel. Hearing their sheer numbers caused Frost to scratch her head as she glanced over at the others, who were also confused by this statement.

Because there was hardly any Scarlet Logic presence here. One would think they’d levy their full strength to stop her, but for some reason they have been awfully quiet. To make matters worse, Cara’s team knew little else since they were frequently sent away on collection missions.

“She’s not wrong. The City of Spades is one huuuuuuge base. Probably the biggest.” Cer said, folding her arms as she clicked her tongue. “From what we know of. They could be hiding other places in the Derma Layer or wherever the hell they want. Wouldn’t put it past them… Tch. And if they have some predictive capabilities, then maybe they’ve already migrated?”

“It doesn’t change that they’ll be uprooted both here and from the Nexus when things die down. Besides, if you’re still afraid of replicating, then that means their tech is still active.” Res slowly spoke, her words slightly slurred.

“Meaning there’s a chance we can take it for ourselves. That’d be the cherry on top.” Ber spoke.

“If it matters to you – Getting rid of the Pool will make death relevant to us again. For our peers in the Nex Megalopolis. We replicate in the first Pool we threw ourselves into! So if you remove that, then we’ll be back to normal! I think!” Usa cried. Although it didn’t confirm this, Frost was willing to believe that there was some truth in there.

Cara sighed. “Normal? I wish. Gotta live with what we’ve become. There’s no changing that. Just keep pushing on and hope for the best.”

Ber shrugged at that notion. A part of her agreed, but another despised the idea of the inability to change after what she had gone through.

“Will… W-what I’m trying to say is – If Scarlet Logic does fall, will we be branded as traitors?” Someone asked, and the Peace Flock duo assured them that wouldn’t be the case.

Frost also affirmed this. Her authority would undoubtedly allow her to relinquish them should something arise.

This then brought her identity into question. Whilst Cara’s team knew, the Peace Flock only knew her as the Black Dove. They didn’t ask, and Frost was not eager to tell them. The less they knew the better. More than anything – they needed to head to H10 as soon as possible.

But the flames blocked their path. By now S4 had become a sea of flames. Whilst they came together to formulate a plan of escape, Usa kindly explained what the Pool was. Essentially, it was a red lake where people submerged themselves to tether their souls to it and reemerged after death. The fluid itself contained properties that allowed for the replication process, originating from somewhere deep in the recesses of the City of Spades.

There, she was likely to also find the hapless Queen.

Of course, the original tech resided with Marduk himself. Frost was certain of this. But regardless, getting her hands on a major product of that technology would undoubtedly grant some interesting powers.

And just as they landed on a dead end regarding the safety of Cara’s team and the Peace Flock – The wall of flames gave way as a certain black-haired woman with the same shimmering, golden eyes marched forward.

It was the Hired Arm, and she had answered Frost’s call.

With her help, no flame could ever dream to touch them.

The good news didn’t stop there. Because a certain eight-legged friend reported in.

“I must also add – Snap has stirred trouble along the City of Hearts with its speed. But I am pleased to inform you that it has reached Carpal Tower.”

Frost suddenly broke into a small smile at the mention of her fuzzy friend.

Awesome. Snap’s amazing, huh. Tell it I said thanks. My message… Alright. Let Carpalis know that the war has already begun.

Their next target was the Masterpiece.

And then, they’d strike at Scarlet Logic itself.

With farewells shared and a salute received from her Hired Arm, Frost set her sights to the City of Spades.
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                They were alone again, left to face the Impuritas head on while the world fell asleep. The grey smoke concealed the inferno of S4 from the Eye in the sky. Thoughts of the rest of the Nex Megalopolis filled Frost’s mind to the brim.

It kept her away from the others as they gathered by the newfound Ber, ecstatic to see that she was alright. She was slightly shorter than Jury standing at 170cm, a full 10cm taller than Frost. It was funny in a way having to look up at her now, and a part of her already missed the little Ber.

But she knew that this was for the best. There was much more to tackle on moving forward. Such was the nature of life. More than anything, she was happy that Ber’s steam didn’t end. It was reinvigorated, and seeing the faces of her friends were fuel to her heart.

“It’s so fluffy now. Ber. If you’re happy, then we’re all happy.” Ignis said, hugging the giant paint-brush-like tail which was easily larger than herself. A part of her disappeared into the fluffy abyss, causing Ber to chuckle and stroke her head.

“It tickles! Wanna floof it too Jury!? What about you Res? Betcha it’s softer than Snap’s fur!” Ber grinned, striking a bold pose whilst still nude, causing Res to sigh, wondering if it was only her body that changed after all.

But underneath that look of disappointment was the grin of the happiest person alive.

“Mmm. I’m sinking right in.” Ignis rubbed her cheek against it. “You’re not Realized?”

“Re-a-what? I’m still a Demi-human, so I guess not. But you’ll never guess what else I gained! I can hear the voice too!” Ber, like a child, thrust her fists into the air, striking pose after pose before arriving at an abrupt halt. “But Nav’s voice isn’t what I expected at all. Why does it sound like a tin can’s talking to us?”

“… please don’t be mean to Nav.” Ignis said.

“It’s Nav’s voice. I’m sure it’ll one day have one as pretty as ours.” Jury hummed.

“Oh. A new namesake.” It was impossible to tell if Nav was joking, hurt, or speaking for the sake of it.

“There are tin cans in this world?” For some reason, this was what stuck with Frost the most.

“There are singularities being held in the palms of people, and you’re intrigued by the invention of the tin can?”

Nav, do you have to make me feel stupid for asking? Frost sighed, smiling at herself. It’s weird though. Tin cans feel like a modern invention to me.

“Forget I said anything.”

That being said: Cer, after cracking her neck in several directions, studied Jury and Ber’s assets with an inquisitive eye before imparting them with her words of wisdom.

“Good proportions. Nice hips. Nothing like Jury’s singularities, but they’re better than Frost’s. If Jury’s Dwarhelven and you’re Grandis, then Frost is just like Brandar –! Ouch – Ouch!? – Ber!? That was a complement!” Cer ducked and clasped onto her head the moment Ber karate chopped her.

“I know. But… I think it’s a little early to be saying things like that about Frost.” Ber, to everyone’s surprise, defended Frost rather than going with Cer’s flow.

“What – You got all cozied up with Frost now?” Cer grumbled. Despite the commotion she spawned, she never had bad intentions.

Ber ducked down and embraced her sister, pulling her back up to her feet as they both gave Frost a side-long glance.

“… more than that. Hah. Do I really have to spell it out? I mean, it’s no secret anymore. Awwww. Well, I guess I looked up to her. Kind of got jealous. Admired her a lot. Look Cer – and stop grinning already – You too Frost! Wait, is that steam coming from your face!?”

“Huh?”

Frost touched her face, then wiped her eyes as warm clouds of vapor lifted from her cheeks. Tears fell on their own accord, but her flames concealed these shimmering droplets of happiness. From the bottom of her heart, she was happy to hear that Ber was not only ok, but saw her as someone important in her life.

It was a cleanser for Frost’s stained heart. She had killed countless on their warpath through S4, so hearing this from Ber again, all the while the world burnt spawned a warmth that not even her flames could hold a candle to.

“Listen up! It might be funny to you all but I got a Corrupted Persona of my own called the Black Swan! Couldn’t tell you who I got that from~ Jury’s lucky to have you. But I feel just as blessed to have you as someone closer than a lover!”

“… rival?” Jury said, staring down at Ber’s flat belly and smiling as she touched her own. “You’ve already lost.”

“Ber, you Idiot. You still struggle getting the right words out. But – You sound like you’ve gotten more confident in speaking out your mind.” Res, after a long sigh, joined her sisters as all three of them stared at Frost longingly. There was an air of awkwardness due to the nature of their confession, but Frost only smiled.

She already knew what they were going to say.

“Frost. It’s no surprise that we’ve all started to change because of you. Not easy getting trust with Demi-humans like us. But you had an advantage all along. Because…” Res suddenly turned bright red, causing Cer to pat her head.

“What she means to say is that you’re… like her.” Even Cer began to sweat, avoiding outright admitting it until Ber puffed up her chest and shouted it out from the top of her lungs.

“WE’VE THOUGHT OF YOU AS OUR MOTHER! Like a parent… A guardian. Someone that I was able to look up to. Ahaha… How’d we go from a human we met by chance to this? When I realized that opening up became easy. You always listened, and I was jealous when Cer spoke to you on that moonlight lake. Maybe deep down I also wanted to have a heart to heart…” Ber clutched her chest and began to tremble, lurching forward as tears trickled. “And you really did… Go the extra mile… to save me.”

Frost wished she could embrace her. All of them. But so long as her wick was lit then she had to wait until everything died down. There was nothing she loved to hear more than the words of gratitude from someone she helped. As a Nurse, it was one of the few things that kept her going.

She now had a method to heal people beyond the physical realm. Heal, but not cure. This was the most important part, but knowing Ber, she’d do just fine.

“I did what anyone of us would. I’m just the only one that can. Geez… Ber. Welcome back.”

“Welcome back!” Jury celebrated.

“Mm. Welcome back. I was worried. You’re important to us.” Ignis spoke muffledly through the fur of Ber’s tail.

“Welcome back… Welcome… back…” Res shed tears once again after hearing Ber’s confession.

“Welcome back. I knew all along Frost wouldn’t let you go. The Blessing of the Nexus doesn’t feel like a blessing at all compared to having you around. But maybe that’s what the real blessing is. The Blessing of the Amalgam, huh?” Cer grinned.

Ber’s genuine smile was like a star, showering the others in happiness as they reached out to pet and touch her. Jury threw on one of Frost’s coats. It was the old one she had worn before she repaired the Coat of Prejudice. She could have sworn she slipped it into her own Dimensional Storage, so she had to wonder how on Earth Jury ended up with it.

“Hm? I opened my Dimensional Storage at the same time you did.” Was Jury’s cheeky explanation. “I’m kidding. I bought a black pair of my own. I wanted to match you, but I think wearing black is a bad omen for me.”

Jury disliked wearing the color black due to the feathered garments she once wore back inside of the Black Forest. She fitted Ber into it, knowing that it was only a matter of time before it’d become shredded.

The black fur coat somehow fit Ber, but not quite as much as they hoped. Jury unfortunately didn’t have any dresses for her, and they promised that after this, they’d all help Ber find her perfect outfit.

Frost wondered if she could collaborate with ImpulseWorks for Ber’s apparel. Maybe even Act X for their strings. Revisiting a Retrofitter would also be a good idea, because Ber’s gauntlets seemed a little too small for her hands.

Res was still awkward around Ber, all the while Cer adored Ber’s transformation, staring up at her, proud like a parent. These happiest moments were destined to end, however. When everyone gained their bearings, they finally began to move into the direction of the staging grounds as the Archivist revealed everything she oversaw regarding the Expositionist.


* * *


The Impuritas groups and their connected Ateliers were as follows:

Crimson Hunger – Scarlet Logic.

Sect of Gears – Act X.

Blood Festival – Golden Index.

Maestros of Flesh – ImpulseWorks.

Librarians – Inflow Direct.

Memento Mori – Chained Theocracy.

Infecta Rot – Unknown.

Fractured Nilhim – Unknown.

The Broken Thorn – Unknown.

And not to forget, the Aberrations which were in a league of mystique of their own. Frost theorized that each Atelier had some kind of Impuritas counterpart. If the Aberrations weren’t one, then there was one more still missing.

Granted, she didn’t know much about these other Impuritas groups to begin with, but from what the Archivist revealed, they were less inclined to believe that she was their largest threat. It felt odd hearing that Impuritas of all things possessed some sort of rational thought process, although, she expected them to be equally if not as unhinged in their philosophical bullshit as any Impuritas group.

These thoughts cycled through her mind as they scaled escarpment after escarpment. S4 was massive, and they climbed from its harrowing depths towards the beacon of light that was the City of Spades. Looking back, they realized just how fractured the landscape was, and how porous it had become no thanks to the wars and the Complex Hearts.

In the far distance she managed to spot the dot that was her Hired Arm, and she could have sworn she saw her salute. By the dawn of the 3rd day, they arrived at the last summit where the City of Spades itself resided. Surrounding it was an urban complex far more compact than any of the cities they had seen.

Gothic styled homes endlessly ran, each identical to the last. It was like an old English city, with wide main streets and alleyways that had no end. It was a maze, and Frost was surprised at how pristine things appeared as they rushed through its cobblestone streets.

But it did not take long before they saw the first signs of deterioration. Broken windows, barricaded doors, and walls decorated with blood became prevalent until things became increasingly worse.

Ruined homes, charred buildings, piled skeletal remains, empty prams – It became clear that a tragedy had befallen this place, and judging from the bones, Frost could tell that it occurred within the last few days.

The stench of death was utterly intoxicating.

She had to ask Jury to feel for the consistency of any untouched remains they came across, and thankfully, she had no qualms getting her hands dirty. The closer they moved towards the center of this outer city, the more the heartbeat Frost had been hearing since entering the City of Spades resonated.

Soon, the streets were wrapped in a blanket of flesh. The squelching of their boots, and the silent whimpers of those conjoined with the mass glued to every surface of the city caused Frost to begin setting it all alight.

She resented that there was no other way to save these people.

The heart she sensed throbbed unlike any other. The Complex Hearts did not reach this level of loudness. Even up close they were relatively bearable. But this… this was on an entirely different level, and Frost had to wonder if it was the Masterpiece.

Nav and the Archivist navigated them through the landscape until they reached a certain sewer line. And there, as expected, they were met with the Their Bodies, as well as an entire mass of Crimson Hunger abominations.

They were not going to let them through that easily. However, they did not know what they were dealing with in the first place. Ber, with violently sparking claws, sent an electric slash into the gaping entrance, obliterating upwards of 30 of the monstrosities, leaving behind a mountain of singed flesh.

“Let’s show them what our flock can do!” Ber grinned.

“You mean pack, right?” Cer was also fired up, baring her fangs spitefully. “Heh. Let’s show them what it means to pick a fight with a Moon! Masterpiece – HERE WE COME!”

With her rallied cry, they sprung into action and laid hell upon the Crimson Hunger.

            

    
        244. The Masterpiece

    
    
    
    
                The sewers ran deep. An entire maze of branching tunnels and murky scarlet rivers spanned the entirety of this city. Within its shallows they were met with the full resistance of the Crimson Hunger.

Their Bodies, Macro Clumps, Toxic Clumps, and the remnants of the crying Bers clogged the tunnel, emerging from the forked paths like a tidal wave. The brickwork walls and ceiling split in their wake, held only by the fleshy network of moss that glued everything together like glue. The sewers breathed. It pulsated throughout the scarlet blanket of eyes, and the waterways.

And somewhere deep within they could all sense a heartbeat. It reverberated through the fibers and bounced off their chests. The vibrations, and the contractions of the sewers made it feel as though it were alive.

“It’s like we’ve taken a dive into someone’s throat!” Cer shouted, limiting herself to her claws to replenish her mana.

“Just focus! You said the Masterpiece is deeper inside, yeah Frost!?” Res cried, also severely limited in her combat abilities. At most, the duo were able to maintain their electrified defenses, and some sparking of their eyes and claws.

However, even without their magic Moons were still on an entirely different realm of strength. Both carved their way through the horde like a hot knife to butter.

“In the center. Likely where that heartbeat is coming from! Nav! Left or right!?” Frost yelled as they arrived as a fork.

“The Archivist recalls the passage being through the right.”

“But I can hear it better from the left!” Ber shouted as she crudely fought, similar to how Ignis once did. She easily overshot her punches and claws, still not used to the newfound reach she had gained.

And most of all, the sheer leverage she possessed, carving chunks of the wall as bricks showered into the waterways. Frost, using her flames, evaporated all traces of water, exposing the countless sausage-like maggots that jumped around like beached fish.
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Scraps followed the theme of food that was rife throughout the Crimson Hunger. But to find them in a near living sewer of all things felt oddly familiar to Frost. The concept should have been so foreign, and yet she couldn’t help but to think back to the human body.

And the deeper they moved; the more alive things became.

“I apologize Frost! It’s to the left!” Nav said, and at once –

“BREAK THROUGH THE WALLS!” Frost ordered.

“Breaking it now!” Jury replied, her tail primed.

Frost, Ber and Jury clobbered at the wall as they made their own passage towards the left fork.

The crimson rock found only in the Derma Layer was unveiled behind the brickwork. Frost couldn’t tell if was caused by the seeping blood or was truly the same material from underneath. Whatever it was, her Appraise Object Level was too low to figure it out.

On the other end they entered a large, circular chamber. It appeared like a checkpoint where water accumulated before it moved like a viscious goop. The moment they entered every entrance sealed shut.

“Tch – Never warned us about something like this!” Ber complained.

“This… reminds me of something.” Ignis’ thoughts mirrored Frost’s as they moved away from the walls, watching pale-red blobs of slime trickle in from pores within the ceiling. They oozed with a toothpaste-like consistency, and within one could find the traces of bones, rings, silverware and apparel of consumed victims.

Then it hit her.
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“White blood cells… Closing checkpoints. A fucking sewer…” Frost, bearing her flames like a blade, made quick work of the encroaching swarm as Jury went to uncover the sealed entrances. “What a twisted joke. We’re inside of something’s lymphatic system!”

“Heard that one before, but you never explained what the hell it was!” Cer shouted, pummeling one of the Devouring Clumps as it desperately tried to engulf her in one, giant bite.

But little did they know that amongst everyone here, Cer had the second most dangerous maw. However, she didn’t go in for the bite, and because of her depleted mana, even these things were able to sting her body.

“It’s the body’s sewerage system! This place is a lymph node! They see us as foreign invaders, so they’re sending the equivalent of white blood cells to deal with us! Think of them as the Macro Clumps!”

“You’re telling me humans have these inside of them!? No wonder races out there call humans as trash meat!” Cer said.

“Idiot! You don’t think a cross between a wolf and a human is going to carry over these systems!?” Res argued, taking sips from a mana-restoring potions. “And would it kill you to take these!?”

“Unlike you I gotta wait a while before I can start using stuff to regenerate mana!” Cer cried. “How cute… What a waste of resources. Just sit down and die already! What’s a bunch of goop to a Moon!?”

“They’re easy, but we don’t have to waste our time here!” Jury shouted, plunging her tail into the wall until she found the hollow cavity they were searching for. Then, with striking whips of her tail, the throbbing wall crumbled before her feet, reavling a passage further into the sewers. “THIS WAY!”

“Frost – We should focus on moving rather than fighting right now! I know you need to let off some steam, but do that with the Masterpiece!” Ber stated as they followed Jury through the passage.

Ignis’ boney blade forever dragged itself along the walls and floor, generating immense amounts of Biomass for later use. Right now, using an Extended System would cause a collapse.

Whilst they moved from tunnel to tunnel, making the sharpest twists and turns, the heartbeat began to shake their world. In the meantime, Ber questioned when she’d be able to manifest the skills of the Black Swan.

“Heighten your emotions! If it’s a derivative power of mine, then you only need to get emotional!”

“That’s it!? It’s not like invoking stuff with the Blessing, huh!? And you can totally see the stats of Blessed with your version of the Blessing! Do you know how convenient that is!?” Ber shouted.

“Have you even been listening to me?” Nav spoke, and Frost somehow pictured it facepalming itself.

“Don’t make us jealous over here!” Cer said. “What about you Frost!? You should be angrier now as well!”

“You mean I should be in the Third State!?” Frost asked.

“Yeah, that!”

“It’s lessened considerably after we saved Ber. But it’s creeping back up. I have a feeling I’ll be hitting the Third State soon enough. Can’t wait the leverage the power of the Heart of Ours against Scarlet Logic!” Frost salivated at the thought of finally manifesting a Corrupted beyond the Eternal Night Risk Classification. “And Nav, what’s my Nex looking like!?”

“150,000. It’s miniscule. Something is taking your Nex, and we have no method of telling what it is.”

“Could it be the Seeds!?” Jury exclaimed.

“Unknown. But they required this Nex for something. Why the sudden question?”

“I want Jury to fight with everything she has.” Frost answered with conviction, turning to the triplets as they began to approach a bright, crimson light at the end of the tunnel. “Start transferring Nex to Jury!”

“We are five steps ahead of you!” Ber grinner, revealing that she was already in the process of transferring it.

Her tail wrapped around Jury’s, as the triplets huddled close. Physical contact was required for the transfer and was usually done through firm handshakes.

“… And Frost!” Cer suddenly shouted.

“Yes!?”

“I know it’s too late to be saying this, but you should also be careful! I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, but if there’s anyone that shouldn’t go insane, then it’s you! Seeing that happen to Ber… makes us afraid of the same thing happening to you!” Cer echoed the same words of warning she gave to Frost as far back as their trip through the City of Diamonds.

Frost’s eyes shone. She grinned at Cer, assuring that she’d be fine. Emotions were her weapons, tempered into the form of the Corrupted. But even so, she took Cer’s words to heart as Jury stared into her eyes, silently echoing her concerns.

“Be careful Frost! They managed to get Ber, but you pulled her back. They still haven’t managed to get you!”

Her sentiments were shared amongst them, and Frost heeded her warning, and, to Jury’s surprise, she went in for a peck on her cheek.

“So long as you’re all here, then the chances of that happening is virtually zero!” Frost proclaimed, her flames brimming ever brightly like a star in their dark tunnel.

And there, at the very end, they arrived at a room shaped like a grand cathedral, except it was all made from flesh and giant eyes that quivered as they sensed Frost’s rending heat.

Eyes arranged like roses paved a path towards a duo who stood atop a red, squelching stage. Entrails ran from corner to corner of the room, as entities of desiccated remains gathered to witness the wedding. The Librarian Scraper, who was dressed in a scarlet wedding dress stared lovingly at her deceased, puppeted partner who wore a blue wedding suit.

And above them, hanging like a mistletoe, were intestines arranged into the shape of a hollow love heart.


“Oh hello… has the Prince sent you today?”


 

The woman spoke in the same manner as Leitmotif, her voice carrying an ominous power. Her eyes were clouded, and attached to her nape was an umbilical cord connected to the rest of the stage they stood atop.


 

“Welcome… Welcome. Welcome. Have you come to pay us your blessings?”


 

Her groom’s voice carried the same power, and at once, the tall, darkened beings which appeared like dried squids more than humans, began to tremble before they abruptly broke into a fight amongst themselves.

Shocked, Frost checked the status of everything present as her group prepared to strike them down whilst they were still weak.
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And so, Frost, without warning, lunged straight for the bride. However – as she cleaved at her head and killed her on the spot, she received a warning regardless of her swift effort.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The equivalent Risk Classification of this encounter is unknown >


 

< But I implore you, Frost – Please make some distance! >


 

< CONDITION: The Bride and Groom are invulnerable between Acts of the Masterpiece >


 

Heeding Nav’s warning, she fled from the stage and doused them with Inferno and Liquid Fire before returning to the others as the pair of lovers began to caress one another. After the fighting of the Remembrance ceased, their bodies were devoured by the ever growing stage.

Flames still continued to leave her palms, as Ber sent electric slashes as if to test the Condition. And Nav was correct in every sense of the word, and the flesh was unscathed by their attacks as something sinister festered from deep within.


“The Prince has arrived to break up the fight…”


 

“My dear. Our families were always at odds. Arranging this marriage has become a dream come true.”


 

“FROST!? WHAT’S GOING ON! NOTHING’S WORKING AGAINST IT!” Cer cried.

“That’s a transition phase… I don’t know what’s going on either, but from what I’m hearing, it sounds a lot like a story from back on Earth!” Frost could not name the story. It was only vaguely familiar to her, and as the fleshy curtains rose to reveal the duo once again, this time in perfect condition, they were given the name of this so called Masterpiece.


< A MASTERPIECE HAS UNWRAVELLED >


 

Book of the Star-Crossed Lovers

Librarians

< Masterpiece >

< Our only love sprung from our only hate. Families at war. When you took that poison, I too died on that day with your happy dagger >


 

Whilst this was the name of their Book and the entity as a whole, the ‘scene’ before them took upon a separate title.


 

The Lovestruck and the Prince’s Threat

Librarians


 

< ACT I >


 

“O Prince, please do not threaten to exile us.”


 

“O Prince, must we wring your neck?”

            

    
        245. Star Crossed Lovers in Action!

    
    
    
    
                Act I.

It was a word that struck an ominous chord. The Librarians. No, the Authors of Existentia wielded the power to create entities from their tales, as their namesakes implied. A masterpiece of a play manifested before their eyes as an abominable theatrical.

The cathedral shifted. Every crimson mass expanded as bricks began to shatter, creating a cavity. The Remembrance were swallowed by the flesh, dissolving their bodies until a putrid, vaguely humanoid figure remained. The cavity had distorted tremendously, and Frost had to confirm with Nav whether or not they were affected by a Corrupted Zone.

“This is not a Corrupted Zone!” Nav adamantly claimed as the Bride and Groom interlocked hands, dancing as though they had fallen for one another at first sight. “We are surrounded by Crimson Hunger mass. Can you hear the heartbeat? This place is connected to something we cannot fathom.”

“Another Heart!?” Frost cried and began their onslaught. There was no other condition available other than the invulnerability the Bride and Groom possessed, whose named had changed for this Act.
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Both were fitted into a dress and suit respectively. The Groom’s body had regained its human appearance, but if one looked close enough they would find dead, dried flesh hiding underneath. The external skin was worn like a mask, and his hollow eyes stared deeply into the fond eyes of the Bride.

Additionally, the now hundreds of meaty entities, which danced in this mockery of a ball, had undergone a change of their own.
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“O Prince, why do you threaten to exile my dear happiest love.”


 

“For the bouts between our families… When I snuck into your party, I fell in love. But the Prince wished us apart. The romanticist in me could not help but to admire the pale feathers he adorned.”


Whenever they spoke, it began with the Bride and was followed with the Groom. As Frost blitzed through the crowd, dragging bodies along like clubs, she prepared a strike reserved for the lovestruck couple.

And with a spectacular flaming arc, she struck the duo with an unforgettable punch. Flames and burning pages exploded from their bodies. Like a hammer to hot iron, the glow of their burning, paper bodies increased punch after punch, and bite after bite.

Their HP isn’t anything special at all! Frost mentally exclaimed, defeating them as their bodies were reduced to golden particles.

However, the battle was still not over. Nav could not understand how these tales worked. They were different from the Corrupted. The fact that things did not progress likely meant there was a hidden Condition.

“Better off erasing all of them! All this talk about a Masterpiece and that’s it!?” Cer cried, rushing through the legs of the dancing Familia’s, clashing at their heels as Res fired periodic beams, with Ignis further increasing her Biomass count. Jury and Ber, however, had already slaughtered a near hundred together.

Seeing this – Ignis reeled her blade behind her. The bone extended to over 10 meters in length, and after jumping into the fray, she spun, cleaving all with her tornado-esque attack.

“Not bad Ignis! Did seeing my height inspire you!? Hehe!” Ber grinned as Ignis wiped away the blood from her cheek.

“Mm. Having better reach is helpful. Dangerous. But good.” Ignis concisely spoke.

“Don’t make it sound like we’re holding you back! Hitting us is impossible! Don’t forget –!” Cer laughed, getting drunk on the battle as Frost made it her mission to devour the fleshy stage, the heartbeat of this world throbbing wildly. “We’ve been thriving in a job where people die young!”

“I agree with Cer for once. As long as you’re not like that.” Res, placing a blue potion against her lips, looked over at the feasting Frost. “Then there’s no risk of accidental injuries. Fight like no tomorrow. But this weird. Are we expecting them to get stronger?”

“Possibly! Unless this was an elaborate scheme to work us up, then please treat it like we’re up against an Eternal Night Corrupted!” Jury answered, also curious about the difficulty of this brawl.

The easy nature of the battle caused Frost to wonder just how much stronger it would become in the following Acts. What helped the most was that due to manifesting the Second State, everyone’s stats besides hers had effectively doubled. Jury’s didn’t quadruple as she had yet to be misvalued. Perhaps this was why the Memory Bistros had actively avoided her. To prevent the Crimson Hunger from being liable for its effect.

Also, there was no telling just what the purpose of this Masterpiece served in the first place. On one hand, she knew it was to fuel her emotions, but she couldn’t imagine it bringing her anywhere near past the Third State.

So what resided in the second hand?

What else was waiting for them in the following chapter?

Frost gained nothing eating the stage, so she went on to transform the remaining 50 Familia into coins. Etched Coins never had their moment to shine, but this wasn’t about the Etched Coins themselves. Rather, this was to maintain her stash of coins.

Because they were dwindling faster than she expected. A large force was likely under the influence of her False Diamond, which had the effect of using her coins as a replacement for their mana.

Isn’t the False Diamond over what, a few hundred meters in the air? Who’s benefiting from it?

“Unknown. But the fact that they are empowered must mean they are allies.”

Justica Arms? The 6th Branch? This fast!?

“You described what the world was like above the City of Spades. Smoke, and railways that ran both above and beneath the smoke. It is possible that they may be using a train. Frost. Your mind is clogged. Justica Arms uses Atelier Magic. Many Atelier Magics use Nex.”

… meaning they’ve sent in the Associations, huh. Something big is beginning to brew –!

Suddenly, upon cleansing the chamber from the entities, the Bride and Groom spoke with a rumble that wormed into their chest.


“When the Prince told us that it was impossible my world fell apart.”


 

“Exile would not be the worst of it. Told that we were never meant to be only tempered our love. In those mountainous field away from the greatest city of Paradise, I snuck to her estate on that moonfilled night.”


 

The world crumbled; the flesh solidifying to stone. An earthquake ravaged through the sewers, causing the ceiling to split as debris spilled from the surface. A cave-in was inevitable, and something sinister roamed beyond.

Without a moment to lose, Ignis, much to their surprise, cried out:

“Get over here, quickly! I’m bringing us out!”

With haste, they all huddled beside Ignis, with Frost kept at a distance by Jury. Her tail wrapped her waist firmly as Ignis’ left hand split into tiny tentacles, each fastening the others to her.

“We’re going up, huh!?” Cer was ecstatic to see a proactive Ignis.

“Is this going to work!?” Res asked.

“A shortcut. We’re very deep underground. So… please hold on tight!” As if inspired by Ber’s transformation, Ignis began to wield a voice of her own as steam began to exhaust from her body.

“Hah! That’s what I’m talking about Ignis!” Ber cried, punching the air.

Then, in the next instant, the rocky ceiling was ploughed as bony and muscular machinations arose from her back, like the legs of a parasitic spider. The sheer collective size pushed them through the countless tons of rock and soil; the skeletal head and body protecting them. Not that it mattered considering their strength, but it was as Ignis said – this was a shortcut to the surface.

Like the stem of a plant, they pushed through until they reached the light of the burning city, rising above as loose rock pelted the roofs like hail. The steaming skull exhaled powerfully, its heat near rivaling Frost’s own as they found themselves soaring above the city.

And underneath, they were met with a towering, pale castle that stood on two legs made from the collective corpses of their families. It stood shoulder to shoulder with Ignis’ Musculoskeletal form, and at the top sat the Bride at a marble balcony, with the Groom hiding at the base of their mountain of corpses.


“Was it a sin for us to stay as one?”


 

“Was it a sin for us to be in love?”


 

< ACT II >


 

The Forbidden Balcony Beneath the Stars

Librarians

            

    
        246. The Contents of the Tale

    
    
    
    
                The mountain of corpses writhed. Maggots plagued their flesh, and they no longer took upon the appearance of a Crimson Hunger abomination. The bodies of humans and Demi-humans piled upon one another, creating the pillars that held up Bride’s pale castle, towering a hundred meters into the air.

Blood dribbled from the fresh wounds of the damned, oozing like the juices of crushed cherries. The land underneath, crushed by its amalgamative mass, was shaped into a bowl. The homes pulverized by its legs like the pestle of a mortar.

An ocean of red washed past the ankles of the Groom, who plucked whatever stray Crimson Hunger, person or entity came within reach and added them to the mountain of corpses.
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“I love you. There isn’t anything else in the world I’d give to be by your side.”


 

“Standing underneath her pale castle, I heard the confessions, and my heart went aflutter.”


“HP… That thing is alive.” Ignis was the first to utter as the triplets stared at the mass, their eyes bewildered by the composition of the corpses.

“Demi-Humans? They’re called Familia so how come…?” Ber whispered through clenched teeth. “The Bride and Groom don’t look anything like us Demi-humans. Voice – I mean Nav! Are we able to look into the history of them or something!?”

“Nav doesn’t have that kind of knowledge. The Groom’s the likely culprit. But I don’t understand the meaning behind all those corpses? It’s horrible…” Jury held back a gasp, having never seen so many bodies before.

And neither had Frost.

The imagery caused a twinge of pain to form in Frost’s chest. The scenery was like a representation of her efforts thus far. Behind her she knew that a similar – if not larger – pile of corpses lay hidden behind the curtains of fire.

“Can you feel it? All you of you? It sounds like a story of desires to me.” Cer said. “Love, but there’s more desires. Dunno what it means to you, but I’d be an idiot to not crossmatch them with the affinities we know of!” Cer surprisingly brought up, stirring further intrigue.

“This is supposed to be a story. Pale castles. We’ve been travelling the world fighting all kinds of Corrupted, and there was only place that had those castles. Res. Cer… Am I overthinking it?” Ber solemnly spoke as the statuses of the Bride and Groom emerged.
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“You’re not. Pale castles. They’re from one of the Kingdoms that failed after Paradise was lost. The 13th Order. It’s a Kingdom that deeply spited our kind. You had Puritas, and then you had them.” Res revealed, gnawing with certainty of this. “When Puritas fell, they crumbled and dissolved. They were everything Puritas stood for, and they became its executionary body. Condemning people for sins they never committed.”

Res spoke with overwhelming ire; a resentment shared between the triplets, and even Ignis. She had heard of the tales regarding the 13th Order from refugees who had found solace and respite in Divas Pass.

“Every single one of them were obsessed with demanding people to confess whatever sin was written on those pieces of paper given to them by the King of Puritas.” Cer scathingly spat, pointing at a peculiar emblem above. “That owl is the proof. In the end, no matter how many people protested to their barbarism, they pretended to listen. Destroying them was one of the few good things Raoul did!”

“Tch… the Listening Bird was the manifestation of what they carried out.” Frost clicked her tongue.

“Their love was doomed from the start. But from what I’m seeing it looks like they had some kind of chance. Good for them. And look at her… staying up there on her castle, rather than running away. Coward…” Cer, suddenly ripping herself free from Ignis’ tentacles, grasped onto Jury’s tail and screamed at the top of her lungs. “YOU COWAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARD!”

“Jury – THROW CER AND US AT IT!” Ber demanded, her emotions heightening all of a sudden. “No secrets right Frost!?”

“What’s wrong!? Is this another attack, like your fragments?” Jury questioned, slightly panicked at their deteriorating mental state as she wrapped them firmly, her tail curling underneath like an upside down trebuchet.

“No… but that bitch – How… How can you fall in love with someone, but lack the courage to stay with them?” Ber scathingly spoke, and Frost immediately understood what she was referring to. “Could you ever do that to Frost? Could you do that to Jury?”

Their father was likely a human. The stigma would have stained whatever prestige he held, if he had any. Frost had only heard about their mother, so hearing about their other parent was food for her curiosity. But seeing their impassioned faces, and spite for the woman made her hold onto these thoughts for another time.

“I couldn’t. Even if I was weak, I’d give anything to be with Jury.” Frost admitted, her eyes brimming with passion. “But do we know what the Groom himself sacrificed to realize their love? Looking at those corpses irks me.”

Then, as if to answer her fleeting question, both the Bride and Groom spoke, cutting through the quaking footsteps that reduced the city into a paste of debris and flesh.


“We had to abolish it from the inside. But I could not do anything. It was only through my sister’s encouragement did I gain the motivation to confess on that moonless night.”


 

“Abusing the power of the wrathful Atelier, I slayed countless to erect our impervious fortress! Hearing that song – Hearing that confession – No matter the Replication Cycles, I forever found my way back!”


“… Scarlet Logic. It somehow goes back to them. Meaning the reason why he looks human is because he lost his Demi-human features.” Frost gargled on her fury.

The tale was as tragic as she had initially thought. Everything was intertwined in one way or another.

“You are approaching the Third State. It will not be long now!” Nav warned.

“Be careful!” Jury exclaimed before she threw the triplets with enough force to obliterate a normal person. They flew like shooting stars, tumbling in the air as they returned a cheeky grin each. “Ignis – We’re going to take down the castle! Frost –!”

“Leave the Groom to me!” Frost had already thrown herself from Ignis’ machiconation, and plummeted from her great height like a flame-bearing meteorite.

From their height they still could not peer over the walls of the City of Spades, which the castle monstrosity gradually approached. The steep cliffs running towards its walls were no more than a staircase.

13th Order. Nav. Does Ber know what the 13 means?

Frost mentally asked moments before she collided with the Groom. The sheer impact instantly evaporated the coagulated lake as she bared her flames and fought with the suited man, pummeling him as golden sparks left his body with each strike.

Frost’s punches threw the Groom along the flattened field, and she gave chase, fighting in a manner that resembled a game of tennis as she whacked him up, down, left and right.

“The 13 represents the number of Orders within Grandis. They were, for lack of a better word, the equivalent of the wings of the bird that was Paradise. To keep it functioning – to keep it sustainable, 13 Orders were made. Puritas could be considered the 1st Order.”

Doesn’t that sound an awful lot like the Dozen Winged Bird!?

“Indeed. The Arbiter does harp at its familiarity. She finds it humorous that Galia had built her Atelier in a similar manner. But please do not ask much from her. Like you and the Archetypes, she is missing a significant portion of her memory.”

“There’s only one real way to get an answer, huh!?” Frost shouted as Ignis thrusted her spider-like legs into the stumps of the beast, causing it to drag her along as Jury ran along.

She did not use her Beholder powers just yet. Not when they could still manage, and not when there were still more Acts to follow. Such a tale could not possibly end here. There was more than what met the eye.

Bricks showered, as did corpses. Frost danced around them, bashing the Groom who could not even conceive of retaliating. She was simply too powerful, and the trails she left behind were like that of a meteor as she dragged the Groom along, biting at their neck whilst they followed the others.

She did not even need to use her Touch of Golds.


“Heretical beliefs. Humancentric values… I, for one, never believed in it after witnessing what they had done to those with pale hair. Despite all she had been through, my sister continued to push me forward towards our secret marriage.”


 

“Through our sacrifice, we would reach higher than what that Star ever could! That way no one could interfere with our love. But I had already been marked to be Condemned. To forever lament in those iron coffins, to bask in the inferno underneath…”


 

“Oboros Infintas as well. Star. Is he talking about –!?”

“Indeed. He is speaking of not only Iscario as the Prince. But of Raoul, the Star. After such bloodshed, castigation must have been required.”

The second Act was no harder than the first. Frost had already torn out the throat of the Groom, and the triplets had just finished up with the Bride. Jury continued to butcher the legs of the castle as it approached the walls of Scarlet Logic’s City of Spades.


Your Balcony to Stand Above the Stars | HP: 100,000


It would not even be a minute before it perished, but it for some ominous reason, continued to push straight for the City as though it carried a vendetta. Frost, having had enough of hearing of the atrocities committed by these Kingdoms of Grandis, finally breached into the Third State.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Third State >


 

< Borrowing the Active and Passive Skills of the Heart of Ours >


 

Suddenly, as the castle collided with the thick walls of the City of Spades like a battering ram, her flames had risen to her shoulders, the flaming licks disorientating her momentarily before her vision returned.

“Look out Frost!” Jury cried through Nav. Entire building-sized chunks of rock fell from the walls as Frost avoided them with precision, her heart pounding harder than ever before. The tips of her hair transformed into a maroon shade as her body unexpectedly grew. From her legs, her arms, shoulders and even her chest.

There was a sting in her heart, and it coursed throughout her entire body. She felt as though she carried the combined hearts of all those present, and they had empowered her physically, hence her sudden growth.


< The Third State Has Manifested as the Heart of Ours >


But this was not the last of the surprises.

Because as the HP of the Castle fell, the Bride and Groom let out their final woes as the walls were breached, and like a hornet’s nest – The Scarlet Logic flooded through, bearing their arms.


“I never knew what existed beyond those walls. I, in my ivory tower, did not know of the struggles beyond. My fascination quickly turned into despair when I realized that it was not the world we had to fight for this love. It was the stars beyond.”


 

“To escape this punishment – I must murder those and all who dare to stand between our love!”


 

< ACT III >

            

    
        247. At the Lip of the City of Spades

    
    
    
    
                Scarlet Logic.

They blocked out the dim light of the sun like a swarm of locusts. Had she not looked up, then she would have believed that a second night had befell them. A fragmented shadow blanketed the world underneath the colossal walls as all eyes rose to the hundreds of Insectid personnel.

They took to the skies, each in perfect formation. Upwards of fifty were grouped in a squadron, lead by an Insectid rallying the banner of Scarlet Logic.
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Their wings emitted a grueling buzz that marked their onslaught as a unanimous, high-pitched battle cry screeched.

“PROTECT THE HIVE!”

“DEFEND THE QUEEN AT ALL COSTS!”

“ORDERS ARE ABSOLUTE!”

“MANIFEST COMMAND!”

They had been waiting for this moment to arrive, and they sprung at the opportunity to strike. However, many were clipped by the falling fragments of the wall, leaving Frost to believe that they perhaps did not expect to be greeted with two colossal beasts.

“SO THIS IS WHERE IT BEGINS, HUH!?” A deafening roar left Frost as countless were rendered frozen by her gaze, causing them to plummet to their deaths.

A commandeering power was woven into her voice, reflective of her newfound powers.

Her Coat of Prejudice seemed to grow with her body, and the tights she wore had at this point disappeared. But if they were present, they would have shredded due to the extra size she had gained thanks to manifesting the Heart of Ours.


< ACTIVE: Beaten Desires >

< EFFECT: Ramp up the emotions of allies. Muddle the hearts of your enemies to suppress them >

< Cost: 25,000 MP >

< They could never act on their suppression. Ambition was wrung from their soul through bouts of violence >


 

< ACTIVE: Unwilling Unity >

< EFFECT: Physically conjoin an unwilling heart with all those within a 100-meter radius. They will fight for you, however unwilling they may be >

< CRITERIA: Initial target must be suppressed by Beaten Desires or other means. Secondary target must have less than 100 RESIST and 500 base DEF >

< Cost: 40,000 MP >

< Banded together for the wrong reasons >


 

< ACTIVE: Collective Leap >

< EFFECT: Collect the hearts of the fallen and raise them to the sky. Hurl them at will and deal 25,000 MAG ATT to target >

< Cost: 50,000 MP >

< Let us take this leap of fabricated faith >


 

< PASSIVE: Shattered Dreams >

< EFFECT: Summon devouring clouds. Cannot dictate where they appear >

< CRITERIA: Active when emotional state increases and when your heart is confronted >

< Oh how we all wish we could all just sleep in a bubble of ignorance. Wouldn’t we all be happier that way? >


 

< PASSIVE: Gushing! >

< The higher your emotional state, the more inclined your heart will be to speak. All targets within a 50-meter radius are affected. Target with over 200 RESIST will accumulate Gush stacks >

< The world doesn’t need to know what you think. Sometimes, it’s better to just keep it to ourselves… for our own sake >


 

< PASSIVE: Aspirating Aspirations >

< EFFECT: All those considered enemies will be challenged by their aspirations when emotional state reaches critical levels >

< Grasp it. Or risk drowning in a sea of fruitless ambition >


Many things happened at once.

The triplets attacked the onslaught with ease as they rode off the crumbling castle, and then ran along the barren battlements of the walls. The Fodder, no matter how many there were, may as well be grains of sand in the wind. With the hive agitated, and its walls crumbled, red lights began to flash throughout its entire length as an ear-splitting siren was raised.


“WARNING. WARNING. ALL DEFENSE TEAMS PREPARE. ALL FODDER MUST PRESENT TO THE FOREGROUNDS. TRESSPASSERS MUST BE ELIMINATED. WARNING. WARNING.”


 

It was a rudimentary version of the Blessing’s warning, designed for their innumerable non-blessed Personnel. The feminine voice came from everywhere at once, originating from chutes that protruded from the walls like gutter pipes.

This voice was likely the one they called the Queen.

“Looking at them I wouldn’t be surprised if the Queen turned out to be an Insectid as well.” Frost scathingly spoke as she began to clamber over the walls, her 50 Touch of Golds blossoming as they swatted the Insectid swarm. “Scarlet Logic’s right at our fingertips! There’s no way in hell –!”

Frost unleashed a barrage of her magic all at once. Magnitude was used to further crack apart the walls as Dream Shatterer ate at it from the inside out. The Touch of Golds buried themselves within, bursting through the other end as her body began to burn with an uncontrollably hatred now that they had reached their doorstep.

[Beaten Desires].

Her body brimmed with insurmountable emotion, and there was only one way it could come out.

“– THAT WE’RE NOT GOING TO TAKE THIS OPPORTUNITY TO SET IT ALIGHT!”

As the shoddily equipped Insectid were disarmed, they chose to fight with words as Frost’s magic unconditionally caused them to spew nonsense. Higher did she climb, and as Ignis and the collapsing beast of the Second Act fell, she heard the voice of Ber cut through the ocean of utterances.

“CHECK IT OUT FROST! SCARLET LOGIC’S RIGHT AHEAD! IT’S A TSUNAMI OF THEM!” She pointed her fangs in the direction just as Frost emerged at the top, with Ignis clambering over behind her. Jury rode her head and joined their momentary respite after having cleared their immediate threats.

The air was clear again, but their ever ramping emotions quickly muddied it. Ber’s emotional state had risen far enough thanks to Beaten Desires. Manifested in her right hand was the feathered claw, which curled beside her like a coil of barbed wire.

“Emotionally pumping magic! That’s pretty neat Frost! Imagine all of us getting a Corrupted Persona! You wouldn’t believe how useful something like that would be!” Ber was elated by Frost’s magic as their hearts collectively beat in unison, whether it was a *badump* or a ticking. “So that’s them! The City of Spades!”

“… all of this was hiding underneath the smoke?” Res was more shocked than surprised, her voice trailing off as Frost’s eyes widened with repulsiveness.

It caused non-existent hairs to rise along her back as Jury’s jaw dropped.

“Since… Since when were all of Scarlet Logic’s Fodders Insectids?” Jury whispered, wondering if this was supposed to be correct.

“Could be just here… But it’d make sense for it to be Insectids. Why keep them replicated when you can just replace them? No shortage of them either. But that… that’s not normal.” Cer was bewildered, equally as stunned as she confused by the scenery.

Flying from the spires at the furthest recesses of the City of Spades, which pierced past the clouds, were potentially tens of thousands of Insectids. Half with wings which flew like smoke, and the other that gushed through invisible pores along the crimson spires, which appeared more like termite mounds now that Frost realized it.

The landscape within was ruined, abandoned almost. It was no more than an extension of the outside world. Remove the walls and none would be able to tell where Scarlet Logic’s territory began or terminated. The spires were their homes, and the remnants of the outside were their battlefield. The first several kilometers were no different from the outside. Deeper, it was all flattened. And even further was what appeared to be a garbage heap, which formed around the base of the spires.

It did not appear like a city. It was a prison. Or rather, it was like the flat, devoured plains of Brandar.

“Not normal? What’s normal supposed to look like!?” Frost demanded, watching the ground units take their formations, as the flying Insectids hovered just above, acting as their vanguard.

“It’s not supposed to look like we’re stuck in the middle of nowhere in Gnawer. Scarlet Logic has numbers. But nothing like this. That’s not just ten thousand. That’s like – a hundred thousand!” Ber exclaimed, clenching her clawed fist with a smirk. “Don’t they get that a hundred thousand isn’t going to cut it against us!?”

Frost however, could not share the same level of optimism. Whilst she yearned to obliterate them, a part of her remained skeptical.

“Only Fodder?” Jury was on the same wavelength as Frost.

The sheer number was unfathomable. However, what was more alarming was that they had yet to levy their strongest individuals. Instead, they sent out their weakest into the equivalent of a meat grinder as Res preemptively struck with her Electric Lance.

“Are they preserving their stronger personnel? Hiding them?” Frost wondered aloud.

What secrets were they hiding here? Why did the Masterpiece lumber towards Scarlet Logic? There were too many things running through her mind. It all spun like a kaleidoscope. Anger was the only thing that kept her mind intact as she vowed to bestow Scarlet Logic’s rightful judgement.

They needed to destroy whatever’s allowing them to replicate.

“Only one way to find out – Tch, here it is!” Cer cried as the walls began to quake. “The dissolving mountain of corpses is transforming into a… wait – ARE YOU SEEING THAT!?

Golden particles enveloped what was left of the Your Balcony to Stand Above the Stars, which laid buried underneath them.

Frost thought she had just about seen everything, until the golden light transformed into a grand, golden circle easily spanning 30 meters in circumference. And from it, she heard the roar of a train’s horn.


“We enjoyed the comfort of one another. The warmth made me realize that despite our differences, we both bleed the same blood, breathe the same air, and stare up at the same blue skies.”


 

“Wanting to protect this love, I took my condemned train and rode it straight into the heart of our enemies! We were freed from the vices of our families! This iron chariot will free us from the binds of the City of Spades, and that Star!”


 

But unlike the gravity-assisted trains of Caldera Industries, a steam train built on a colossal scale chugged through, spewing smoke that mashed with the grey overcast. It was so large in fact that even the cruiser-trains were miniscule in comparison. It was comprised of metal, but underneath, one could find sinew gluing it to a body of red, granulating flesh.
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        248. A Voice From Beyond the Void

    
    
    
    
                < Entering the City of Spades for the First Time >

 

< Welcome to the City of Spades >


A steam train of ridiculous proportions roared into the City of Spades, riding along an invisible, premeditated track straight for the heart of Scarlet Logic. It ploughed through the earth, upheaving all in its path like a mountain on wheels.

The wheels chugged with a rhythmic, metallic groan, screaming that it was more than just a machine. It was alive, proven by the flesh hidden underneath.
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< The Archivist has interpreted a Condition >

 

< CONDITION : Concealed Guilt and Our One-Way Train to Heaven (Hell) possess Infitas defense against all attacks as long as there are more than 100 Scarlet Logic personnel within a 1km radius >

 

“What kind of screwed up Condition is that!?” Ber was the first to respond as Frost threw herself over the edge first. “Wreak havoc is all I’m hearing! Fine by me then!” She cracked her knuckles and immediately followed suit.

“Straight in with no prep. We’re really going to take on an Atelier on our own, huh!?” The depth of her fervor could not be brought into words. The sparks that ran along her teeth made it clear that she was ecstatic to finally bite down on Scarlet Logic. “And what’s with that body Frost!?”

“Keep your mind in the fight Cer! This is an Atelier! We’re not fighting Corrupted. We’re fighting the equivalent of a nation!” Res shouted. She turned to Jury, then Ignis above before following suit, also adorning her fervor as though it were a blade.

Jury froze momentarily, bewildered by the sight. An overwhelming sense of sadness washed over her as countless marched onwards to their deaths. She knew in her heart that many of them probably didn’t even know what they were fighting for. But it was too late to show compassion.

It was now or never.

“What’s wrong… Jury?” Ignis uttered as she wrenched herself free from the connective sinew that kept her attached to the base of her Extended System. She was like a parasite leaving its host’s corpse; the husk slumping over the walls as it destructively slid into its final resting place.

Drenched in fresh blood, Ignis shook herself before it was all absorbed through her skin and suit. She approached Jury with comforting eyes, staring up at her quizzically.

“The sights keep getting worse.” Jury began, her eyes narrowing as her mind overlayed the scenery with the beautiful mountains beyond her Black Forest. She grasped the air by her side and caught the air instead of Frost’s hand. “How many do you think know what they are fighting for?”

Jury shook her head, pale strands of hair concealing portions of her golden eyes.

“All this misery gone unnoticed. I can feel it. The anguish. The rage. Directed towards us, tempered by torment. My heart… reverberates with something here. Echoing with an uncomfortable ticking.” She slowly spoke in an unexpectedly low tone of voice, causing Ignis to tug on Jury’s sleeves to see if she was ok.

“… don’t become a Corrupted. Please don’t.” Ignis was worried, instantly causing Ignis’ ever-illuminating eyes to return to their usual luminosity.

“It won’t happen to me. Believe me~ I was just…” Jury, staring back onto the world, wore a saddened look. “… frustrated that the world isn’t any brighter than my Black Forest. So let’s go fix it.”

Ignis was still worried, but she could only nod and hum: “Mm!”

“IGNIS! JURY! WE NEED TO REACH THE TRAIN!” They heard Frost’s call from underneath, causing the two to take their plunge into the warzone.

A warzone that felt ever so familiar to both Jury…

And Frost.


* * *


“Just leave the train to me! And stay close to it! We can use it to ride our way deeper into their territory!” Frost’s flames were like wings now, licking higher than the feathers of her coat.

The Heart of Ours caused her emotions to reach an alarming high as she took the lead, distancing herself from the others due to the blazing heat.

“We just gotta keep beating them down while you deal with it, huh!?” Cer demanded confirmation, downing an entire flask of blue liquid. “The train’s huge! Who the hell do you think they send in those!?”

“Not just any ordinary criminal. That design and all that metal isn’t anything like the roaming prisons. ‘Condemned’. Hey Frost!” Res shouted. “Doesn’t that black steel remind you of the iron train we saw in the Train graveyard!?”

“… It does.” Frost acknowledged this “But it looks like a train taken straight out of my old world. Just supersized! Even the bolts holding the carriages are bigger than us! That thing – Is that what Oboros Infinitas uses for the Condemned!? Cause that’s what I’m thinking!”

“Concealed Guilt. The Result of Our Choices. One Way Trip to Hell.” Ber read out the names straight from the behemoth’s status. “And Our Final Stand. Sounds like they have a whole world of resentment to unleash onto them! Look at it – Tch – It’s heading straight for the biggest clump!”

The train unexpectedly swiveled, its carriages swaying behind like a tail as they neared it.

Their speed was faster than the absurd haste of the train as they gave chase, following in its path of destruction. However, in order to keep their buffed stats they needed to remain within a fixed distance from Frost. If one strayed too far off and they’d be left behind in an instant.

Therefore, the plan was to have Frost dead center of the train, whilst the others roamed within the vicinity of her Touch of Golds. They were 50 meters in length – the perfect distance for the cutoff point for her Empowered Passive Skill.

A certain clarity filled them. [Beaten Desires] caused her heartbeat to emit an invisible shockwave that resonated with the hearts of her friends. The range was 100 meters from what she could tell. The [Gushing!] Passive Skill kept them vocal. The higher their emotions rose, the more they’d be inclined to speak.

The rest of her skills were unusable for the moment. They still hadn’t clashed with Scarlet Logic just yet. But the most interesting skill of all was the Passive Skill: Aspirating Aspirations. She knew that its reach would be far and wide. However, their emotions first needed to reach a critical level.

She interpreted it as being ‘broken’ or brought to a certain crossroads in their hearts.

“Just a little more – THERE!” Frost latched onto it with her Touch of Golds, pulling herself onboard first. The back wall of the train’s last compartment was like a cliff face. There were no windows in sight. Just metal and throbbing flesh lurking underneath.

“Are the flames too hot!?” She asked.

“VERY MUCH SO!” Res cried almost instinctively.

“The hell are you saying!? I’d rather throw myself into a blast furnace than get wrapped up by one of those!” Cer also had a visceral reaction, causing Frost to nod to herself as she made a mental note to completely distance herself. “But if you want to take a bite from my –!”

“No time for jokes Cer! Save them for later!” Ber urged.

“Right, right.” Cer shouted unexpectedly.

“Don’t need to say it twice –!” Res was about fed up with her, but much to her surprise –

“I mean look at the right side of the train! You can see further than I can! You too Frost! Jury! Those are Scarlet Wolves, right!? Or are my minds playing tricks on me!?”

Frost dragged herself to the side as the others began to latch on one by one. Curious, she had a look for herself.

“What… are those things?” Frost saw a mass of furless Scarlet Wolves staring back with tormented eyes. Their eyelids were removed so they could forever remain awake. A part of her humanity perished at the sight of them, and as they neared the front lines, she noticed that many of the Insectids were missing various body parts.

And upon reaching them, she finally realized something. Something so disheartening that she could hear her heart sink into the depths of her stomach. It became the only frozen piece of her flaming being.
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These Fodder and Defenders had died enough deaths that their bodies no longer resembled what they once were. Some appeared human only because the mutations had cleaned them of their identity. There was no distinguishable difference between them either.

Frost recalled the visual analogy of the clay elephant Carpalis molded, and her heart suddenly burst into flames.

The mutations that occurred due to replication after replication had shaped them into living weapons seeking nothing but to quell their anguish through pure hatred.

“Fodder… I thought they weren’t a part of the replication process…” Frost echoed the words she had heard before. “… unforgivable… Unforgivable…” She seethed in silence, her eyes perpetually widened to the reality of Scarlet Logic.

And while her eyes were made wide, she eternally lamented that the Ateliers had closed theirs to this.

The others scrambled to the top as Frost remained behind. Only Jury stayed back, offering a hand to Frost who was far too lost in a world of hatred to consider it.

And so, she climbed alone, dismissing the hand unbeknownst to her. Whilst Jury’s eyes glowed a vibrant gold, Frost’s could neither be distinguished as gold or crimson.


“I heard of the misfortunes. I wanted to reprimand him. But I understood that this was the only way we could attain freedom. I was invited to join the Bookheads. Did it all begin because of that? I, who once stirred the pot of the Potion Makers.”

 

“Condemned for my sins of wishing for freedom. Condemned for my only love. I took the train that was aimed to send me to the depths hidden behind the chains, and drove it to the ones who enforce the massacres. In hell we live. The heaven above the stars is no better. In this last stand, I will make that wrongful star fall!”

 

< The Third State Has Manifested as Civilization >

 

“… blindness. No one can see a thing. All these toes they’re so afraid to trample on. But would they have even cared to see this?” Frost seemingly fell into a world of her own.

How she wished she could just…

Rend everything down.

Then, she heard a ticking. It was not Jury’s ticking. But a familiar one as she felt herself slip into a strange dreamlike state. Suddenly, a voice spoke to her as she stared into a growing void in her vision.

“A bird fights its way out of the egg.” The whisper was familiar.

Warm, but somehow cold.

And in that moment, her mind returned all at once.

“… Nav?”

“Is something the matter?” Nav asked.

Frost, still slightly delirious, shook her head and stared around her as she reached the top of the train. They were only seconds away from engaging with the wall of Scarlet Fodders. Frost, stretching her Touch of Golds like an umbrella, slammed herself onto the roof of the train and prepared to dig in.

I heard a voice. But it wasn’t yours. I don’t know what’s going on – but we need to finish this!

She took her first bite – and a sea of blood spilled from her chin, as well as from the wheels of the train.

            

    
        249. Scarlet Logic’s Woes

    
    
    
    
                Limbs. Bodies. Organs. Carapace. It hailed from the skies as electrical pulses squashed the horde of Insectid before they could even comprehend what had occurred. An invisible electric bug net zapped those that strayed too close, and the embers of 50 Touch of Golds incinerated all. Frost drowned in blood, her body soaked in the scarlet juices of the train’s innards like a starving dog.

A long tube-like rope hung from her chest, precisely where her heart was. Connected to it was the colossal False Heart, which dragged behind them like a giant ball and chain. It amplified her heartbeat, which clashed with the one hidden deep within the City of Spades. Between the sound of grinding bones and flesh at the front of the train, the heartbeats, and the deafening woes of the fallen, she could no longer hear the voices of those closest to her.

Ignis remained atop the train, dragging along an enlarged bone blade to catch those on the right, whilst Ber did the same on the left, severing countless Fodder along the way as they barreled straight into the depths of Scarlet Logic’s territory. Jury dashed alongside the train to catch off any strays, whilst Cer and Res prioritized long-range attacks, striking at acid-spitting Insectids.

It was hell. Complete and utter hell. Their attacks waged against Scarlet Logic were immeasurably powerful now that she had unlocked the Unique Skills of the Heart of Ours.


< UNIQUE | PASSIVE: Determined >

< Aspirations brim with the light of stars. Even in our desolate world of darkness, he warned that we must carry the resolve to embrace our hearts, less they drag us down and drown us in a sea of fruitless ambition >

< EFFECT: Grant the Determined Condition onto allies within 100 meters of you and the False Heart >


< PASSIVE: False Heart >

< No one could hear the heartbeats within themselves any longer. It all resounded from beyond. From somewhere indescribable. But they knew that it never belonged to them >

< EFFECT: Enemies within 500 meters of the False Heart are immediately challenged with their aspirations. Failure will result in the formation of the Suppressed. Suppressed will form within a 1km proximity of the False Heart when incapable of withstanding Aspirating Aspirations


< ADDITIONAL EFFECT: Suppressed will emerge with an Aspirator straight from their chests. The more that exist, the larger the area of effect Aspirating Aspirations becomes. All Heart of Ours Skills are free of cost. The False Heart will automatically apply all skills >


 

Frost’s companions had their stats essentially sextupled. While Empowered granted a doubling multiplier, Determined added an additional quadrupling multiplier on top of their base stats, sky rocketing it to over 10,000 across the board, with Jury becoming nigh immortal. It allowed them to become flexible now that they possessed the maximum limit of 200 AGI.

They were all as strong as Frost, but in the end, Frost was the only one capable of inflicting damage upon the train. Suddenly, it felt like her flames was but an ember compared to their electrical might. But she deeply understood the power of the common flame.

“THIS IS WHAT IT’S LIKE BEING YOU, HUH!?” Cer was ecstatic with her newfound power. The 25-meter range of her Ultracharged Field had extended to a mindboggling 150 meters.

“Spread yourselves out! Don’t overlap!” Res exclaimed, taking the reins over Frost’s command whilst she focused solely on devouring the train. Their formation was like an arrowhead, and the zone of annihilation caused Frost to clench her teeth between each bite.

“Get a load of the ground!” Ber shouted, scraping her claws along as she dug up crimson, bleeding stones. “It’s just like the ones from the Derma Layer! Wait – The blood’s all getting eaten up by the ground!”

Countless were left screaming, clutching onto their hearts in the distance as the False Heart quivered. Its deep thumps cause extreme mental anguish along the ranks of the Scarlet Fodder as they desperately latched onto themselves, screaming at the top of their lungs in a horrid cacophony.

“LET ME FIND MY REAL SELF!”

“I CAN’T KEEP FIGHTING MYSELF OVER AND OVER AGAIN!”

“AM I THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!?”

“HOW CAN WE GO AGAINST THEM WE CAN JUST BE REPLACED WITH A MORE OBEDIENT VERSION OF OURSELVES!?”

“Hatred ripples across what’s left of our bodies. Someone tell me – what is the soul!?”

“Why am I being recreated!?”

“AAAAAAAH AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

“MAKE IT STOP AAAGH –!”

Aspirating Aspirations and the effects of the False Heart caused them to drown in their futile aspirations. None reacted to the awful sounds aside from Frost, who desperately wished she could shut out her ears. But she couldn’t bring herself to. A ravenous hunger overcame her as her eyes remained perpetually peeled, blood dying her irises red and hiding the golden glow underneath.

They’re willing to fight for hearts that don’t belong to them.

Frost mentally monologued, her invisible eyes witnessing the carnage beyond. The Aspirators, which were the giant, hopping hearts burst from those that drowned in their aspirations, all the while their bodies reanimated, becoming the Suppressed who became walking amplifiers of Frost’s heart.

Though they did not speak, she could sense exactly what was being conveyed.

Surrender. Walk to our side. Please don’t continue in this futile engagement…

Steam began to form along her cheeks. Dried, congealed blood fell instead of tears as she cried from within her dark chimney of cold flesh.

“Why do you all fight for something you despise? This is an opportunity to strike back with us. So why isn’t there a single person with us? Why are we the only ones fighting against them? At this point… aren’t we fighting for them?”

The underlaying issue of Scarlet Logic’s personnel, after receiving confession after confession, was their entrenched fear of losing themselves. Of dying a miserable death. Of being forgotten for not who they were, but what they were. The replications were a curse that inspired wrath through the manipulation of their identity.

But even so, they fought. The Scarlet Fodder fought. Whilst many fell into deep woes, there was still an innumerable number of them that genuinely adored the thrill of battle. The shower of blood. But more than anything…

“Nothing has changed. This is all we know. So why are we being punished!?” One cried, unfazed by Aspirating Aspirations, for they truly did not comprehend anything beyond war.

Insectids knew nothing outside of conflict. Such was their existence in Gnawer. It became clear that a majority of their collected personnel were from Gnawer, so she had to wonder just where were the others they had collected.

Dread suddenly overcame her as they pushed even deeper.

[Beaten Desires] dropped many to their knees.

[Unwilling Unity] conjoined them into abominations each sharing a singular heart; a parody of their reality. Those hearts were unbelonging to them, and Frost felt every collective heartbeat desperately fight against the one that beat underneath the City of Spades.

“An Atelier shouldn’t be so weak. But then again, we’re like a band of what, 18 Moons, 6 Beholders, 6 Exalted, and a fucking Archetype!” Ber counted each number on her fingers, bewildered by their overwhelming might.

“But something’s wrong! It’s under defended.” Res admitted. “All the Midnight Teams should’ve been sent out by now. If Scarlet Logic was just a mass of Fodder and Defenders, then who in their right mind would listen to whatever bullshit threat or excuse they come up with! Urgh! Excuses…” Res fell into a similar, grueling mindset like Frost, wondering how something like this went entirely unchecked.

Even looking at the City of Spades should have roused some suspicion considering there was nearly nothing in this so-called city. It was a false city, replaced by an infestation of Insectids. A rot that ate away at everything, with a smoke screen that enshrouded it from prying eyes. The utopia that was the City of Diamonds only further entrenched Frost’s trust with Carpalis, who lovingly took in even those unaffiliated with her Atelier.

Ironically, the one Beholder she entrusted the most was the one that chose to avoid the Nexus. Aside from Jury, of course.


 

Our One-Way Trip to Heaven (Hell) | HP : 760,000


“There was no peace anywhere. But everyone wanted a piece of that wish promised by the collectors of severed hands.”


 

“No matter how many hands I collected. How many fingers I severed for the Star disguised as a wolf in sheep’s clothing, he personally condemned me realizing the contents of my wish.”


 

“No one listened to us. Jesters, Jesters, Jesters…” Res lamented, her pupils emitting a vibrant glow. Those who were caught in the focus of her sight were immediately reduced to ashes by an invisible current. “IT’S LIKE THEY KNEW ALL ALONG AND JUST LET IT ROT! I can’t… I can’t believe it. What excuse do they have for this!? There’s a Heart underneath the City! Jesters for never joining them. How can you so blatantly spit on the face of someone who saw right through you!?”

The towering spires beyond were not spared, and her very vision carved into its exterior, revealing a honeycomb-like interior.

Her anguish was justified, and Frost wholeheartedly agreed.

There was no excuse for such an oversight. A Heart certainly existed here, and the lands were tainted by it. Something sinister was allowed to take root within the very place that was supposed to protect the Nexus.

With her emotions rising further, black clouds began to form along the battlefield. They were like a reflection of Frost’s clouded state of mind. The ever-increasing quivers of the unknown heart confronted hers, stirring all manners of hatred as she bemoaned for the twisted meaning of ‘Civilization’.

How could they have let people exist like this? Not the criminals. At this point she could care less for those deserving of this fate. But what about the innocent lives? Those forced to do wrongs. Ignorance was no defense, but was that truly fair for those who knew nothing but to answer those above? Who feared an even crueler punishment?

[Collective Leap].

As the train’s HP rapidly dwindled, and as they passed through a vast, ruined playground before finally setting foot into the inner parts of the City – the Aspirators rose to the skies, clumping into the stars and moon the inhabitants were deprived of.

And then, it all came crashing down. They struck the spires like meteorites, and the dispersed flesh returned to the skies, with some being devoured by the ground. Biomass was the energy of the Impuritas, and the Hearts. This only further confirmed their suspicions as they set their sights towards a central spire so large that it induced vertigo into Frost unexpectedly.

It was like looking up at the Nexus. No building on Earth compared to its size, and red electricity ran throughout it, bouncing onto the surrounding spires like a supersized version of the triplet’s Charged Blood Tether Ability. It created a wall of chain-link lightning, rising as far up into the distant haze.

The inner section was, in Jury’s words:

“A giant red forest. I’m starting to hate forests.” She growled, impassioned all of a sudden as she called out for Frost. “I’m – I’m going to use Retrocausality! This place – It shouldn’t exist! It shouldn’t be allowed to stand!”

“You have 2 million Nex on you, right!?” Cer exclaimed.

“Enough for two strikes!” Jury said, redirecting herself to the train where Frost remained awfully silent. “Frost? Frost!?”

“Well save the second one – Just in case!” Ber suggested. “… Frost – Don’t let those emotions get the better of you. You should be the last person who gets caught up by them!”

Jury, rushing into the chute of flesh, dropped down to find Frost feeding off the impervious meat, steam gushing from her cheeks. With her DEF, approaching Frost was easy. But the air was heavy with torment as she knelt there, surrounded by the Concealed Guilt.


Our One-Way Trip to Heaven (Hell) | HP : 230,000


“We wished to become one. I was still locked away in my ivory towers, using the blood of the fallen to begin writing the contents of our wishes. But for this strength, I firstly needed to become one of them – they who exist with the Pages.”


 

“Was it wrong for wishing to be together? I await the day he falls as a Star. To mark the first step of our wish. Maybe then he will grant it to us. I must confront him when he falls. Towards the end of the carnage, I left to see the beautiful homes of the innocent I had crushed in our City of Spades. I miss the simplicity of that City.”


 

“Frost! Are you ok!?” She embraced Frost from behind, uncaring of the flames that made the air unbreathable.

Frost finally blinked. The ticking brought her back, and she immediately held onto Jury’s hands like a frightened child.

“… The City of Spades wasn’t always like this, huh.” Frost spoke to herself. “… Jury. Thank you. I’m ok. Let me eat. Let me finish this. Let me… just burn this place down so no one needs to suffer here anymore. It’s all gone to hell. What can we save here, Jury?”

Her words were dangerous, but Jury never let her free until Frost’s heartbeats began to soften.

“… everything beyond this place. You’re right. It must be removed. It’s a rot in the Nex Megalopolis. The Nexus as well. Have you calmed down? I’m sorry that I can’t do anything more. Your flames have gotten hotter… But I’ll keep holding on for as long as you want.” Jury’s voice was the only thing that could ever bring her back, and for that she thanked her lover from the bottom of her heart.

Frost didn’t want to be selfish. And so, she assured Jury that her mental state hadn’t changed. She was not on the verge of breaking or becoming a Corrupted. This process had occurred numerous times. It wasn’t going to take a drastic turn all of a sudden.

“Mm. Yeah. We get rid of Scarlet Logic, take the Piece of the Fallen Star, and it’ll be over. 7 more days… and it’ll all be over.” Frost repeated this to convince herself as a small, lovable smile formed on her face. “Retrocausality, right? Do it. This won’t take any longer than a few minutes… And Jury.”

Frost called her name before she could finally leave. She stood there, turning back to a Frost who solemnly stared at her with a face brimming with hope.

“I’m counting on you to bring me back in case anything happens.”

Jury shone a smile to light up Frost’s darkness.

“I will. All of us will. Please hold on until this is over. Even I’m getting poisoned by it. Cer and the others are strong, hm. They’ve seen worser things. I really… really hope we can stop people from seeing them in the future.” Jury reapproached Frost, clasped her face and deeply kissed her. “No one’s going to leave you if you ever end up inside of a Black Forest!”

“Ha… Haha. Yeah. I figured as much. Go get them, Jury!”


* * *


Suddenly, a blinding light enveloped the entirety of the City of Spades. Pale orbs appeared in the skies one by one as the very fabric of space was torn apart. They fell like snow, appearing like white versions of Frost’s one thousand eyes. Each orb radiated an unnatural sound, half like a scream, and another like a holy hymn.

The battlefield froze in that instant as all gaze up to the falling snow. One reached out for it, and once it made contact with them, their body began to melt away from the hand down. They severed their hand, but the effects still advanced until only their armor was left.


|| RETROCAUALITY – ANGEL’S TOUCH |||

 

< ATT: 1,200,000 >

< MAG ATT: 3,200,000 >


 

< Call in a predetermined shower of hungry Angels >

< Use with discretion. Do you remember the sight, me? When the pale rocks fell from the skies and forever changed our world? >

            

    
        250. Act Four

    
    
    
    
                Retrocausality implied that the attack was delivered from the future. A future Jury spoke to the present one through the flavor text. None of it ever made sense to her. Why these white orbs were named Angels. Why they were hungry. And what the meaning of the pale rock was.

The only pale rock they knew of was the Nexus. All manners of questions arose suddenly with no answers in sight. But right now, they couldn’t afford to lose track of the situation at hand.

Only the clothes of countless thousands were left behind, as though they were spirited away by the snow. The dissolution caused countless to stare at the snow, and the crack in reality where an unlit sky resided on the other side.

A sight no different from the Black Forest spilled from the pale particles. When there was no more Scarlet Logic flesh to touch within its vast coverage. It sept into the ground, swallowed like a droplet of water before they began to bleed the crimson rocks underneath, creating a shallow sea of blood.

The train’s wheels shattered, screeching as its sheer mass carried over its momentum, bleeding the earth as they passed crashing spires. The world never ceased moving. It ended all around them, while the Scarlet Logic forces could no longer approach, half murdered by Frost’s heart, and the other made a victim of the snow.

It miraculously had zero effect on them. Frost reached out to touch one and was surprised to feel a warm yet cold sensation course through her, welling first in the palm of her hand, and then ending in her stomach.

This light was unfamiliar to Frost and Jury. But the triplets and Ignis stared up in awe as they returned to the dying train. The snow began to dwindle as the rift sealed itself up. It lasted for only several minutes, but it was more than enough to stave Scarlet Logic away.

Their priority now lay with the Suppressed and Aspirators, who continued to wave Frost’s heart like a banner along the front lines.

“Angel’s hair?” Ignis knew of the phenomenon but had never actually seen it herself.

“Do you mean the shavings of the Nexus?” Frost wondered, having recalled Nav mentioning that some believed Angel’s hair to originate from the Nexus.

“The Angel’s hair from the Nexus doesn’t kill things. Not that we even know if it comes from the Nexus in the first place. We’ve seen fields full of them in Spiritas. Magicalis thrive in those areas and all kinds of whacky trees you won’t find anywhere else.”

“It might have a literal meaning here. It’s right in front of us.” Res said, nodding towards Jury. “Angel’s hair. Jury’s hair. But I don’t recall your hair being able to eat things.”

“I’d love to make a joke about being eaten right now.” Cer resisted with all her strength.

“But the name was ‘Angel’s Touch’. I’m not that much of a glutton, am I?” Jury genuinely asked with a lightheartedness that summoned smiles all around her. “I wonder if maybe that’s a reference to the future me. Retrocausality implies that much.”

“Who knows. Let’s just be glad Scarlet Logic’s being pushed back. All these spires don’t house whatever’s replicating them. They look just like beehives from the inside.” Ber stated, pointing out the gutted spires along the way.

The train never seemed to lose momentum, thrusting them straight towards the great central spire.

“… all those bodies…” Frost noticed a mass of individuals wearing neither the Scarlet Logic uniforms, or holding weapons. Rather, she saw people dressed in rural wear much like those of the slaves of Grandis. “Children. Wait. Are those people brought in for Atelier Acquisition?”

“Teddy bears. Pencils. Books. You’re right. I guess they keep them close to the base of the spires. Turn back the clock, and we could’ve been stuffed in there, rotting away.” Cer answered, her voice deadpan but her eyes brimming with pity. “You said it yourself before, Frost. Ateliers are result orientated people. Processes don’t matter, so you end up with procedures that break people. Tch. Wouldn’t be surprised if they were designed to be like that. To separate the strong from the weak.”

Frost couldn’t utter a word. She could only stare at the pool of blood that was swallowed by the ground as Jury’s snow subsided. The rift above sealed itself off, leaving a world equally as dark as the one the snow whence came.

Chunks of meat continued to flatten the City of Spades as they approached the colossal spire, the train unexpectedly jolting forward as its speed rapidly climbed. They all latched on, reaching a breakneck pace that surpassed their 200 AGI.

“ANOTHER ACT!?” Ber shouted, stabbing her arm into the cervices between the metal plates.

“ABSOLUTELY!” Jury responded, wrapping a tail around Frost’s waist, instinctively wishing to protect her, considering she was the weakest currently in terms of raw stats. “Can you hold on, Frost!?”

“Tch – Ngh – Urgh –! Shit – It’s so fucking fast!” She struggled. No matter where she grabbed, she could not latch on for the life of her. She had attempted to slip into the cavity she carved with her teeth, but slipped past, saved only by Jury. “Hold on! Jury! Crush me if you have to!”

“You know I’m not going to do that! Don’t suggest something so – Agh – CRUEL!” Jury shouted, angered to hear such a proposal as she wrapped a loop between Frost’s legs, firmly securing her.

The speed of the train had undoubtedly reached well over 400 AGI, but they could not check to see for themselves. It was still in an interlude between an Act, meaning there was nothing they could do to stop it until it entered the fourth Act.


“When I joined the Librarians, I realized that I had died on that day, and abandoned my sister. I was the last person she had, but I prioritized my love. For this wish to be granted.”


 

“The Star needed to be reached before it could be dragged down. With the wheels of vengeance in motion, it was only a matter of time before he would fall. All this violence. All this misery. All these murders will pin him as a disgrace.”


 

“… He’s talking about Raoul, isn’t he?” Frost uttered as the train began to rumble.

“Don’t forget Raoul killed more people than we can count. If this is true, then this person only fanned the flames!” Res adamantly claimed. “Look how many enemies he’s made! And we were the ones who suffered because of it!”

“Raoul’s miserable. From this to that. That to this. Star to Wayfarer. Wayfarer to Galia’s guard dog! There’s nothing he was able to do right!” Cer lamented, and in spite of her frustrations, it was harrowing to hear just how far-reaching Raoul’s actions in the past were.

They had finally caught up, but the anguish of his victims was weaponized against the triplets who did nothing wrong.

“Where was he when we just wanted someone familiar to be beside us?” Ber was not as furious. She was simply sad, even if she no longer remembered his scent, nor his warmth. “The train – the train – It’s – CHANGING!”

The train was reduced to nothing but golden particles, leaving them to skid along the ground as they gave chase towards the remainder of the train. It gradually grew into a giant hand, sprouting from the tiny section of the train like the sprout of a seed. Multiple hands then reached out, hauling the central seed as it desperately dashed towards the great spire with inconceivable speed.


< ACT IV >


 





	 
	 
	
To Reach a Star
Librarians


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< The finale now in sight, we must clasp onto the Star who grants the promised wishes >
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“Through this ‘death’, perhaps it would be possible to escape from it all. To make our love acceptable, even if we had to dabble in the deep end. What was left of my family, who attended my false funeral, was made into the Pages. And on them, I wrote down my only wish.”


“In order to amend these wrongs and to remain together, we must reach that Star! Even if it means clasping just a piece of them!”

            

    
        251. The Voice of a Common Flame

    
    
    
    
                Reaching it now was impossible. Its speed was inconceivable. But as they tumbled and rolled, Frost took rein of the situation and ordered Nav to manifest the Iron Candle. If there was anything that was going to give them an edge, however small it was, it would be this.

“Jury! Do you know if Retrocausality has a range limit!?” Frost asked as wax wings sprouted from her left arm, her heat suddenly intensifying to the point where Jury winced, her tail trembling at the mere touch.

But she refused to let go. The others on the other hand could not get anywhere near Frost as her flames reached a new level of heat.

“This is too far! We need to get closer!” She screamed. “Get to the False Heart! Frost – We’re counting on you now!”

As ordered, the others rushed to the False Heart; the only thing that wasn’t set alight. Frost had specifically manifested the Iron Candle for two reasons. The first was Fuel Are Memories.


PASSIVE: Fuel Are Memories

< They all perish with the heat as our candles dwindle, and our eyes masked by its elusive haze >

< Emotions heighten in tandem with self-inflicted Burn stacks. The higher your Burn stacks, the higher your emotional state becomes. Iron Candle becomes stronger at higher emotional state >


And the second was Final Onrush.


 

ACTIVE: Final Onrush

< My wrath. My vow to protect. Spearheading my heart into the unfairness of the world to show my strength >

< Your AGI incrementally increases the longer you run in a single cardinal direction. You may lock an enemy into your grasp. The longer they are pinned, the more damage the final explosion will deal. Up to a maximum of 5x your ATT damage >


The former was to further increase her emotional state, which had an immediate effect. It felt like she had taken a shot of adrenaline straight into the heart as her body roared with flames.

The second was for the speed. Whilst her AGI was only 90, the stretch before them was vast enough where she was confident in its power. And besides – it was not like they had any other choice.

With the False Heart dealing with Scarlet Logic directly, they had their sights set onto the Masterpiece. And as she assumed a runner’s stance, however crude it was, she gave one warning just seconds before she dashed onwards.

“HOLD ON TIGHT!”

A blazing afterimage followed. The world went by like a blur, her Touch of Golds fluttering behind her like an extension of her hair. Scarlet Logic may as well no longer exist in the Nex Megaloplis, for the City of Spades suddenly caught alight. The fallen spires spontaneously combusted moments after she passed, the ground sizzling as the stench of burning meat filled her lungs.


AGI : 120


Frost averted her gaze from the deceased Collected individuals. In her mind she never truly understood the intricacies of a war waged against Scarlet Logic. She thought it would be as simple as her side verses theirs. But she was naïve. Whilst she expected innocent people to become tangled up, she did not expect that even the opposition would be plagued with victims.


AGI : 170


Frost fell into a valley of questionable morality as her eyes brimmed with a heat she could not fathom. The sadness wrenched her heart as she had come to understand the might of strength, and the weakness of language. Violence replaced the voice. The sword replaced the pen. The battlefield replaced the pages, and blood spilled rather than ink.

What agonized her the most was that it was never those responsible who bled. The Beholders remained in the Nexus and allowed this to unfold. For this corpse flower to bloom and finally release its stench, attracting all manners of depravity like flies.


AGI : 200


Her AGI was rapidly rising. But it all occurred in the span of several minutes, which passed like hours in her mind. Everything moved in slow motion. Walls of fire surrounded them as she wondered how things would be after this all subsided. How the people who lived through her wrath would move on.

Then, she heard a voice. It did not come from the others. The flames drowned all.

“The egg is the world.”

A ticking accompanied it. All she could do was listen to those words which strangely sparked deep resentment within her. And in that moment, the flames that had risen to her shoulders now engulfed her legs and lower torso.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Fourth State >

 

< The Fourth State Has Manifested as Wrath >


 

< All Corrupted Zones lower than Apocalypse-class are overruled by the Amalgam’s Corrupted Zone >


 

< Any possessed Corrupted with the matching Affinity may have their skillset and abilities manifested as a Corrupted Zone >


 

< Iron Candle’s Corrupted Zone Has Manifested >


 

Frost had become fire itself. Suddenly, the city skies turned red. The grey fog disappeared, revealing the untouched world beyond, and the true scale of the spire. Frost’s wrath, caused by the wrongings of civilization, had caused her mind to block out all as she focused on one thing, and one thing only.

Destroy that Masterpiece, and then the Heart of this damned City.

Ignis was left speechless as she felt the ever familiar flames wash over her, singing her hair as a permanent red haze filled the world. Spires in the distance combusted. Flames were all that manifested in Frost’s Corrupted Zone; an inferno that reduced all to ashes.


< CONDTION: Everything within a 5km radius will be set alight. Inflict 300 Burn stacks onto all enemies within 1km. Those that perish in the flames will become Common Flames >


< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Allow the Iron Candle to die off >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Collapse the wick that holds the common fire >


 

< “In us all resides a flame. Even those as weak as I hold the key to such a strength.” >


This voice belonged to Calfasio. Frost couldn’t begin to bring herself to speak. Her wrath pushed her until her AGI hit 300. The highspeed winds only bellowed her flames, as those that perished to the flames became embers, who rolled and bounced around, seeking to set whatever they could alight.

It was utter chaos.

Calfasio’s voice was as panicked as she remembered. But in it resided a similar conviction to when he had become Corrupted. Ignis seemed to sense his voice. Or more specifically, Nav was relaying them to her. Ignis became wide eyed, her mouth opening but no words ever came out.

Until she uttered:

“Do you still remember me, papa?”

Calfasio did not respond.

“Do you remember Ignis?” Nav suddenly asked.

Still no response.

Frost, as they finally neared the crawling To Reach a Star, shouted out at the top of her lungs.

“DON’T YOU DARE FORGET YOUR OWN DAUGHTER!” Her rage was reflected by the way the flames moved in the city, dancing like a blade of grass in the wind. “DON’T FORGET WHO YOU SACRIFICED EVERYTHING FOR! DON’T FORGET THE LITTLE GIRL YOU TRIED TO PROTECT! DON’T YOU DARE STAY SILENT WHEN SHE’S TALKING TO YOU CALFASIO!”

The miracle of speaking with the collected Corrupted occurred only when they were manifested at this particular point of the Will of the Amalgam. After all this time, and after everything that had gone through her ears, Frost answered Ignis’ woes as though they were her own.

Ignis clutched at her chest, her size shrinking slightly. She wanted to make herself appear like her old self as if her father could see her. But there was no need.


 

< “… How do you think I myself feel in a world without my dear Ignis?” >


 

< “She was the flame to my wick. Ignis was my world. But I have already accepted this fate. This wrath. This flame of commonality that we all possess. Dear Ignis. I hope you are doing well. My memories are fleeting. But I still remember that voice.” >


 

Ignis’ eyes widened. Tears dried up by her cheeks as they struggled to fall due to the heat. In only mere moments they’d reach the central spire and the Masterpiece. Ignis had silently suffered herself. Seeing all this bloodshed brought back unwanted memories. But hearing her father’s voice again, even if it was in the form of Nav’s cold, monotone voice, rekindled the flame of vengeance in her heart as she wept in Jury’s arms, happy to at least have this level of closure.

Or if anything… it gave her hope that there was perhaps a chance to fix this. To see him again. But it didn’t change what she strove to do.

To strike back at Scarlet Logic and the Crimson Hunger.

Finally, they reached the base of the spire, and they were greeted by two flanking, bunker-like doors at its footsteps. They were connected to nothing and were merely doors in the middle of nowhere. But what made them so special were the chains that had wrapped them shut.

These doors were the same ones used to traverse from City to City using a rail line. The rails here were buried beneath concrete and flesh, with the trains nowhere to be found. This presumed train station was as barren as the desolate lands of S4.

Now, latching onto the colossal beast of hands, Frost slammed it into the great spire, and they began a mad dash towards the top, tearing it apart piece by piece.


< Entering the Central Apiary for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the Central Apiary >

            

    
        252. An Approaching End

    
    
    
    
                The finite scale of the tower could only mean one thing.

The end was upon them. It was all within reach now. The Masterpiece took a considerable blow from Frost’s attack as she clutched onto it, skewering its many hands with her Touch of Golds to keep herself in place. 25 wrapped it like a yarn of barbed wire, and the other half burrowed into the thick walls of the Central Apiary, like maggots into the skin of a rotting apple.

It managed to bring its speed down by half as the spire was peeled and gouged, its fibrous innards spilling as personnel within burst from its many wounds. Frankenstein-like abominations of insects parts crawled out, taking the form of multiple beings melded into one.

She fondly remembered Carpalis’ depiction of the reconstructed elephant statue. How each piece that made it an ‘elephant’ was rearranged in a manner that made it nothing more than an affront to life.






	 
	
Terminated Remnant


< Untethered >


	 



	
LEVEL : X


	 
	ORIGIN : (A mash of many races)









The stats varied wildly, but they were for certain stronger than the Their Bodies. Their sizes ranged from tiny to as large as multiple grown men sewn together. And following them were putrid, puss-filled wolves, with festering masses and additional limbs hanging from them. They were like giant meatballs with legs and teeth, with no eyes as they scratched at whatever sound was made.






	 
	 
	
Scarlet Abomination


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Untethered Beast >
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The condensed cries and howls of countless emerged from the many conjoined mouths along each of these beings as they thrashed at everything that stood in their path, giving chase as they latched onto the fibrous walls of the spire.

Their screeches were indecipherable. But Frost understood one thing as she glanced back, watching the others take care of them.

They were the result of being untethered from the replication technology. However, what confused her was how they managed to conjoin, let alone be kept in such a state if untethering them meant permanent death.

All biological functions ceased to exist. They lived on a timer. Those that failed to keep up died shortly after, plummeting without resistance. In those moments she saw sorrow in their many attached faces, the wrath swallowed away, waiting to remerge when they replicated.

She never dug deep enough to understand. But she was certain that they were not truly untethered, unless there was a way to keep them alive for more than several minutes.

Whatever the case was, her answers laid deep beneath them as she battered the Masterpiece, which clambered along the walls in a spider-like sprint.

“Vacated. Are you seeing what’s inside!? Jury! Take a good look at what an Atelier shouldn’t look like! It’s like the inside of a rotting apricot!” Cer exclaimed, commenting on the innards of the Spire which were unremarkably filled with honeycomb-shaped rooms, each oozing with gelatinous blood; thick in the consistency of honey.

“Don’t coach her when we don’t know a sliver of whatever’s going on!” Res exclaimed.

The others continued to latch onto the False Heart, which was dragged alongside them. From a distance, the colossal heart was no more than a speck of dust compared to the monolithic spire.

Words alone could not describe it. As Frost chewed into the meat of the beast, clutching onto it like a tick as electrical magic bombarded it, she noticed that the curvature of the structure appeared flat.

That was how large it was.

Suddenly, the beast took a plunge into the spire, bringing them deep into its confines as they crashed though countless brittle walls. It bled and cracked like brittle bark. Each chamber, which was no larger than a small prison cell contained a bed and personal belongings; evidence that these things were ‘rooms’.

“… These honeycombs. When you look at them from here, don’t they look just like the rooms of regular Insectid!? From Gnawer!? And they put regular people in there!?” Cer pointed almost immediately as they barreled straight towards the hollow center. “S-Shit! HOLD ON!”

The beast fell a hundred meters beneath, clawing at the walls before it resumed its climb towards the summit. The False Heart smashed against the walls like a wrecking ball as the Scarlet Logic Abominations and Terminated Remnants threw themselves into the vast chute they found themselves in.

“It’s home for Insectids. But a prison for us! Marduk isn’t an Insectid at all! So why is it all… so close to it!?” Ber proclaimed.

“You think he maybe mutated into one carrying around that tech!?” Cer shouted.

“Mutated…” Res sorrowfully uttered, despaired by the sight of people unwillingly having their bodies molded haphazardly like clay.

“I’d be more shocked if he wasn’t an Insectid!” Res suddenly shouted. “Jury! When – WHEN YOU MAKE YOUR ATELIER, DON’T YOU DARE TREAT PEOPLE LIKE THEY’RE MATERIALS! DO YOU HEAR ME!?”

“I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if it came to that. And I don’t want to disappoint Frost! I hate that this exists! I hate that my Black Forest wasn’t the only one! Misery plagues everything!” Jury prepared herself to use Retrocausality, but only held off since they were already close to defeating it.

But if there was another Act, then she’d use it immediately.


To Reach a Star | HP: 4,230,500


“Joining the Librarians was when I drank the metaphorical poison. I was declared dead that day, my death blamed on my sorrowful sister who could do no harm. Her healing touch could no longer bring life to pages that now defined me.”


 

Strangely enough, it was only the Bride who spoke, as if this Act belonged to her. They climbed, fighting with unmatched fervor as Frost’s flames set the spire alight. Underneath them throbbed an indescribable existence, one that seemingly beaconed them to come. But no one could afford to separate from one another. They did not want to risk another Corruption event, or to be caught off guard and alone.

The Masterpiece filled Frost’s mind as Calfasio spoke again.


< “A flame brims within all of us. I cannot understand what you are fighting. But understand the heat that bursts from the wick that seeks strength.” >


 

Ignis stopped fighting whenever he spoke, patiently listening with swollen eyes, like she was listening to the old tape recordings of a long lost family member.


< “I too was set alight for the strength I never had. This common flame dwells, waiting for a chance to set one’s wick on fire.” >


 

Calfasio, now essentially a sapient Corrupted, spoke differently from how Frost remembered. It hurt Ignis more than anyone could begin to realize, but within she could still sense her father’s manner of speech. Jury wrapped her with her tail motherly.


 

< “Do you believe people are like wicks? Waiting to be set alight?” >


 

This question managed to reach Frost somehow. Because she understood what he truly meant by the wick and the flames. She swallowed a mouthful of flames deeply, as if to quell her rage just enough to respond between bites of harrowing flesh.

But it was not her who spoke.

It was Ignis.

“… People can become Corrupted at any time. But we shouldn’t call that… we can’t call it being set alight! Because it’s worse than that! It’s being consumed and having no way out! It’s like… It’s like…” Ignis was troubled by her father’s analogy, and Ber rightfully snapped.

“LIKE BEING STUCK INSIDE OF A SHELL! A prison with no way to scream or shout! Granted you don’t know you’re suffering until you make it out, but it’s after when you realize that it’s no different to being a slave to your own emotions!”

Her emotions heightened into the Third State, allowing her to manifest [Transpired Instincts] on top of the already manifested [I Wanna Be a Swan], and [Futile Galvanism]; which caused her singed apparel to be replaced with a beautiful, black dress made from feathers.

“It’s a parody of what we are! A fragment of who we really are curdling until it eats everything and becomes us! A flame… will just leave nothing behind. And I’d rather a flame took me than become a Corrupted again! People… if people really were wicks, then I would’ve been set alight RIGHT FROM THE VERY START!”

Ber, against the odds of Frost’s flame, climbed the umbilical cord that connected Frost with the False Heart, and latched onto the Masterpiece with flawless movement. She took the fight into her hands and began to shred the scattering entity like a parasite burrowing for blood.

It was utter carnage.

The climb never ceased to end, the light at the very top appearing like a star.

Frost was enraptured by it as she carved hand after hand from the beast. Her wrathful prowess was accompanied by silence. Normally she’d shout. Scream. Thrash but she had already done those.

And nothing had changed.

            

    
        253. Reaching For a Piece of a Fallen Star

    
    
    
    
                The scenery was always the same.

Perhaps like the flames that arose from the chute, her emotions were quickly blowing up from the recesses of her gut into her throat. But even so, she remained entirely silent, drowning in the bloodshed like a possessed maniac.

“The amount of Nex you are producing is unbelievable, but something still continues to siphon it away. Something beyond our scope or reach. This occurred when we were in the presence of the Seed if I recall. But the effect has become profound now.” Nav suddenly warned, but it fell onto deaf ears.


To Reach a Star | HP: 2,450,000


“Brought into the ruins of Midas Company, I laid waiting for my beloved to return. The bitter cold of the North could no longer harm this body. My wish… was ever clear. So long as he could claim that Star…”


 

However many hands it once had were reduced to less than 20. It would not be long before they reached the top now. The Scarlet Logic forces no longer appeared towards the top, but even so, they still repeated the endless cycle of falling to their deaths to that ominous, pulsating darkness underneath.

“Almost – THERE!” Ber diced the beast apart, its HP dwindling so fast that it would not even be a minute before it perished.

“Jury! You have Retrocausality ready in case it hits another one of those transformations!?” Cer reminded Jury, receiving a firm nod.

“I have one and a half million Nex!” Jury was more than ready to wage her true power once more.

Bite after bite, torn page after page, a guttural sensation began to worm its way into Frost’s chest. [I Am Fire] had a pronounced effect on her emotions as she accumulated more and more Burn and Cinder stacks from merely existing. The agony was thankfully combatted by Pain Killer, and she could not begin to imagine what it would have felt like without it.


To Reach a Star | HP: 1,200,000


“… Then our wishes would come true. I wanted us to become inseparable. Despite the division of our race, I wanted to be with him. I sacrificed everything. If it all gets taken away… then what do I continue to live for?”


 

Frost severed every hand she could, sawing away at them with fury as her voice returned all at once. She began screaming rabidly to match her soul’s plight. All she wanted to do was finish this. To end Scarlet Logic, the Masterpiece, and the Heart…

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

“… it’s all going to be over. It’s all going to be fine. The Masterpiece isn’t going anywhere. What can they do without it?” Frost mentally repeated similar words of comfort in an oddly calm manner, contrast to her physical scream that would have caused an ordinary person’s throat to tear.


 

To Reach a Star | HP: 600,000


“So then, I recited my wish as I looked upon the Prince who, to my surprise, was no longer an enemy.”


 

To Reach a Star | HP: 200,000


“And I spoke from the heart.”


 

They were seconds away from reaching the end. With one lunge, the beast thrust itself into the clear skies with what remained of its hands. Suddenly, those hands reached for a light that blinded them all.

“What –!?”

“T-The sun!?”

“Tch –!?”

“Ouch…”

“What is happening now!?”

The triplets, Ignis and Jury reacted respectively, all the while Frost’s eyes adapted almost immediately as the final hand was severed clean off. It soared through the skies, reaching for that light which glowed like a falling star above the vast city scape in the distant.

That was the City of Clubs.

“… is that…?” Frost was at a loss for words, overwhelmed as she instinctively knew what that light was.


“I WISH WE WOULD FOREVER BE TOGETHER!”


 

To Reach a Star | HP: 0


Suddenly, the light exploded, and rays of light showered upon the City of Clubs, dispersing this mystical power as Frost’s emotions soared.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< AN ADVENT HAS EMERGED >


 

< THE PIECE OF THE FALLEN STAR >

< The Third Advent >


 

< Wishes will be granted by its whimsical discretion >


 

< I know only so much Frost. But this is a terrible sign… If Scarlet Logic’s main forces are not here, then I believe we must suspect they will march towards the Advent >


 

Frost silently despaired. She already knew what the landscape underneath the fog looked like. To see another one form caused her eyes to tremor, as did the gold in her eyes. The mass reformed beneath before it flew overhead, morphing into a giant, hideous meatball that carried the faces of the Bride and the Groom.


< ACT V >
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< At Tale’s End >
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Frost could only just barely keep her mind intact at the thought of another burning city. But thankfully, in this dire moment, she felt Jury’s hand cup hers midair as Nav delivered good news for the first time… forever.


< Beholder Carpalis has arranged a full mobilization. It had only just come to fruition. Unbeknownst to us, the Director has been sending messages through the Heralds >


 

“… Meaning…?” Frost whispered.


< Meaning Kissaria has allowed for a passage between the City of Diamonds to the City of Hearts through the Chained Theocracy’s Dimensional Seals behind ImpulseWork’s back. Snap says Beholder Carpalis kindly asks that you remove the seal from the City of Spades >


 

Hearing this caused Jury to smile with jubilation.


< She will be with you shortly. I’ve been relaying all events to her all this time >


 

Frost didn’t know how to describe the sensation in her heart. Was it relief? Thanks? Jubilation like Jury? She didn’t know.

All she knew was that it hurt. It made her want to scream. Shout. Burn things. But being in the air meant that she had nothing to take it out on. Slowly, they reached their apex and the newformed Masterpiece plummeted fast into the abyss.

Each of them latched onto the rims, gazing upon the bright world as Jury didn’t waste any time and casted Retrocausality. Surely… it would end thing. After that…


|| RETROCAUSALITY – SMITE ||


 

As the pale megaweapon emerged from a fracture in space, this time pointing downwards into the gaping entrance of the spire, Frost gazed off into the distance, all the while the others scrambled off to the sides.

“… I thought it would be over.” She deeply lamented as Cer cried out at the top of her lungs.

“IT GOT FUCKING BIGGER! GET OFF THE SPIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIRE!”

Indeed. As if to match its target’s ‘barrel’, the barrel of Jury’s weapon was significantly larger. And with a low-pitched whine –

– A holy beam fired from its colossal maw.

            

    
        254. The Arrival of the Golden Hand

    
    
    
    
                The pale beam came down to cleave the world into two. The holy smite banished the impurity that was the Central Apiary, beginning from the top as it carved its way to the bottom, chasing the Masterpiece.

Black remnants of the structure crumbled as only a shell remained, toppling onto neighboring spires as the others threw themselves from its edge. After hurdling a hundred meters, they tore into the closest spire, watching as everything disappeared into the grey smoke underneath. Frost in the meantime was incapable of averting her gaze from the light of the wish-granting Advent.

There was an unearthly aura radiating from it. The light it gave off was unnaturally bright. True to its name, it appeared like a piece of a celestial body, just without its immense heat or gravitational pull…

Or so she thought. Because the longer she consumed its light, the more an overbearing sense of desire took root within her heart. It was not like the yearning of a wish. Rather, it was more in line of wanting to reach that light for a purpose she could not begin to understand. Maybe she just wanted to keep it away from others. Or perhaps to claim it for Nav’s sake.

Whatever it was, the emphatic light had become the beacon for the Impuritas.

The light for the moths.

The sweet nectar for the ants.

The rotting carcass for the maggots.

Frost seemingly fell, her False Heart dragging her down like a ball and chain. She couldn’t bring herself to speak. The others followed, Jury’s grand lance still erasing the Central Apiary. It seemed so simple watching it fall as she did. If all it took was a Beholder’s strength to take down Scarlet Logic then someone carrying enough conviction… no morality could have prevented this.

Soon, she disappeared into the smoke, and was greeted with a world of flames. Walls of fire swept across S4, as various trains could be seen in the distance. It laid waste to everything in its path, leaving nothing but ashes, and morphing the world to its whims by the heat alone.

She was not blind to its devastation. The death it caused. The mystery that will follow.

Frost understood the weight of her choices. The False Heart was the metaphorical representation of it, dragging her down. It was unacceptable, but was there any other way? She did not choose to bear these flames, but in this moment, she knew that it was the only thing that would cleanse the city of the Impuritas and Scarlet Logic. To end all this suffering in this so called ‘Civilization’.

So they fell, riding along the walls with claws, winged blades, tails and whatever they had to control their descent. Once at the desolate roads of the City of Spades, they quickly maneuvered as the final chunks of the Central Apiary collapsed, stirring fog that reached hundreds of meters into the skies – a noxious haze that suffocated what was left of the Scarlet Logic.

“T-That was something else! Hazy, but breathable thanks to our stat uplift. It’s dense enough to be poisonous even to a Moon. This stuff is heavy.” Cer pointed out, swatting the air with a hand and her tail before she set her gaze to the sky where a faint glow pierced through the fog. “That was it, wasn’t it? Right Frost? Frost?”

“The Piece of the Fallen Star revealed itself. Why. How. What. It’s complicated things even more now.” Frost lamented before she briskly set off towards the distant, chained gates. “Tch… and I thought it would be over. That was the City of Clubs. How – JUST HOW many more people are going to be involved in this!?” Her voice was rife with emotion, bursting from within like a near broken dam.

Her voice was so loud that it managed to startle Ignis, who received a swift head pat by the grown Ber to comfort her.

Frost could not afford to waste any time, and the others agreed as they followed closely, rushing through the rubble and debris the size of homes littering the world like a maze. The fighting in the distance never ceased, and the carcass of Ignis’ colossal skeletal beast still hung atop the walls of the city.

The triplets briefly explained that the City of Clubs was home to the common folk of the Nex Megalopolis. People who were neither Adventurers nor particularly powerful. They were as ordinary as one could get, and the majority of them partook in academic schools, and civil roles.

But most importantly, it was where the majority of the healers resided, as well as being the territory belonging to Inflow Direct. Their city was the closest to what could be considered normal.

Away from the golden greed of the City of Diamonds.

The lust and endless aspirations of the City of Hearts.

And the conflicts of the City of Spades.

As Frost rapidly approached the gigantic chains, the Archivist muttered something.

“Um. Hello. D-doesn’t that sound a lot like ‘home’? Normal people like us were swept in the frenzy. It was mayhem. But! I remember you helped! I… I know I’ve been useless, but – You’re not! So… I’m sorry. I don’t know how to make you feel better. I thought I should say something.”

She was a sweet soul, and Frost appreciated her sentiments, almost smiling as she took the chains into both hands, feeling its surprisingly smooth yet cold exterior. They emitted an ominous glow, appearing ethereal as she tried to appraise it. But alas, her Appraise Object level was too low.

And so, she bit into it, speaking:

“I was just naive. The guilt’s there, but I’m not the kind of person to let it drag me around. We have more important things to do right now. Carpalis is coming. I’m thankful that we’re finally getting some help.”

“She’s on her way!” Jury exclaimed. “But only her. She wants to test the waters before anyone gets close.”

“Mm… Snap says they’re getting ready.” Ignis said, albeit somewhat awkwardly due to the presence of her father.

“A Beholder that thinks about her personnel? Isn’t that refreshing to hear?” Ber deeply sighed, folding her arms right beside Cer.

“Yeah. It’s fucking horrible now that we’ve seen it all. Just need to see what’s down there.” Cer was the first to investigate the hole, which burrowed so far underneath that it may as well have breached the Derma Layer. “The heartbeat is still there. Ready to take down one last heart!?” She amped herself up.

The chains shattered, and they were surprisingly immune to Frost’s heat. As if they were built to resist it. Each bite tasted of cold soot; a burnt, bitter taste. The chains finally fell, and she took one end and began to eat it like a giant churro as the others investigated the hole, with Jury waiting patiently by Frost’s side. Ber could be seen sending occasional glances at her, also worried about her state of mind.

They voiced their concerns, but Frost adamantly claimed that nothing was wrong. She was certain that her emotional instability was caused by being in the Fourth State and carrying an insane number of Cinder and Burn stacks.

Finally, once the chains rattled their last, she was greeted with a unique ability.


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Oblivion Lock >

< EFFECT: Expend Nex to create an Oblivion Lock. It will prevent most interactions with the Subcut Layer depending on the amount of Nex used >

< Cost: 5,000 NEX per second >


 

< Or in other words, it will prevent the usage of Dimensional Storage >


 

“… the Subcut…” Frost uttered watching the gates open, revealing nothing but darkness within.

Then, suddenly, she heard the sound of a train’s horn and a pair of vibrant headlights. She stepped clear of the path, shouting for everyone to get out of the way as a windowless train arrived, made of nothing but metal similar to the one found in the Train Graveyard.

But it was far flimsier, made from disposable materials. The metal warped as it arrived, stopping abruptly over the soil that caked the hidden gravitational rails. Its silent halt was jarring, but this was quickly alleviated as the singular cart’s only door rattled open, revealing a certain silver haired woman, dressing in a beautiful black dress, with a giant golden hand gripped around her waist like a belt.

“Hehe… Oh… Hello… Fro… Cinder? Hahaha. Get it? Because you’re on fire?”

The woman – Beholder Carpalis – grinned as she stepped off the train, only for it to abruptly shrivel into a giant ball of scrap. It appeared that temporary trains were used to travel between cities.

Frost was under the impression that only Train Conductors could operate them, but perhaps there was another method. But that didn’t matter to her right now. Because for the first time in a while, Frost finally had someone to lend a hand in their endeavor.

And there couldn’t have been anyone more fitting.

“Shall we begin? I’m caught up in the situation. But Magus hasn’t done it much justice… this scenery is as old as time.” Carpalis was unfazed by it all, but there was a stroke of sadness within her voice.

It was clear that this wasn’t the first time she had seen a city of this scale fall.

It went without saying that there was no greater relief than to have a full-fledged Beholder by their side, and the overjoyed smiles of the others proved this.

“I’m… so fucking glad you’re here. I didn’t expect it, but maybe I should’ve.” Frost slowly spoke, causing Carpalis to hum, her smile creaking widely.

“What matters is that people are in danger. As I’ve told you, Frost. Nothing causes me more grief than the loss of life. I love this city unconditionally. Therefore, I will offer my hand to protect it from beyond my normal jurisdiction of the City of Diamonds.”

Carpalis offered Frost her hand, and she gladly took it.

“There are no treaties for an Atelier that ceases to exist~ Now, let’s relinquish the slurry of souls underneath this City.”

            

    
        255. Into The Nest

    
    
    
    
                Carpalis’ presence was a godsend. It lifted their spirits after the revelation of the Piece of the Fallen Star. She scanned the world with narrow eyes, her black irises unreflective of the burning sorrow both near and afar. Without uttering a word she was able to convey how she felt about the loss of S4. Even if it was the breeding grounds of monsters, it did not change that people were involved in Frost’s wrath.

Standing by the edge she gazed upon Frost as the others could not discern how far the pit went. As they spoke amongst themselves Carpalis reached for Frost’s brimming flames, her smile dampening.

“Can those flames not be quelled?” She simply asked Frost, never judging, but it was clear that Carpalis despised how she handled things.

“No. It’s stuck with me for the foreseeable future. Sorry. Violence ended up being the only answer in the end.” Frost spoke from the heart. “And it’s still not over yet… Did you see the light from your side?”

“It was bright enough to drown the sun.” Carpalis began, grasping onto a handful of flames before she stepped towards the chasm. “Bright enough for all in the Nex Megalopolis to see. I believe it will attract the Impuritas towards the City of Clubs. A hub of commonality. Hehe… of course it would be there. Beholder Jury~ Moons. Little Ignis. Nav. And my friend, Frost – Shall we make haste?”

Carpalis mentioned that she could sense countless souls underneath, tethered to the likely technology of Scarlet Logic. It was their priority to uproot it before they could make their move towards the City of Clubs, which still brought much frustration to Frost.

Still, if Scarlet Logic were to march there then removing the one thing that made them near invincible would fighting them far more manageable. She only hoped Inflow Direct was equipped to deal with them.

Hope was the only thing she could cling onto now. A part of her had grown to despise her flames, but it did not change that it was still the only thing that managed to cleanse the Impuritas and Scarlet Logic away.

Because they were the only ones who tried to in the first place.

But she didn’t blame Carpalis. There was no changing what had already happened. Carpalis being here was more than enough right now. The triplets harped on how they practically paved the way forward when no one else would, subtly jabbing Carpalis who also deeply understood this.

Jury, with her tail, wrapped the three into a bundle and tapped Ignis on the shoulder as she prepared to take the first plunge.

“We’re heading in first! Frost! Let’s go! Beholder Capralis!” Jury cried.

“Carpalis is fine.” Carpalis hummed. “It’s quite deep~”

“Yeah. We’re coming. I need to get my hands on whatever’s replicating them.” Frost affirmed.

“What the big deal Juryyyyyyyyyyyyyyy!?” Cer voice echoed like a harrowing wail within a long tunnel.

“I’m not a kid so you don’t gotta pick me up like thaaaaaaaaaaat!” Ber shouted.

“Just shut up and hold on!” Res scolded.

“Mm… please don’t make any jokes. Not now.” Ignis begged as Carpalis and Frost were left alone, ready to follow.

However, Frost wondered if it was possible for Carpalis to make her way to the City of Clubs ahead of them. Unfortunately that did not seem to be possible.

“I’m not as fast as you think. My AGI barely breaks 90~ I think. Hehe. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a look at the ‘status’.” Carpalis giggled, peering over the edge without a care in the world.

“You don’t even know your own stats?” Frost uttered in confusion.

The Demon lightly nodded, and her feathers immediately rustled.

“Once you reach the heights of a Beholder, or depths depending on how you see it, stats become arbitrary. They’re relevant, but equally redundant. That is not to say we’re made equally. Hehe… I’m particularly weak compared to my peers. As usual.”

Nav did not have an explanation for this. If what she said was true, the Beholders could not see their own stats, aside from perhaps their levels. Frost imagined that they were so excessive that numbers could not adequately place a value on them. She recalled Carpalis’ planetary size in her treasury, then the pathway to Divas Pass that was caused by Infusion S.

A moment of clarity struck Frost as they leapt into the hole, freefalling into its oddly warm darkness. She could not begin to imagine the destruction that would rock the world if two Beholders fought head on.

However, was that enough of an excuse to stop them from trying to make things right?


* * *


“I have regrets for not acting immediately. I had faith that a war could be stopped, but that was just the phantom echoes of the hope I still wholly clasp.”

Carpalis spoke in a whimsical manner, her voice carrying truth from countless years of experiences. And yet she truly believed that there was an alternative solution. Frost quietly listened as they rode the black walls. Through its cracks revealed the same red stone of the Derma Layer, and worse, the Heart beat louder.

It battled Frost’s False Heart, which led them deeper like an anchor into the bottom of the abyss.

“Zelmori was no different. Neither Grandis. Gnawer. The Frozen Springs. Emvita. The deserts east of Dwarhelven. Language had all become a stigma. When the crowned of differing nations arrive in Atlas it will always resort to bloodshed. I find it sad that even I could not lend my hand in full.” Carpalis solemnly monologued, as if imparting words of knowledge to Frost.

She must have understood what was going through Frost’s mind. What was stirring within her heart. Her jokes were minimal, and the others listened on in silence.

“I’m certain you feel the same way. Because there is hypocrisy in your methods.”

“I know. I don’t expect anyone to forgive me either. But I’m not looking for repentance right now. Later… later I’ll do whatever it takes to set things right. But if we don’t do anything then we’re going to lose so much more.” Frost had no choice but to wield the ‘means to an end’ mindset, much to her dismay.

It was a matter of choosing the lesser evil. A moral conundrum that ate at her. Soon, they arrived at a vast, hollow space. Within was a massive brain-like structure made from the same fibrous material of the spires. A maze of countless, wide corridors branched off in each direction.

They felt as though they had fallen into an entirely different world. There was no light aside from the red, false alarms that rung along the distant walls. They were like false stars for this world that did not know the light of day.

They stopped at this level. The hole continued deeper, but it was here where they noticed that they weren’t alone in this bizarre world of red and black. The corridors were built wide to accommodate upwards of a thousand mobilizing at once, and the walls had finger-sized holes suitable for climbing.

It was clear that Scarlet Logic’s base was designed around a nest, or more specifically, a termite mound. This was the ‘nest’ section of the mound, the very core of this Scarlet Logic base.

“Hey! There are people moving in here! Fodders in the north corridor!” Ber pointed out as very few Fodder emerged from passages blended into the walls. They were slaughtered with ease, and Frost stuck her arm into the slit in the walls, finding hidden passages.

They were like blood vessels. Slimy, and the Fodder they killed were already soaked in blood. Remembering the name that was thrown around whenever Scarlet Logic’s technology was mentioned – the ‘Pool’ – Frost wondered if they were freshly replicated personnel.

“Their technology still has to be here, right?” Frost spoke as if trying to convince herself of this.


* * *


Scarlet Logic’s innards were confusing, but Frost’s flames rendered many walls, ceilings and floors like a house of wax as they followed the trail of blood, murdering whatever Scarlet Logic force stood in their way. Even if they tried to convince them to stand down, they’d perish soon after due to the growing heat.

If not, then they’d succumb to Frost’s overwhelming False Heart. They voiced their woes, calling Frost a monster. Some even believed that she was the origin of the Big Red Heart. Naturally, they could barely comprehend her existence; a being who wielded the powers of the Corrupted, and walked like an unwavering, lit wick.

The False Heart rocked like the pendulum of a grandfather clock, crashing through the brittle makeup of this place. The longer they explored, the more Carpalis realized that it appeared to have been abandoned for some time. An Atelier would fight to their last breath, and would be dug in deeply.

But here, there was virtually nothing.

Nothing but the sound of their squelching footsteps, the crackles of Frost’s heat, and the shattering of the nest. Then, there were the whimpers of Ignis who dragged a bony blade along the walls, wishing she could have at least taken down a Moon or a Star to sate her thirst for vengeance.

It was an endless monotonous labyrinth, with the gradient of black becoming more red the closer the seemed to approach the fabled replication technology. Blood ran thicker here as more Scarlet Logic Fodder picked up their arms and fought, even though their fear had reached debilitating levels. They would rather throw themselves to an unstoppable force than to go against the will of Scarlet Logic.

Few hesitated, but it did not last long. They were possessed in Frost’s eyes. They revered this place like it was a holy ground. To the uneducated it perhaps appeared as such. The False Heart clearly had issued with converting them into the Suppressed. Carpalis didn’t bat an eye towards these people as Frost declared them as evil due to the color of their hearts, and the sins read aloud by Jury.

However, as they approached a pair of gigantic, metal doors coated by a membranous substance, they were greeted by a trembling young man and several others who defiantly stood in their path.

But much to Frost’s surprise, the color in their hearts was white.

“Small theft. Jail breaker. Resister… Frost – wait – DON’T TOUCH THEM!” Jury commanded the triplets, who were still coming down from their battle high. They abruptly stopped as Carpalis walked ahead, her presence domineering the small group who struggled to point their arms at her.

“Don’t… Don’t come any closer! You can’t come here! This place is our home!” One shouted.

“We can’t keep failing or it’ll get worse! No one’s here anymore so… just stand back! STAND BACK!”

They were afraid. They seemed young as well compared to other Fodder.

“The Nursery’s prohibited! I don’t know what Atelier sent you, but you’re in direct violation of… of – of…! Gah – Pull yourself together!”

One of them spontaneously began crying, unable to shoulder the weight of their despair as another grumbled, hesitating to comfort her.

“It’s over. We’re going to die. It’s over!”

“Don’t touch her! Are you out of your mind!? Hold them straight! Don’t lend a hand! That’s an order from the Queen!”

“… b-be strong!” One said as the woman groveled, despairing at the sight of the False Heart.

“It’s the Big Red Heart! How are we supposed to beat it!? I don’t wanna have my heart ripped out again! I don’t wanna keep doing this!”

“If you keep complaining then someone’s going to kill you to get a more complacent version of yourself – so shut up and stand up –!”

It happened in an instant. The Faustian Bargain ungripped from her waist, arching over her like the tail of a scorpion. And then, before another word could be uttered, the hand swiped them with unparalleled speed. They merely disappeared without a trace as the Faustian Bargain curled into a closed fist.


|| The Outstretched Hand ||


The scene ended so abruptly that it felt like a dream. The silence left a foul taste in Frost’s mouth. Their confessions confirmed that Cara wasn’t the only one who carried the will to resist.

Carpalis tenderly embraced her enlarged Faustian Bargain, stroking it like a child.

“I shall apologize in person later. Your souls… are safe with me. So hush. Save those tears. Lull away in that comforting silence. When you awaken, much of the misery will be but a piece of history.”

It was unclear what happened to their bodies. But what was certain was that their souls were untethered from the replication technology. Carpalis silently assured them that they were not dead.

“Hehe… it’s a comforting place, this grip of mine. I’m selective when it comes to people I save, but not exactly picky either. Those that truly require help will receive it, even if I run the risk of having this hand bitten again and again.” The Faustian Bargain reattached itself along her waist, and with that said, she led them towards the ominous pair of steel doors.

They were easily more than 10 meters thick but may as well be made of paper mâché to their unstoppable might.

“You’re really noble, you know that?” Jury complimented, causing the Demon to peer over her shoulder with a gentle smile.

“Demons are known for worse. I look forward to what you can do however, Angel.” She hummed, showing them her index finger. “One tail is quite the sight for an Angel. Has anyone told you that the Arbiter carries 6 more tails than you?”

“Mm-mm. No. This is my first time hearing it.” Jury made small talk with her. “Was she the Angel you saw reach the sun? Who had their wings burnt?”

“Oh? Did I mention that? Hmhm~ Not quite. She’s a triple tailed Angel with only one wing. She’s closer to you regarding the number of your tails. Hmm… She lost the other wing flying too close to the sun. A tragic tale. But one that became a tale synonymous with caution and recklessness. An idiom was created that day.” She slipped her hand through the metal, and with one swipe, the left door went flying elsewhere like a giant bullet. “Does the White Wing sound familiar?”

“No. Wait… Frost. Didn’t Batholo mention them?”

Frost nodded. “He did. Along with every other Color.”

“I think you’d get along just fine as Angels. At the very least, your smile isn’t as scary as theirs. Sharp teeth. Hehe… it’s quite scary. Even though I have them myself.”

With that being said, they set forth into the forbidden Nursery of the nest.

And within, they were greeted to a vast sea of blood, which rapidly drained to a place underneath, likely spilling into the hole that further burrowed down to where the Heart continued to beat.

            

    
        256. A Major Technology Gained

    
    
    
    
                A fine, red mist hovered in the air. Crystalized blood grew along the other side of the colossal door. A loud hiss emitted from just above the doors, arriving from a deflating organ that flickered red like a malfunctioning, biological alarm.

They moved swiftly. Between the splashing sounds of their footsteps, and the sizzling of the liquid, there existed a guttural whine in the center of this place. Frost hurriedly scooped the fleeting liquid into her palms, watching it bubble and boil as she tried to analyze it.

It could not be identified.

But this was a good sign.

“Is this blood their technology?” Frost had to ask Carpalis, her Touch of Golds exploring the vast reddish blackness.

They were in what appeared to be the bottom of a vast well, with chutes that connected to other sections of the nest. Soon, as Frost’s flame painted the world with light they realized they were atop one of hundreds of platforms. The one they were on was by far the largest, with the others appearing like floating islands, held up by only a thin rocky spire.

Battlefields best described them. Weaponry littered their surfaces. She recalled how those revived firstly needed to defeat their past selves before they could properly be reinstated. Upon one platform she saw the fresh cadaver of the same slain individuals they had just passed, their blood dripping into the unknown space beneath them.

The sprawl was as endless as the caverns of the Derma Layer. Nav had yet to confirm that they were anywhere else besides the Epiderma.

Now that she thought it about, why was the world named after layers of the skin? What a bizarre naming scheme. Considering all she knew; it may very well be alive, and that still wouldn’t be the strangest thing in this world.

Frost lingered on these meager thoughts to suppress her emotions.

Carpalis then spoke, leading the way into the bloody lake.

“A supplementary component. Much like the Golden Tickets to my Faustian Bargain. You cannot feel it, but I can sense it. Oh Jury. Can you detect it too?”

“Is that what the tingling is?” Jury whispered, perplexed by the strange sensation. “Somehow. It’s like having pins and needles in your belly. Is this what happens when Beholders approach a technology?”

“It’s how we recognize one another, and aspects of each other’s powers. Have you been to the Nexus? Hehe… what am I saying? You haven’t, else you wouldn’t have appeared to surprised.” Carpalis said, walking casually into the red lake as Frost slurped on the liquid, gaining nothing much to her anguish. “The technology we seek lays further ahead. Would you like to track it for us, Angel~?”

“Into the pool of blood…” Jury nodded, awed by the weird sensation as she approached the technology, which laid hidden underneath the draining pool which Frost slurped regardless of its properties.

And before long, as she scooped gallons of boiling fluids with her Touch of Golds, she suddenly gained something.

“… I knew it.” Frost hissed; her voice somewhat exhausted.


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Nascent Fluids >

< EFFECT: Your blood becomes the basis of reconstitution. A soul is required to replicate your blood into its shape. Your body unnaturally regenerates the higher your vascularity is. Consuming biomass will replenish HP >

 

< ADDITIONAL EFFECT: The Alter Frost’s may be created. Maximum limit of 1 each >


 

Frost alerted them of the finding, causing the triplets to quietly celebrate, all the while Carpalis was left stunned by her ability to absorb the technologies.

“Hehe… Amalgamation. Fitting~” She chuckled.

“Nascent Fluids. Nascent meaning beginning to develop. To come into existence. It’s fitting for what the hell this fluid is. So this… allows them to form, huh?” Frost sliced into her forearm with a tooth, investigating her blood closely. “It doesn’t look any different to me. But it says it requires a soul?”

“As an aspect, its full potential is untapped until it’s used in conjunction with a major offshoot. If the original technology is the plant, then whatever’s here is a branch. The red lake are its leaves. Galia used the trees, apples, and birds quite a lot to convey her thoughts. And despite being quite old myself, she has taught me valuable lessons as much as I have shared recounts of my misadventures.”

Soon, they were knee deep into the lake, rushing towards its center as they kicked strange mounds hidden underneath. Scooping them up with the Touch of Golds, they came to realize that there were countless desiccated bodies within the lake. But they were not dead. Rather, they were in the process of becoming alive, their bodies reconstructing themselves thanks to the fluid.

Frost eliminated them before they could spawn. The process was slower than she thought. At the rate of their regeneration, she estimated it would take a full day to recover, which was still incredibly impressive. The size of the pool could accommodate many thousands at once.

She couldn’t help but to wonder how many fragments of people had never left this pool. From Usa’s ear, to Cara’s arm and the Scarlet Fodder, it had robbed countless. Soon, they were submerged to the chest, Jury making a bizarre face all of a sudden, like she couldn’t quite understand something.

“But how come I don’t feel the tingling from you?”

“Technologies from the Eternal Library are strange in their own ways. It hasn’t taken grip on me yet… hehe. Well, not as hard as it needs to before it becomes a true part of my being. I, Galia, and Marionette don’t emit it. But that does not mean we cannot sense it either… I, for one, despise it.”

“Another reason you don’t visit the Nexus?” Ber asked.

Carpalis only sealed her eyes shut.

“A prominent reason. That sensation… feels horribly wrong.”

“I guess the Beholders hate the stench of another.” Cer said.

It was minor, but Capralis’ perpetual, creepy smile turned into a saddened frown.

Finally, after reaching the center of the lake, Jury dove beneath the liquid and retrieved a grey stone in the shape of a sphere. Vibrant red and white lines ran through it like cracks along the surface of a glass bead. It appeared like an eye, but its actual form was difficult to describe in detail.

The object was roughly the size of Jury’s torso but was surprisingly lightweight. Various vein-like roots still held onto it, anchoring it to the ground as she passed it over to Frost, nodding with a grin.

“Think of it as a giant grape.”

“A grape that produces liquid and holds onto souls of angry people. What a fucked up turn of events…” Frost uttered. “Thank you. This thing holds the souls of how many people, Carpalis?”

“150,000 people. 90,000 are currently circulating within. Intriguing~ To think Marduk’s technology is closer to mine. But it is still inferior. What will you do, Frost? Will you condemn them?”

Carpalis spoke expectantly as the fluids drained further.

“So long as this thing is still active, then the Scarlet Logic will have a place to come back to. I don’t want that.” Frost began. “Every choice I’ve made up till now meant trampling on people. I kind of understand what Calfasio means now, about living in the footsteps of giants.”

She brushed a thumb against its glistening shell, digging her fingers through as it began to groan under her immense grip.

“What happens to a soul that has no body? Where does it go, Carpalis?”

“To me. I shall absorb them. There is no cycle I am aware of. Souls are a sacred thing. They should never be tampered with. They are irreparable. Those that do have their bodies will have theirs returned in their broken forms.”

“The Nexus doesn’t take them huh. I had a feeling that it would.”

“If my technology was combined with it, then it may be possible.” Carpalis softly spoke. “… But I cannot stand such a thought. It is a flaw of mine, wishing to expand my golden family. Break it before you bite.”

She split it in half, and to her surprise, she saw… nothing. She expected a gush of bright whisps to fly around but they were only met with the echoes of the snap. Carpalis seemed satisfied with Frost’s action, and like two halves of a giant melon, Frost began to eat at them.

By now, the blood had nearly been drained. The holes made underneath were caused by massive falling debris, evident by the wounds of this platform. The only other place to go now was down where the heart endlessly beat.

And with their resolve steeled, they made their final descent into the nightmare that was Scarlet Logic.


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Soul Anchor >

< EFFECT: You may create objects capable of tethering souls. Souls must be transferred with an appropriate method >

< REQUIREMENTS: Unspecified. Nex will undoubtably be required >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Souls tethered will immediately forfeit a piece of themselves >


< Please do not use this with people important to you >

 

< While you do not have the power to tinker with souls, Carpalis may be able to lend you a hand when the time comes >


Reading through the prompts was the last thing Frost remembered before all went black.

Nothing could have prepared her for the sight underneath.

            

    
        257. The Heart of the City

    
    
    
    
                The descent was eerily silent. The violent flutter of their apparel made no sound. Neither did the flames. Darkness had taken a physical form, absorbing all light in this endless well.

*Badump*

*Badump*

There was a crimson glow far below. If it were not for the rushing wind, they would not be able to tell which way was up or down. Not a single word was shared as they braced themselves for the inevitable encounter. Even though there was nothing to be wary of given their individual strength, never mind their combined might, Frost expected the worst.

Above there were only a handful of bodies in spite of how frequently people fought along those platforms.

This pit could therefore only mean one thing.

It was a chute to toss the deceased. And her suspicions were conformed as the scent of rotting flesh assaulted her entire being, appearing like a red mist. The pungent smell rocked her to the core as her eyes reflected the crimson light beneath. Soon, the golden luster of her irises dulled as the walls began to widen.

The end was near. The light beyond was nothing but pure red. After their momentary blindness they found themselves in the skies of a subterranean ocean. A deep crimson sea stretched infinitely for all Frost knew. They held their breath, greeted by the hellish dreamscape that had no right to exist, and yet it did. A world beneath a world was allowed to exist. To fester and hide within ancient sediment.

To Frost, this world was like the stomach of a beast.

“Those are all bodies…” Ignis was beyond shocked.

The islands that littered the oceans were in fact the amalgamation of thousands… no, hundreds of thousands of bodies, clumped together as they sailed into the distance. Some were still alive, whilst others were long gone but could not decompose due to the Nascent Fluids.

“They got one hell of a dumping ground. This isn’t the Derma Layer yet by the way.” Cer noted as they continued to descend, the False Heart leading them. “Killing them and stealing their souls weren’t enough, so they go and defile their bodies after death.”

“You’re wrong.” Carpalis solemnly uttered. “It is not postmortem. Those here are as alive as those outside. I did not expect to be greeted with this sight. It’s disappointing, no matter how many times I must see this.”

“Have you seen this before?” Jury asked as Carpalis began to increase in size, becoming a giant in the blink of an eye as her legs plunged first into the ocean, reaching the deep sediment of bone and flesh underneath.

It reached up to her waist, and she gently caught everyone with her lonely hand.

“Eleph and Zeiyea. The forefront of the conflict between Humans and Demons. A war of righteousness. Of who to blame for the emergence of the Corrupted… beings that have always existed. The seas in the south are no different to this. Beaches here will see seaweed wash ashore. There, you will find the innards of disemboweled victims, tangled on the memories of a broken sandcastle.”

The world resonated with Carpalis who had seen the worst the world has to offer numerous times during her extensive lifespan. Her voice, however monotone and emotionless it was, carried the weight of insurmountable emotions.

Frost’s flames became hotter as Carpalis walked towards the very place the icebergs of people conglomerated, all the while the others did what they could to end their misery. These people, according to Carpalis, had only a fraction of the original soul, and therefore could only hold a minute aspect of themselves.

Mouths began to move. Hands reached towards an invisible sun. Eyes stared up, twinkling at nonexistent stars.

“Did we have to fight? I can’t take it anymore. Which one is the real me?”

“Pressures. Burdens. What is there to strive for other than our orders?”

“The city sealed us away. We were brought from all over the world into a place worse than our homes.”

“Hello! Fighting again I see… Does it always have to end this way?”

“The bird had one thousand eyes. The bird had one thousand eyes. The bird had one thousand eyes –”

They mostly repeated the finale phrases of their life, or the things that mattered the most to them. Names. Family. Wants. Needs. Desires. Aspirations. Despair. Hopes. Dreams –

Frost became lightheaded. The beating of her False Heart had almost all but subsided in favor of the one ahead.

“What do you believe the soul is?” Carpalis asked no one in particular, saddened as the triplets gave them their final goodbyes.

“Us.” Jury answered.

Carpalis shook her head to say ‘no’.

“The soul is the identity. As much as our bodies and our egos are. Together, along with components you may or may not believe in, create ‘us’. But without the soul, I do not believe we can truly be alive. It may not make sense to you, but it does because I can see it.” She answered, instilling the importance of the soul.

Frost did not know if such a thing existed on Earth. She didn’t know what she believed in, but the medical side of her tended to disagree. Still, that did not change the reality of this world.

“… it sounds like it’s one component of the whole.” Frost answered, drawing in labored breaths.

“Beholder Descartes would agree. He preaches this to his Big Five. The soul has a shape, but it is so easily molded by the whims of the world. Factors internally and externally. I am bringing this up because your soul, Frost, is indecipherable now.” Carpalis stated. “I have never seen one of such… impotence. Is this the result of those flames?”

“Likely.” Frost answered briefly as they spotted a certain being in the distance. “… Hey. Isn’t that the Bride?”

“She looks dead. That’s her body alright.” Res confirmed.

The body of the Bride resided in the center of this world. The clumps began to climb onto one another, and they did not even give it a chance to do whatever it planned to. Electric magic bombarded it, erasing all as Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain unlatched from her waist, preparing for the worst.

Then, the center of the sea rippled as though a giant droplet had fallen into it. The corpse of the Bride was washed away.

“I am ready to lend my hand in this fight against whatever emerges.” Carpalis said, sharing the sentiments of the others as they prepared for a fight.

But the fight never came. The same ripples emerged elsewhere, then, it occurred everywhere at once. Confused, they scanned the world, seeking an answer until the voice of a nightmare entity spoke in a feminine tongue.


“Drifting on this sea, they are like rotten apples fallen from the tree, washed away to a place no one will have to taste their putrid puss. But an apple is a fruit, yearning to be eaten. But what does the apple eat?”


 

They did not see it at first, but something swam underneath them. Then, suddenly, the entire horizon before them became a wall of red. A colossal heart emerged from out of nowhere, encapsulating an entire section of the cavern, its height causing the ceiling to crack.

“W-What the fuck is that!?” Cer blurted out.

“… that’s… a Heart…?” Res could not begin to comprehend the sight, a part of her rejecting the entity’s very existence.

“No way. This was hiding underneath the City of Spades all this time?” Ber couldn’t believe it either.

“… I am so ashamed of my lackluster courage.” Carpalis could only blame herself for failing to notice its existence. Or rather, she perhaps had, but could never step forth into Scarlet Logic in fear of another Atelier War.

It was easily… hundreds of meters in size, and attached to a long appendage was the upper half of a female with long, red hair.

“That’s the enemy…” Ignis growled as Jury cried:

“Mm. A heart that size. Disgusting. Hey – Frost… That’s –!”

“The Heart of the City.”
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“This whole time Scarlet Logic’s been throwing the dead to feed them.” Frost was at a loss of words.

The colossal Heart had stats of unbelievable proportions. Nav flashed the warning, and it was roughly equal to a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted.

“Is that what the Heart of Ours took after?” Jury couldn’t help but to connect these dots. “How – How does something like this go unnoticed!?”

“Beholders don’t normally leave the Nexus. I, for one, would have been punished severely for breaking the sanctions. I sensed an abnormality within the City. But I could not have imagined it to be like this.” She truthfully spoke. “However, I believe Justica Arms may have known.”

This infuriated Frost who could only blame the Beholders for their negligence.

“SO WHY DIDN’T THEY PRESS ON!? WHY DID JUSTICA ARMS HOLD BACK INSTEAD OF MARCHING INTO THE CITY OF SPADES!?” Frost was rightfully livid, her flames reaching even greater heights as her heart was instantly reignited.

That Heart was an affront to everything she stood for.

Ignis’ shock turned into a similar fury. If she was given the order to fight, then she’d do it even in spite of her inability to damage it. Normal Moons and Stars could not begin to dream of penetrating such a mass, and Frost could not understand why Nav classified it as a Woe of the Fallen Star.

“It is vulnerable as Usa said. The presence attached to it is a weak point. That is the Queen.”

Just as Nav pointed this out, the woman in the great distant extended her arms as the heart marched forward. Then, with an omnipresent voice, the ‘Queen’ spoke again, as though to answer Frost’s question.
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“We were allowed to fester after an abruptly cut assault by the Beholder in the black coat, and her Star in grey much like yours.”


 

“… Galia gave up? She – She gave up just like that!? CARPALIS! WHAT WAS SHE THINKING!? WHAT SENSE DOES IT MAKE TO KEEP THESE THINGS ALIVE!?”

“I… do not know. But I recall that it was a swift retreat.” Carpalis spoke, her hand beginning to tremble to Frost’s growing heat. “… it’s permeating through my defenses… I am against needless bloodshed. But that thing is something I am more than willing to remove if it means to make amends for my wrongs.”

In that instant, Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain extended as she marched forward. If she grew any more it would make fighting all the more difficult.

“That sounds like something she’d do.” Cer was annoyed to admit this. “Wanna take this thing down up close, or do you need more Nex Jury!?”

“Handing over the Nex right now!” Res exclaimed.

“Got it!” Ber added.

“Carpalis! Is this kind of enemy strong to you!?” Jury had to ask as the triplets huddled around her, replenishing her Nex.

“Hardly… it is a hidden nuisance. Woe of the Fallen Stars are no more difficult than an Eternal Night… Ouch. Ouch. Ouch… Frost. I do not want to drop you.” Carpalis hummed. “But I don’t think you can help it. Oh well… I will endure.”


“The cleansing flame that erased the city of old. A prophecy unfolding. Destiny manifesting. It is laughable that you believe your flames will cleanse the filth that you depict us as.”


 

“BUT THE DEATHS YOU CAUSE ISN’T UNFORGIVABLE!? YOU ALL THREW ME INTO THIS GAUNTLET AGAINST MY WILL TO BEGIN WITH! IF IT REALLY IS A PROPHECY, THEN IT’S A SELF FULFILLING ONE!” Frost’s flames brimmed once again, causing the others to rush to the edges of Carpalis’ palms in complaint, unable to bear them any longer.

“Calm the hell down Frost!” Cer barked. “You’re going to get us caught in that!”

“Please Frost – Please just – Just stay levelheaded!” Jury begged.

“… Papa…” Ignis trembled, reliving the moments that transpired in Divas Pass.

All manner of voices tried to reach her including Nav’s, but they all fell onto deaf ears as her eyes rapidly became bloodshot.


“It was no act of malevolence. It was of necessity. You, Amalgam, are the enemy of all life. While you call us the impurities you fail to understand the filth that is your existence, and that celestial rock that forever tainted this world.”


 

The ceiling began to shake. Something was happening on the surface. But Frost could not care any less. She wanted nothing more than to destroy that thing as Carpalis’ eyes began to visibly twitch in response to her rising heat.

The others had to abandon the palm, plunging into the sea. Jury tried to reach in to help, but her hands singed as a result. Still, she never stopped trying until the flames completely overran Carpalis’ hand.


 

“You have no idea what you are. What you have done. What you are doing now. Do you feel those tremors? Hundreds of Seeds have been sewn and are sprouting monsters across your precious city. Your Nex has been their sustenance.”


 

Frost was at her breaking point.

She just needed one last push now.

And the Queen gladly did so.


 

 “Don’t you understand that you have already discarded many in your futile efforts to cleanse us. Amalgam. That Piece of the Fallen Star will be ours. You will be wished out of existence!”


 

 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Fifth State >


 

 “And we will build this world into a paradise in our image!”

            

    
        258. Insatiable Flames

    
    
    
    
                //////// < WARNING > ////////


 

This was the first time the Will of the Amalgam had caused a warning to appear. The transparent prompt flashed obnoxiously before her eyes, intruding on the forest of flames that consumed her vision.

“Frost! Your emotions are at a dangerous level!” Nav abruptly warned. “I cannot find any information on the Fifth State! The Archivist – She’s in unbearable agony! The book has caught alight! Frost! Frost! FROST!”

Nav was but another crackle amongst the embers that engulfed her. The others swam into the red sea to avoid the scalding head. Carpalis continued to hold onto her, unable to decipher the situation as her Faustian Bargain fell from its rising height to apprehend Frost.

“I’m aware of my shortcomings. I’m aware of everything I’ve done leading up to this moment. But don’t you dare think for a single second that I’m worse than you.” Frost did not shout, yell, or cry.

Her voice was terrifyingly calm as she addressed the Heart of the City, her Heart of Ours severing from her chest, sinking like the aspirations of countless beneath them. The great hand of Carpalis clamped down onto Frost, as though to seal her.

“I’m sorry Frost. I must snuff those flames. Please do understand.” Carpalis’ first instinct was to tend to her trusted friend rather than to strike at the Heart of the City. The golden enclosure steamed before jets of flames burst through her fingertips, causing her face to lightly contort. “The conflict of hearts is a never-ending story. Close your ears to its voice…”


“As you burn up beneath, you nurture the seeds above. This city will never be the same.”


Frost, hiding within the golden shell then lamented with an omnipresent voice.

“Impurities swimming in the blood of the city. I thought the people of the Nexus were trying to protect this world. I thought the Corrupted were enemies they sought to defeat at all costs.”

Carpalis’ hand of flesh trembled. She was clearly unprepared to deal with this flame. Carpalis may not be the strongest Beholder, but she was a Beholder regardless. The fiery properties cut through every form of DEF she possessed.

“… my Eminence Zone is being overwhelmed. My Faustian Bargain… screeches.” Her voice carried confusion.

The Eminence Zone was the Beholder’s equivalent of the Corrupted Zone, and Frost’s Fifth State had completely overruled it, further weakening the already non-combative Carpalis.

“But they kept them. Sacrificed people to them. People became resources, for both Ateliers and the Impuritas in their instrumentality. Functioned by greed. Living with uncaring hearts. Knowing nothing but conflict... No one could say a word. All they did was accept that this was normal. But I… can’t accept this.”

“FROOOOOOST! DON’T LET THEM GET TO YOU!” Ber urged, shouting from the island of bodies as the others could only helplessly watch from afar. “Kill – GET THE HEART OF THE CITY! WE GOTTA TAKE IT DOWN RIGHT NOW!”

“For her sake. Dammit Frost – What’s with you losing your mind half the time we fight!?” Cer shouted.

“… that kind of flaw makes you such an easy target. Tch…” Res bit her lip. “They wanted your emotions to heighten. We all knew that. But it still couldn’t be helped. Since the inception of those flames.” She neither blamed nor criticized Frost.

Those flames had all but guaranteed this outcome.

“Frost…” Ignis couldn’t utter anything more as she collapsed onto her knees, fearing the loss of another loved one.

They were all eager to press on. To eliminate the Heart of the City. Jury was the first as the triplets gathered to fuel her with Nex. Whilst Carpalis seemed to struggle, her Faustian Bargain trembling in the presence of the emotionally unhinged Frost, Jury’s heart oddly ticked more calmy than ever.

Suddenly, a heatwave washed over them, causing the blood to simmer, then boil. Bubbles exploded violently as they were forced to retreat further back, with Jury standing her ground the longest as she worriedly stared up at Frost, her tail piercing into the mound of flesh in frustration.

“PLEASE HEAR OUR VOICE! PLEASE LISTEN TO US!” Jury begged, nearly in tears. “You can’t get swept away by your emotions! I know it’s difficult! I know how much it hurts you hearing those things! I know what it’s like to also want to be wished away! We want you Frost! So please, don’t get eaten up by your emotions!”

Her voice reached Frost.

But so did another.

“Who would be born must first destroy a world.” A methodical ticking accompanied this voice.

Both were the only source of warmth and coldness within her fiery shell. Frost could no longer feel her body’s form, but she could tell that it was still present. Her reality shifted like she was stuck in a vivid daydream. Nothing to her mattered more in this moment than to destroy the impurities of this world, her emotions having reached critical levels that caused the world to distort around her.

Jury didn’t seem to understand what truly ate at Frost. Her existence wasn’t something she was entirely concerned about. Rather, her woes revolved around the fate of others who were at the mercy of the machinations of higher powers.

Every fiber of her being felt like it was being minced. Her soul was riddled with unending grief, sorrow, and fury simultaneously. They dragged along her exposed body, unearthing a fountain of emotions that manifested as an all cleansing flame.

Frost dug into the depths of her misery caused by the notion of ‘civilization’.

“Why do we continue to discard so many? People in Grandis were left to suffer even though they were aware that the Icon of Judgement was no longer present. So they let it rot for 15 years. Scarlet Logic to fester. People to be churned for ideals. Ateliers. Impuritas. Monarchs… myself.”

Frost recalled these vivid moments. Grandis was hell. The Nexus cared little for those people. Iscario slaughtered the village she had lent a hand to. Like the ordinary, Frost was thrown into the currents of this world’s seas, created by the whims of uncaring bodies.

“It was always like that. Our world… cared so little about people like us. Like me. Discarded to the side to be trampled on when we were the ones who wanted to save people the most.” The Archivist spoke. It was her voice, rather than Nav’s. In fact, Nav had all but disappeared from her mind.

As wrath consumed her, sorrow claimed pieces of her.

Then, the distorted voice of Frost echoed in the minds of all.


< “We discarded many.” >


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The Amalgam Has Reached a Critical State >

< All knowledge beyond is nonexistent >


* * *


Without warning, Carpalis’ hands exploded as a fireball consumed everything in sight.

“That… hurts!” Carpalis moaned, recoiling to the unexpected heat that penetrated through all forms of DEF stats. Her head scraped along the ceiling, causing great cracks to form all the while the others made haste to evacuate the immediate area.

“SWIM LIKE YOUR LIFE DEPENDS ON IT!” Cer cried, the water flash boiling as Frost’s form fell from the skies like a burning meteorite. “MOOOOOOOOVE! Tch – Wait, help me out! I can’t swim!”

The water split before she even plunged into it, creating a crater made of steam. The ocean violently evaporated, like water being thrown into an overheated boiler. The flames could not be snuffed even when submerged, rather, it only intensified it.

Carpalis immediately rushed to scoop up the others with her golden hand.

Keeping them alive was her utmost priority.

“THE HEART! That thing should be easy for you so what are you doing standing around!? We can’t even get anywhere near it now!” Ber shouted, criticizing Carpalis for her inability to strike it down.

She briefly explained her situation, all the while Frost’s flaming body rushed towards the Heart of the City, bearing insurmountable wrath.

Their location and Frost’s predicament complicated things for Carpalis. She was never a combat orientated Beholder in the first place, not to mention that she was severely limited now that Frost had entered the Fifth State. Make no mistake, Carpalis was plenty strong, but she could not use various skills due to Frost’s presence.

This severely limited her options, and with the heat that began to now melt the bedrock above, it was clear that they could not stay here for long.

At least not the others.

“… For a Beholder… to find this unmanageable… worries me.” Carpalis lightly panted, retreating towards the hole they whence came from.

“Are you telling me that a Beholder can’t do anything in this situation!?” Res argued, finding it unbelievable that a Beholder – the ‘deities’ of Elysia – couldn’t bring down a flame. “… Don’t… don’t give me that look. How… that can’t be right. That’s impossible!”

But to her dismay, it was impossible.

Her ability to distort her size, perspective and proportions were thwarted.

“… my efforts are reserved to keep you alive. Now more than ever.” Carpalis spoke, plugging them into the hole before she turned to face Frost. “Remain here… the last thing we need is for Frost to bereave over your death.”

“What about Frost!?” Jury exclaimed, unable to accept this. “We can’t leave her there. Something can be done! We can’t give up on her! Frost is… she’s… She’s going to become a Corrupted if we don’t do anything!”

Nex could no longer be transferred, and her heart ticked uncontrollably.

It was as if Frost was interrupting every process of the Blessed, and in extension, the Nexus itself. At least with those within proximity of her. Like a tainted seed, the world before them distorted to the blossoming flames. Nothing could withstand them, and the Queen seemingly sat there, opening her arms to embrace her sweet demise.


“It will come into fruition. The wish will eliminate you. But we must first be given a reason to unite. A reason to bring us together. A reason to hate. Don’t you see that by wielding those flames and pointing it at us that you are fulfilling the Prophecy of flames?”


 

“Our hunger of all that is red will never be sated. But this will bring us closer.”


“Closer to becoming whole.”


 

The Queen outstretched her hands, offering herself as a martyr. Frost hurdled towards her, splitting the oceans into two, revealing nothing but the ashes of rendered bones. The residual heat was so immense that the walls of water could not return, and instead, they stood still, gushing with steam.

All buffs granted by Frost had disappeared. There was no possible way any of them aside from Carpalis could alter the outcome. Frost’s form was indecipherable. There was no telling whether she was still within that ball of flames.

            

    
        259. The Fire To Cleanse The World

    
    
    
    
                //////// < WARNING > ////////


 

Nav constantly blared out warnings for a reason it could not understand. The emotional turmoil was the only thing it could describe as familiar. It was at a total loss for words, unable to comprehend the foreign sensation.

Why was it this that was so eerily familiar to it?

“Jury. Ignis. Ber – Please do not engage! Please distance yourself immediately! Vague memories have returned. While I do not recall fire, I do recall this emotional surge!” Nav warned with a speedup voice, conveying its abrupt panic.

Fleeing was the last thing on their mind. Frost was someone worthy of being saved because she herself had saved every single one of them. Abandoning her was not an option, but hearing the warning from Nav caused them to reluctantly reconsider. Visible frustration spawned from bleeding gums, palms, and contorted faces.

It was not an easy decision to make.

Hanging onto the inner walls of the hole, Jury cried at the top of her lungs:

“CAN WE SAVE FROST!?”

“I will leave no person behind. But… can you feel it?” Carpalis ominously uttered, her voice heavy with disbelief.

“I can! What does it mean for Frost!?” Jury shouted.

Carpalis could only clutch onto her normal hand with the Faustian Bargain, as if seeking reassurance.

“It’s the same thing you will feel when you approach the Advent of Amalgamation. Our technology emits the same thing on a lesser scale. It is… repulsive.”

No. It wasn’t reassurance. It was disgust.

“Will you be ok?” Ignis uttered.

“Please, dear child. I am used to this agony. But the loss of a friend cuts deeper than any physical wound.” She assured, shooting them her signature, creepy smile. “… Please head for the Piece of the Fallen Star immediately. I will meet you in…?”

“The City of Clubs.” Ber firmly answered. “You better bring her back. Pathetic… that we have to run away when Frost did everything she could to save us! Voice – isn’t there a power up I can at least achieve!? I can heighten my emotions too!”


< It is not that simple I’m afraid >


 

< Other abnormalities are occurring with the Nexus as well. The Archivist for one has fallen into a deep sleep >


 

“Does that mean Frost is also asleep? Is she operating unconsciously?” Jury asked, still unable to bring herself to move. “… isn’t there anything I can at least do?”

“The Piece of the Fallen Star. I don’t like this either, but don’t forget that they’re trying to wish her out of existence!” Cer reminded them all. “… I believe in Frost. There’s no way that someone like her is going to break! If you love her, then you’ll trust in her too! What’s worse!? At least there’ll be a Frost if we can get to the Piece of the Fallen Star!”

Cer was correct. In the event that the Impuritas or Scarlet Logic claimed the wish granting Advent then there would be no Frost. Jury and the others as a result reclaimed their conviction to follow through. Turning away from the flames was like pulling one’s teeth out. Jury, as always, was the last to turn around, grieving the fact that even Beholders were powerless to the Archetypes.

“Frost. Don’t lose… don’t lose to that Black Forest!” Jury’s voice resonated with her heart. She shouted like it would change everything, but alas, it did nothing as the flames reached the Heart of the City, carving through the mountain of corpses like a flame thrown into a pile of steel wool.

The Fifth State allowed Paradise Lost Corrupted to be manifested. But even without one Frost had undergone a catastrophic transformation. The culprit was undoubtedly the We Discarded Many, which began the fiery chain of events.

Nav and Jury did not know the significance of this Corrupted.

But what they did know was that both Frost and the Archivist reacted to it.

Carpalis was soon left alone to face Frost. Her goal was not to fight. The Heart of the City was already rapidly dying. Instead, she wished to save Frost by offering her the same hand she had given to those who needed it most.

“… please do not bite the same hand that tries to help.” Carpalis asked this one favor, her voice lost to the chaos beyond. “I wish to laugh, to ease this uneasiness. The Archetype of Amalgamation. The Advent of Amalgamation. You both carry the same stench.”

Carpalis thrust herself forward. Her speed was laughable due to her growing size. Her fennec ears carved through the ceiling as she followed the path of fire and bones, her Faustian Bargain emitting a low-pitched whine.

“I hope that my Faustian Bargain can at least invigorate your soul. Now that they are this far, it should not affect them…”

Her smile became neutral. Her black iris absorbed the world as she pushed forth, finding it morbidly humorous for whatever reason as she chuckled internally. What made her laugh was her body’s clear deterioration due to her technology.

“Faustian Bargain can only take the souls of normal people. I’ve never tried it on an Archetype. But I can tell that your soul... is different. I’ve seen all manners of Angels and primordial Demons. No soul radiates like yours…”

Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain lurched over her, further carving the ceiling as she entered a thick veil of heat. The temperatures were so extreme that they took a near physical form, creating a bubble of red and white that ate all within.

It caused her to wince.

“When people call their world a black forest, they look to the skies seeking a star. In desolation there will always be hope. In nothingness, one will wish for there to be light. I have clutched onto this strand of hope my entire life, and it had led me to better horizons. It came with an equal share of shortcomings.”

Carpalis monologued, fighting through barriers of red. Soon, she began to trudge through the minced consistency of the burning Heart of the City, all the while thousands of Memory Bistros watched on, applauding as though to taunt her.

Such a thing could not get through Carpalis’ thick skin.

“… so they show themselves when we are alone at our most vulnerable. Hehe… If they had the chance, they would take us both. Us, who can tamper with souls. It burns. It hurts. But death is a faraway concept. Frost… I too have gone through a similar road seeking hope. This is the price we pay trying to achieve paradise…”

Now, she entered a wall of flames. The ground was like mud, created by molten rock. It sloshed around her knees, but such a heat was nothing compared to the core of the flames itself.

If there was anything to describe Frost, it would be a star.

“It is a road paved in blood. But we mustn’t stop. Frost. Hear this voice. Feel this hand. Know that your plights are the same as ours!”

An impervious barrier prevented her from progressing forward. It repelled her enormous mass as she tried to shove herself through but to no avail. Frost was just behind this barrier, and so, with her Faustian Bargain brimming with a golden light, it thrust itself downwards like a lance sent from the heavens.


|| Dealer of Hands – Salvation ||


 

This was a power meant to bring peace to a soul by absorbing its throes and emotional clouds. Basically, it was an offer from Carpalis to take upon whatever burden was afflicting Frost. This method was used to help Sana and many of those rescued from the Derma Layer without having them to offer a piece of their soul.

She had attempted it earlier, but the same bizarre repulsion kept her hands separated. It was why Carpalis’ golden hand was never able to touch Frost. What she did earlier was never meant to be an attempt to contain the heat, contrary to what the others believed.

Repercussions never crossed her mind. Her act of selflessness would have caused Frost to cry happy tears if she knew. But also, it would have thrown her straight into the deep end. Because if this kindness was what the Impuritas wished to remove, then they deserved to be burned to cinders.

The repulsive barrier shattered much to her surprise. Multiple layered barriers additionally shattered as the Faustian Bargain pierced through, descending closer to the core where Frost resided. The heat had begun to visibly damage Carpalis, particularly her only remaining hand, which hung limply beside her, blackened and smoking.

“A repulsion… this mock invulnerability… it’s… it’s just like –!”

After one last shatter, her Faustian Bargain collided with the thick shell of a white egg, and in that moment Carpalis eyes widened. She frowned for the first time, horrified to see the pale object encasing Frost.

“… A Genesis Stone. How… why… No. I would have noticed earlier if it was here prior. Did – did you make that, Frost?” Carpalis dragged her golden hand free, her body instinctively retreating from the object. “… I cannot pierce it. Frost… what exactly are you…?”

She recognized the object. It was the same material that made up the Nexus. What made her so certain was not the coloration. Rather, it was the churning, grating sensation she experienced long ago when she first visited the Nexus.

There was only so little she knew of them. But she vividly recalled the moment she tried striking the walls of the Nexus, only to have her hand rebound by its impenetrable make. These things had no known origin much like the Nexus.

But seeing one crystallized around Frost before her very eyes confirmed one thing.

They could be created, these things which were supposed to only belong to the Nexus itself.

Carpalis retreated, understanding well that her efforts were now futile. If not even the strongest Beholders could break such a thing, then how could she possibly do it? The compounding heat and her watered down Eminence Zone guaranteed that no miracles could ever hope to shine in this hellscape.

The ceiling melted, revealing the fleshy interior hiding within the crimson rock. Blood spilled only to be superheated into a red mist. The scenery, now that she had retreated far enough, appeared like the sunset of dying star. The inferno sought to expand its reach, quickly consuming a third of the red sea as Carpalis watched the mayhem unfold with sorrowful eyes.

“… I am ashamed that my hand was unable to reach you. The last time it happened… was when I lost my right hand.” She uttered, climbing with her golden hand, for her normal one was beaten and scorched beyond use. “So long as this is attached, I will still cling onto this hope.”

Carpalis vowed before finally abandoning Frost.

Clambering through the collapsing tunnel, she emerged at the surface where the others waited with hopeful eyes. It quickly soured. Despair took over as Jury clutched onto her tail, trembling at the realization of their failure.

Frost could not be saved.

Geysers of magmatic flames burst forth from bulges formed along the ground. One by one, hundreds of flaming pillars overran the City of Spades, climbing past the City’s blanket of fog.

Following it then were the dark pillars created by the transformations of the Seeds. Countless had been fed with Frost’s Nex, giving birth to monsters within the walls of the Nex Megalopolis. Pillars of red and black, and the faint glow of the Advent made it appear as though the world was ending.

Standing side by side, Carpalis clutched onto her ruined hand, drawing her eyes upon the world around her.

“War was what I feared, when in reality, I should have feared an apocalypse. Our Cities will never be the same. Everyone. Thank you for not blaming me when I arrived. This despair is enough. Frost is alive, but overtaken by ill emotions…”

“What… what can we do now?” Jury abruptly asked, desperately searching for a way to quell her heart. “Can she still be saved? Nav…?”

“Possible. She has yet to become a Corrupted…” Nav trailed off.

Carpalis thrusted her eyes towards the gloomy light. She then answered with a deep, near commanding voice.

“We march into the City of Clubs with the full might of the Golden Index. The Piece of the Fallen Star… is of utmost priority.”

“Agreed. But… Do we just leave her here?” Cer wondered. Despite her words, her eyes constantly glanced back into the hole, her ears flattened and her tail drooped sadly. “We’re asking you because you’re a Beholder. I don’t have a clue on where to even start!”

“… Sis. Those flames are moving towards us.” Ber pointed out.

Indeed. The pillars of flames were moving, and they were growing ever larger as the ground bulged ever so slightly upwards.

“Shit – Shit – It’s – This City’s going to erupt, isn’t it!?” Res exclaimed.

“Frost… is she also going to follow? With all that fire?” Ignis wondered, her moist eyes dazzling with the flames. “I don’t want to lose another one…”

“We’re not losing anyone!” Jury cut through the chaotic voices with a shout, her tail splitting the ground like a tile.

Ignis was startled. She trembled, not knowing where to look before tears began dribbling down her cheeks.

“I-I’m sorry…” Ignis sniffled. “I lost… papa… to fires… and mama…”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. Ignis… We’re all feeling the same thing. No one is being left behind this time.” Jury motherly harped, embracing the girl. “It’s ok. I’m sorry. Don’t cry. All of this has been hard for you especially.”

“… I just… don’t want to lose people special…”

“Don’t blame yourself either. This whole thing can be blamed on the Beholders… You included, Carpalis.” Res stated with folded arms, her ears sporadically twitching in tune to the tremors beneath. “20 minutes before this place is gone.”

“I am well aware.” Carpalis softly spoke.

“21 minutes. When you round it up.” Ber said, tapping on her ears. “My sensory organs got an upgrade.”

“20 minutes now with all the stalling!” Cer shouted. “Go! GO! You need to talk to Snap, right!? Ber – You can talk with that imaginary voice! Let’s not waste time! Get to it already!” Cer was surprisingly diligent, likely because of Frost.

She did see her as a mother figure, after all.

“Nav you trailed off earlier. You had something you wanted to say! Please… we need to hear it. It’s about Frost, isn’t it?”

After a long pause, and as the group rushed towards the Chained Theocracy’s gates to facilitate the entry of the Golden Index – Nav revealed something to finally lift their spirits.

“I am able to communicate with the Archivist. But strangely not Frost. Both are present within the Floor of Civilization!”

“She’s in the Nexus!?” Ber cried, elated to hear the news.

Nav then clarified.

“No. Not the Nexus. This place… it appears like the Floor of Civilization, but it is lively.”

“Are they inside of a memory then?” Jury asked, arriving at this conclusion due to the dreams she had of the Eternal Library, as well as the past.

And her guess was correct.

“Both are inside of a dreamlike state following the memories of their world! It’s… near identical to the Floor of Civilization. Be at ease Jury! Everyone! Frost is – she’s… no pardon me. ‘He’s’ alive!”

            

    
        260. Onset of the Present War, and Reverberations of the Past

    
    
    
    
                In lands far away from the Nex Megalopolis, whether past the mountains of Dwarhelven, the seas which separated the major landmass of Elysia from the magical continent of Spiratas or the Demon motherland, Zelmori.

No matter how far away these places were the Nexus would always be in plain view, its pale veneer splitting the sky into two. Each settlement, big or small, had their own interpretation of what the Nexus was. A gargantuan monolith that rose into the darkness of space could not have been made by hand or machine.

No one exactly knew what it was, so stories, religions, beliefs and theocracies were birthed, some by fascination, others by curiosity.

They unanimously agreed that it was the heavens where deities lived, and where those chosen to become Blessed were invited into its loving embrace.

One day their skies were clear, and the next the Nexus was there, permanently affixed to their skies like the sun and moon.

Thus, it was declared an Advent, meaning the ‘arrival’ of a world altering power. The Nexus was only known as the Second Advent to the rest of the world, with the First being left to their imaginations –

The Nexus rumbled. For the first time the grand rock in their skies let loose of a low pitched groan. It could be heard across all Elysia, drawing the eyes of faraway farmers, Adventurers, robed priests who reached out towards the Nexus, and warring parties who temporarily set their blades aside, consumed by the oddity of the sound.

Because it was not merely a sound. It was a sensation. Like trickling rain falling from the top of their throats, down to their groins. The Nexus sung like the deepest chord played by a church organ. But when one listened closer one would realize that this was not an organ. It’s sound was closer to that of a blaring trumpet…

– In truth, the Nexus was never the Second Advent. It was the First Advent. The Eternal Library was the Second.

The Nexus had existed longer than people believed. The monolith was merely lifted from its burial site, Atlas. How long exactly, and from where its origins came from was entirely up to speculation by those who knew this truth.

But Carpalis held a key component to answering this.

Because Frost had encased herself in the same material that made the Nexus.

The Genesis Stone…

Farmers resumed their work, holding cloth headwear in stupefaction. Those in great cities stared out of windows and gathered along the streets. Religious figures who worshiped the Nexus trembled, as though understanding the meaning of the sound and began inscribing the events onto stones, tanned leather and paper.

Wars resumed. Blood forever spilled in perpetuality.

Those within the Nex Megalopolis were left to witness the sight of dark and white lights dominating their skies. And in a crowd of thousands within the City of Hearts, a child pointed to a plummeting fireball.

Mirrors began falling from the skies, as did uncloaked chunks of metal. The floating fortresses that hovered directly above the City of Spades were struck by the dark light, causing flaming debris to hail upon the Nex Megalopolis.

Few had crashed outside of the City of Spades and the City of Clubs. Both were met with the sight of devastation in the forefront, and in the background approached a colossal wall of flames. The City of Spades erupted like a volcano, spreading the living wildfire that followed a twister of flames.

Within was the unhatched Frost, stuck in her embryonic shell, unaware of the devastation she caused. Her silhouette could faintly be seen, stuck in a fetal position. Swaths of red rapidly approached the City of Spades, and following them from afar were the red-suited Golden Middle, led by Carpalis, her trusted Underbosses, and Frost’s beloved companions.

Elsewhere, Justica Arms took the trainlines above the smoke directly to the City of Clubs, recognizing the importance of that emphatic light that drowned out the sun. Beneath were the Associations and Offices who aided those in need, particularly people who carried the feather of the Black Dove.

With Caldera Industries property destroyed, they would be roped into this mess. And with Inflow Direct now becoming the target of Scarlet Logic due to the location of the Advent, they too would be forced to defend their lands.

Chaos was inevitable.

The City of Clubs was now a ticking time bomb.

With no truths in sight, an all out war on every front would be waged to preserve their sanctioned lies.

The real war had yet to begin.


* * *


Darkness was all Frost could see and feel. She was suspended in a void. She didn’t know if she was falling. Which way was up or down. Her body emitted a faint, golden light in this dark space, like she was the last star amongst a dead cosmos.

Frost didn’t know what to think of this place. But if anything, it reminded her of that time she first Awakened. That place where streaks of light shone across the skies. Except here she was her only company.

It was a strange feeling. She couldn’t feel her body, and her mind was groggy, like she had just woken up from a long slumber. Her vision waned. Or perhaps it was always closed. Separating the black behind her eyelids and the world was impossible, after all.

Then, as the golden glow fizzled away, she felt something warm on her shoulder, and a faint voice calling out to her.

“… ost…”

“… ake… up…”

“… st… lease…”

“… wake…”

“Frost, please wake up!”

“Huh!?” Frost, speaking with a rugged voice, jolted erect in complete shock.

She threw herself onto her feet, the legs of a chair screeching as the ambience of clinking glassware abruptly stopped. A dozen pair of eyes were instantly glued to her, each from a square coffee table as a waitress with dog-like ears stared at her like she had just seen a ghost.

Frost glanced left, seeing a stone wall with modern décor. Ahead was the waitresses and behind her was a glass counter filled with sweets, and a flimsy cordless coffee machine. People dressed in casual wear were seated in this… café, much to her shock. Confused, Frost peered to the right only to find a man staring back at her, dressed in regal, militarist garbs identical to that of the Hired Arm.

“U-Uh… What the…?” Frost was at a total loss for words, suddenly feeling someone tug at her sleeves from underneath.

“Psst. F-Frost. Um… please calm down.” A girl with long, black hair and vibrant, silver eyes awkwardly whispered. “I… I know you’re confused too, but… p-please don’t make a scene.”

The girl cutely pouted but was obviously bothered by Frost’s reaction. She shared the same table, and judging from her appearance and white dress, this person was the Archivist.

Being told to calm down after what went down in the City of Spades, only to find herself in a coffee shop of all places was a tall order… She? No. Not anymore. As Frost brought a hand to his chest, he touched a small badge, and glanced down at a fake, diamond brooch worn by the girl.

What the hell is going on? This is another memory if I had to guess. But since the Archivist is calling me ‘Frost’, then maybe I’m not the only one in here.

Frost, fixing his garbs, addressed the café apologetically.

“Sorry. The coffee was just so good that I couldn’t help but to jolt with exuberance. Please pardon us for the interruption.” Frost said, causing the waiter to tense up before she promptly nodded and disappeared.

I don’t think I said anything bad. Was she afraid of me?

“N-No it’s ok! Please, take your time!” A man appeared at the store counter, speaking politely as if trying to appease to Frost.

It immediately brought into question just who on Earth he was. It was clear that they were no longer in Elysia, but rather, in the world of their previous life. Taking a seat, Frost gave a small smile and raised his gloved hand.

This dream isn’t just like a memory. It’s more like… we’ve gone back in time.

“D-Doesn’t… this feel weird?” The Archivist uttered as the ambience slowly returned. “U-um. Wait. Do you know who I am?” She suddenly pointed at herself, taking a thick notebook from the table and cuddling it.

“The Archivist, right?”

She rapidly nodded.

“S-Somehow… After you hit that Fifth State, I wanted to reach you. All this time I’ve been asking Nav to interrupt whenever you were close to being mad, but I couldn’t do it this time.”

“I had a feeling you were trying to help… ugh. Shit.” Frost brought a hand to his face, which was exactly as one would imagine a male version of his female self to look like.

He still had the messy, black hair. It was certainly shorter, and his physique was surprisingly large. It made his female body look tiny in comparison, and the Archivist like a child. He wasn’t burly, but athletic enough.

It was the kind of body that knew conflict.

And much to his surprise, his eyes were not golden.

They were red.

This body’s eyes were red, but were also close to being dark brown. Sort of like how his eyes originally were before he ate the Hung Juries. It bothered him, but there were more pressing matters present. Erecting himself against the spine of the chair again, he asked the Archivist something as two cups of coffees were placed before them, as well as a strawberry cupcake.

“How did we end up here?” Frost slowly asked, thanking the waitress with a nod, which again, seemed to surprise people present.

“I… I opened your book. Civitas Cinder. It was on fire…” The Archivist uttered, sounding guilty of the fact. “Pages wouldn’t stop burning. I… didn’t want to lose what was left of you from home, so I tried to read it. I-I think this is a reflection of it. Maybe not exactly like the contents, but…” She spoke rapidly, and quickly ran out of breath.

For someone who was synonymous with language, the Archivist was awfully bad at it. Her communication skills were terrible, but Frost did find it somewhat endearing, and a little… pitiful. It was clear that there were underlaying issues surrounding it.

“It’s my memories regardless. Or it could be both of ours. We saw something similar before… fuck sakes…”

“W-What’s wrong?”

“Everything. I left everyone behind in a terrible state. I don’t have a clue with what’s going on back there. I can’t communicate with Nav either.” Frost complained, taking a sip from the coffee for the sake of it, as did the Archivist.

It was rather sweet, and the Archivist stuck out her tongue, drinking from a bitter brew. Frost swapped them around as girl spoke.

“I can speak to Nav. But I can’t hear it. So if there’s anything you want to say, then… p-please rely on me.”

“… Tell them that I’m ok.” Frost solemnly spoke after a short pause, taking a sip from the bitter brew. “The Piece of the Fallen Star’s more important.”

It was disgusting, and had he not possessed any self-restraint, then he would have made a similar face as the Archivist. He had a sweet tooth much to his surprise, although, he wondered if his female body was the same.

His tastes were just like that of a child.

Sitting here, porcelain cup on lip without the threat of the Corrupted made him realize just how little time he had for himself in Elysia. It was an intoxicating thought. Frost was a purpose-driven person, who prioritized work before leisure.

Drowning in these thoughts, he bit into the cup on instinct, chipping it as he struggled to chew the sharp fragments. Brining a napkin to his lip, he realized that he did not possess the all consuming maw of the Amalgam.

Rather, he appeared to be normal more than anything else.

This trip down memory lane would undoubtably hold the answers to many well-kept secrets.

And as he placed the cup down, he took a moment to silently hope that all was going well beyond the safety of this memory.

            

    
        261. A Future World? A Past World?

    
    
    
    
                Immediately, there were several discrepancies with Frost’s appearance. His eyes were not golden. Granted, when he arrived in Elysia his eyes weren’t either, but it was odd that the Magus, the Archetype of Hope, recognized Frost’s face. He could have sworn he mentioned something about his eyes.

So why were they red now?

Another thing was his abilities. He was, as far as he was concerned, an entirely normal human being. Aside from being able to wield flames. Frost, as he walked through the urban streets of this city studied himself along reflective windowpanes. Cars were highly limited. Transport, both public and private were utilized instead.

Busses, vans, and trains seemed to be the only vehicles around.

Funnily enough, the invention of the wheel had never lost its relevancy. The world was a blend of modern times from Earth with certain futuristic aspects. For starters, there were no electrical cables in sight. It seemed like everything functioned on some sort of wireless energy, which was revealed to be mana kept in a vibrant, pale-liquid form.

It was much like the liquid Nex, and when Frost approached a vending machine with one such transparent cylinder of fluid attached to it, he sadly realized that he could not use any of his skills. Analyze Object was out of the equation.

But the Archivist thankfully seemed to recognize it as she hurriedly flickered through the pages of her messy notebook.

“I got it! W-wait one second. It’s… here! L-Liquid mana. It’s one of the purest forms of energy.” She stated, showing Frost a diagram of a bizarre process that revolved around the extraction of mana from both objects and the living.

“From people as well?” Frost wondered, already aware of the answer.

“I unfortunately think so. This place… you really don’t remember anything. I-I mean, I don’t know as much as you might think because it’s all fuzzy to me. And maybe because this is a reflection of your experiences, not mine. B-But I can be useful as a guide too!” The Archivist began speaking in a pitiful tone, before she became suddenly upbeat, drawing winces from those around them.

Her pale dress carried various symbols much like those found along the apparel of the Librarians. Neither knew if she was a Librarian herself, but it could not have been a coincidence. The only strange part about this was –

“This is a different world, right?” Frost needed to ask again.

The Archivist stuck close, hugging her notebook timidly as she quietly nodded.

“I think so.”

“’Think’ isn’t convincing. But I don’t know much about this place to begin with.” Frost began, reaching out a hand to tap the Archivist on the shoulder, wanting to get her spirits up. “So I’ll be relying on you. It feels surreal talking to the Archivist in the flesh. I thought you were way more timid. By the way, what’s your name?”

The girl smiled lovingly and cutely nodded, just elated to be in the presence of the one person she considered her most precious friend. “… I don’t remember. I can’t recall yours too. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Don’t push yourself. Just stay close to me. If this is a memory, then we’ll be bound to find answers. Of ourselves, and whatever the hell this world was.”


* * *


They travelled along the busy streets of the city. The roads were shared by vehicles in this place, and they seemed to speed up when they noticed Frost’s presence. Within these buses or vans were either what appeared to be civilians, and in other cases heavily armed individuals, donned in what appeared to be lethal riot gear.

He had a feeling that this city wasn’t as friendly as it seemed. The faces here were a mixed bag too. No one seemed truly happy. One half of the population frowned and grunted, the other seemed too overtly happy, as if they were on some sort of drug.

The concrete towers were repetitive and colored with an odd green hue. It was impossible to tell apart apartments from offices, aside from the ground floors which made it obvious what the building was intended for.

Haphazard best described their placement. It was an urban, modern sprawl with very slight futuristic additions. Rather, it felt like the world was in a state where it had rapidly advanced, hence why things seemed so… disconnected and out of place. Very few buildings were unique, and in this place, it was the far and few libraries that existed here.

“Dark skies with a blue glow. You can barely see the accretion disk. Days coated in blue lights. Nights thrusted into a long darkness. So this… is a world without a sun or moon in the sky.” Frost spoke to himself, verbally describing the world as he saw it as if trying to jog his memories.

But alas, nothing returned. It was only the Archivist who seemed to quickly adapt to this world, fondly smiling at the scenery… even though it felt like a purgatory to Frost.

The sensation of walking down these narrow streets was indeed familiar. Even the inhabitants, who were a mix of Demi-humans and other races roamed about.

Strangely enough, however, there were no pure-blooded humans in sight. Was that perhaps why he gathered all manner of stares? When he tried to gain their attention, they simply speed up or avoided him at all costs. Before long, the streets were emptied.

It didn’t help that he also felt oddly disorientated being in this body. After being a woman for so long, having something between his legs again was rather… unpleasant. He couldn’t believe that he preferred being in his female body, especially with how much less bulky it was.

Regardless, maneuverability was not an issue. He felt like if the situation arose, then he’d be able to take swift action. Having fought for so long Frost had developed a combat mindset, caring more about battle than what he preferred.

Realizing this, Frost filled his lungs with a loud inhale, startling the Archivist.

“Haaaaaaaaah. It smells like a city alright. It’s sort of suffocating in a way. Advertisements aren’t for products either. Hey. Is it normal for people to openly hire mercenaries?” Frost couldn’t help but notice a billboard reading, “Join now to protect your family from malpractices! Local Arms are hiring NOW!”

It was accompanied by an uncensored, vivid depiction of people being drained by countless needles, and a montage of others being compressed into coins. The reality was horrid, made worse by how people would glance up at it and continue moving forward, knowing well that there was nothing they could do.

Ironically, right beside them was another billboard reading: “Have the skills? Undervalued? Need an aspiration? Join a Body to fight the cruelty of the Arms and to advance our civilization past its darkest age. Become the light! Strive to join the Pillar of the World!”

It was obnoxious propaganda, and in the photo accompanying it was the same image used by the other, save for the portrait of a faceless human wearing black, militaristic garbs, extending an arm out as though reaching for people beyond the image.

Frost was not the person in the image. But the apparel stuck to him, and he wondered if that was the reason why people were so afraid of him. Confused, they stood around in the vacant streets, seeing curtains move as people watched like there was a monster just beyond their doors.

“… Frost… I-I recall a bit of who you are. You were a predominant figure. Someone who fought a lot. Don’t think too much about them! T-they mean well, I promise!” The Archivist said, tugging Frost’s sleeve like a lost child. “I used to be like that too. Always watching from inside, afraid of everything beyond.”

“Is that why you indulge in books?” Frost asked, ignoring the stares.

“Y-Yes! Books. And… I also wanted to record everything. Mostly because of you.” The Archivist accidentally bumped her head against Frost’s chest. She softly apologized as shutters immediately closed, as if people expected Frost to eliminate her on the spot.

Just want kind of things did people witness outside their doors?

Instead, Frost gently placed a hand onto the Archivist’s head.

“Don’t be so formal around me. I know I’m the Amalgam, but I really don’t bite. C’mon. Let’s go. Do you know what they mean by Arms, Bodies and Pillars of the World, by the way?”

“Somehow I feel like hearing those words from you sound wrong.” The Archivist sheepishly said, but she accepted the generous act. Flicking through her notebook, she arrived at a page dedicated to them. “Mhm! Vaguely!”


* * *


The city itself was one continuous sprawl but was separated into multiple sub cities each governed by a Body. Bodies were entities larger than Ateliers, holding a Pillar of the World that built the city into what it was, for better or worse. The intricacies of the city itself were unknown to them. All they knew was that it was rife with issues, following the same themes of the Civilization Corrupted.

Arms were more akin to Ateliers, holding minor technologies which was a coin toss whether they were used for good or bad. They were called Arms because their members and owners would either wield or become physically molded with their miraculous technology, making them high-priority threats or valuable assets depending on their nature.

They were essentially Beholders. Most Arms stemmed from a Body. Frost’s black apparel was identical to theirs, which suggested that he must have been in a similar position to them. Just without a technology of his own.

There were multiple tiers of society. The lowest of the low were outcasted into the world beyond the reach of the main Pillar of the World, which resided in the center of the City. It rose to the skies like a miniature version of the Nexus. The scale was surprisingly tiny, but due to the near universal flatness of the city it became visible even thousands of kilometers away.

It was a pale, emphatic light, similar to that of the Piece of the Fallen Star. It was the sun in this sunless world, and at night, the moon. Frost, due to his apparel, was recognized as a member close to the Pillar and was allowed unrestricted access throughout the City.

There were indeed mountain ranges and natural landscapes still preserved. These were found in the inner parts of society. The city was split into 7 rings, each separated by great walls armed to the teeth with all manners of weaponry.

Cannons larger than buildings were fitted onto them, as though they were fighting beasts larger than life itself. These things were made of a blend of pale and black metal. The pale was undoubtably the same thing found on the Nexus, and in Jury’s magic.

The Corrupted came to mind, but the Archivist argued that she didn’t remember things like the Corrupted existing, but at the same time questioned her memories.

Each ring, beginning from the outer to the inner, saw an increase in the quality of life for its inhabitants. One such quality they found was meat. The inner parts of the city had real meat, but those in worse areas had all manners of undiscernible cuts of meat.

They were not human. Frost had unfortunately learned the taste of it, so she could tell right away. But it was eerily close, and for some reason, the irony taste reminded him of… himself in a way.

That aside, issues arose as one moved higher in society. There existed expectations that should never be broken, as well as standards. Aspirations were quelled in this place, as people worked for the Bodies. In a way, those unaffiliated could be seen to have a greater amount of freedom.

Greed prevailed in the outer regions by Arms, as well as conflict, kidnappings, and all other manners of atrocities. The more valuable a person… the more coins that could be generated, as well as magic which could be stolen.

The weapons along the walls were significantly weaker and less abundant. Standing along the rims of the 5th wall, feeling the breeze and staring into the singularity eating up the skies, Frost noticed anti-air weapons stationed across the city, as well as no flight warnings. It was just like the Nex Megalopolis, and now that she realized it, the vast flatness of the land was eerily similar.

Along the walls were the inscription of but one phrase.

“AIRSPACE RESERVED FOR ANGELS ONLY.”

Angels. That’s right. They existed in this world too. I wonder if Jury’s going to be a part of this memory. Maybe the Archivist… Or hopefully Nav.

            

    
        262. The True Name of a Beloved Angel

    
    
    
    
                Beyond the city were the flower fields from that one memory. Due to the lack of transportation options, cultures and groups were allowed to thrive in complete isolation. Some didn’t even know most of the world. The outermost 2 rings were a worse version of the City of Spades, and it was a place where they witnessed books being burned by zealots, one group claiming that it was spreading falsities, and another claiming that it was a cardinal sin to preserve knowledge.

Frost and the Archivist moved through these areas, tinted in green and red, witnessing burnings and vehicles ramming through crowds. With how quickly the scenery changed, it was clear that this was indeed a memory. Of Frost’s surprisingly. Witnessing the flames disheartened him.

He couldn’t imagine how the Archivist felt seeing such a sight as she held her notebook close. Both had become invisible to the world all of a sudden, becoming observers of a distant, horrible past; they were observers of despair.

“… I was born in this place. People hated the idea of looking at things other than reality, because in truth they hated it. Books for me were my only escape. Until you came along and gave me this courage I’ll always hold onto.” The Archivist was thankful from the bottom of her heart, but also despised the fires. “Books were also stolen. I just wanted to help in some way to preserve this world we were fighting for.”

“We, huh. Are you remembering others now?”

“No. I don’t remember anyone else. Just you.”

“I see. It’s fucked up. And we’re only scratching the surface of this memory huh… if this is the first of what we’re about to see of this city, then it’s no wonder I decided to burn it down.”

“… don’t say that…” The Archivist begged. “I loved this world. No matter how badly it treated me. Because… I had someone precious here to share it with.”

“A-uh. I’m sorry.” Frost apologized. “People couldn’t talk things out, I presume. As usual. And I resorted with violence, huh. Bodies. Arms. I still don’t get it, but I can tell that we discarded many.”

“We, the discarded many, were left to live horribly. So I’m always thankful that you helped, even if we both don’t exactly remember how it happened.”

“A shame we can’t see it. I think this memory’s more focused on the city itself. A lot of it reminds me of the Nex Megalopolis.” Frost went to touch the flames, but was unable to interact with it. Observe was all they could do as they roamed the desolate streets which were set alight, and there, in the distance, she saw children and widows sitting in the center of a crossroads, forever directionless.

“You had plenty courage already if you wanted to go against all this mayhem. No one came in to help you when things went bad, I take?”

“Help? You’d be lucky where I came from. You had to hire Arms to protect you. U-um. I-isn’t that also the name of your friend?”

“My Alter self. Hired Arm. Born from the greed of civilization… Hey. Is this world really all that different from Elysia?” Frost suddenly asked, reaching out to those along the crossroads, only to have them shiver in the cold of the arriving night.

They responded to his surprise, and inched themselves away, whilst others closed their eyes, as if ready to embrace death.

… I hate this so much. So this was the world I came from. The world after Earth. I’m fucking glad that I don’t remember this.

“It is, isn’t it? There are no stars here. Elysia has stars!” The Archivist exclaimed.

“The Pillars don’t remind you of the Nexus? The landscape even looks just like Brandar’s. Besides… looking at those weapons along the walls remind me of Jury’s Retrocausality. Implying that this is the future. But also the past… fucking hell.” Frost wracked his brain.

Nav usually helped organize his thoughts, so in its absence Frost struggled to make sense of it. Where these people suffered, others around favorable parts of the city were allowed to thrive. One layer was considered a ‘goldilocks’ area, and usually consisted of family members belonging to those within the Bodies.

Further exploring this desolate city, passing by the inferno, and smoldering books, they arrived at a steampunk area filled with golden contraptions, each smothered with coagulated, slimy blood.

They found themselves within a gothic industrial complex, and these mechanical arms were undoubtably the Touch of Golds. The machines operated autonomously. The only people were the ones piled within the ore bins of a broken excavator, delivering amassed bodies to the arms.

They were snatched, many crushed by the claws as they were dragged into a blue mesh to be impaled by countless blue needles. Like a receipt holder, they were layered one by one until a stack was ready. The blue liquid was injected into them, and immediately a concoction of red and pale liquid was extracted, along with horrid screams.

The Archivist hid her face behind her notebook, all the while Frost watched, abhorred by the sight. But this confirmed his suspicions.

“Please maintain a minimum of 50 decibels.” A synthetic voice uttered from a hidden device. It was rife with static, cold, and unapologetic. “The Midas Touch will now be initiated.”

*Crush*

Those that weren’t taken by the claw were placed underneath a gargantuan, golden hydraulic press. The human batter was then shaped by another set of hands to create the currency used within the city.

Elysia had something similar. In the Frozen Springs if she recalled.

He was now convinced that Elysia and this world were one in the same.

“It’s… horrifying. People like us get churned into that. Value… is tied with people. Nothing else. But how many people…” The Archivist’s voice became raspy, prompting Frost to embrace her. “D-does it take… to value someone ‘higher’?”

“… none. It should be none, but it’s thousands here… Here. Elysia. No one seems to care at all. I don’t understand. Why tie in the value of coins with people? Mercenaries perpetuate this cycle, going against principles for the sake of riches and prestige.”

Frost deeply lamented, feeling something within his chest unlocked at the sight of the nightmarish process.

“The outcome was all people cared for, huh. Do you think if people knew where these coins came from, they’d stop using them? No way. Can you really fight against such systems in this world?”

He pondered on this thought as a desire to burn everything down steadily grew. The illusion of the Touch of Golds was temporary. But there existed deeper connotations behind the meaning of greed than just those machinations.

Suddenly, as they trudged through the industrial complex of nightmarish lack of empathy, they entered a dark tunnel. Along the other end they, much to their surprise, found themselves near the base of the Pillar of the World.

And there, they saw someone waving wildly at them, with a giant, fluffy tail waving like a giant swaying tree. Nearly all sources of anguish disappeared from Frost’s heart as a fond smile crept across his face.

Those ever-familiar golden eyes told him that everything was ok.

“_____~! And you too _____!” A certain dark-skinned Angel rushed down to them from a flight of concrete steps.

From her hair color to the eyes and her skin; this person was identical to the same person he loved the most.

This was undoubtedly Jury.

And when Frost called out her name, she made a quizzical face.

“Jury? It hasn’t been two months and you’ve already forgotten my name!” She lunged at them both, embracing them with arms and her beautiful tail as wings sprouted from her back, enveloping the world with beautiful, pale feathers.

Poking Frost’s cheek with a finger, she pouted cutely and giggled. She took a step back after sniffing their scent, somehow drooling as she caught the savory smell of something tasty.

She was… as energetic as Frost remembered Jury to be back in Elysia, and it caused him to smile from the bottom of his heart. Wiping her drool away, Jury placed both hands on her hips, staring at the pair before letting loose a long sigh.

“You really did forget, huh? What are you, an android? Memories aren’t fuel for people like us, you know!” Jury joked. “I shouldn’t be making that joke when your caretaker was one. Well… listen close this time, ok? I know things are difficult now, but let’s do our best! All of us! Don’t forget it because I won’t be telling you next time!” Jury brought her mouth close to their ears, wrapping an arm around each of their necks as she uttered her true name.

“It’s Elysia!”
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                Elysia.

When those words left the past Jury’s lips, Frost and the Archivist stiffened like statues. The air rushed from their lungs as their minds went blank. Seconds later, as Jury wondered what was wrong with the two, a plethora of interpretations filled the void of their mind like Pandora’s Box had just opened.

“Elysia… That’s your name?” Frost blurted out loud, causing Jury to blink, pouting slightly. “How come… wait no, that was the name of your Corrupted self. Jury’s name never changed.”

“I thought Jury was called an Unhung Jury.” The Archivist pondered, flickering through the pages of her notebook, expecting to find valuable information. “Uuhhh… Nothing?”

“That was her title. Her name was just Jury when I realized her. It didn’t come up as Elysia. But then again, you remember the book she gained from your library?”

“… The Book of Elysia…” The Archivist gasped as Jury… no, Elysia cocked her head, her tail wagging left and right like an excited dog.

The bulbous tip was nowhere in sight. It was thin towards the end unlike Jury’s which contained an organ, needle, and… maybe a sexual organ? In short, the current Jury’s tail was more robust compared to Elysia’s simple one.

She wondered if Realizing Jury caused this unique growth to occur.

That being said, Frost then added:

“Elysia. I thought it might have had something to do with the truth or nature of our world. It never occurred to me that it was her book.”

“Maybe it’s both?” The Archivist suggested. “I… haven’t read through it. But I remember Jury! She was bubbly. Kind. But also kinda scary, I think? She looks different – H-hey-!? U-um –! Down! It’s showing! Don’t look up, Frost!”

Elysia snatched the Archivist off her feet. Her tail coiled around her waist as she held her overhead, the girl desperately concealing her undergarments with little resistance.

“Are you two done speaking retrospectively? Reciting a eulogy about me? Here. Come close. Take some healing!”

She pouted, placing both hands on her hips as she leaned close to Frost’s face, suddenly grinning to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth. Then, much to their shock, pale particles of light bounced off their bodies as Elysia casted healing magic of all things.

“And what’s this about a Corrupted!? You think an Angel like me is like one of those synthetic ones? Or a Demon? I thought you thought higher of me! Well, I guess you can’t have everything. Did you bring anything to eat by the way~?”

That gluttonous side of her never left. A-ahaha. Why am I mentally cracking up at that? 

“Nothing. Sorry. We ended up getting caught up in some trouble.” Frost said, concealing his laughter, finding comfort in this version of Jury.

“Trouble tends to find you. Nothing’s changed about that! Bet negotiations failed again. Even when backed by the Pillar. Kind of sad that we aren’t deployed with you. But I guess that’s because you get to do your own thing.” Elysia complaint, squeezing the cheeks of the Archivist.

“Stawwp…”

“Mmm! Glad you’re also here to help! Recoding things still? Have you got something written down about me? Anything about the steaks – I mean, stars!?” Elysia drooled at the thought, her eyes glistening like stars. “Real meat is hard to come by for an Angel. Everything tastes the same. But I guess that’s what our teeth are designed for. Cutting through synthetic angels. Or Faux Angels. Whatever you want to call them!”

Aside from her tail, it felt like the Jury they always knew was standing right here. He was curious about their relationship. Were they close? Were they lovers? Even though it was a memory, he was a little wary to ask.

That didn’t stop him, however.

Because if there was a time to gather answers, it would be now. Such a prime opportunity could not be ignored.

“Ahem. Elysia.” Frost began as the woman dragged them up the flight of stairs, her pale-military-eqsue garbs blending with the world of white.

“Don’t be so formal! You’re here to visit ‘that’ place again, right? To take your mind off your work. I kind of wish you’d rely on me for that instead of treating me like a child. I’m only one of seven, you know!” She grinned; her voice joyous as ever as spirals formed along the eyes of the Archivist.

The poor girl struggled to keep up with Elysia’s pace.

Above the staircase they were greeted with a concrete expanse, marked with hazard lines, and sealed, mechanical hatches. Surrounding them like a circular wall were interconnected building complexes. When viewed from afar it seemed like everything meshed into one, like a hedge made of concrete thorns.

They were in the intermediary part.

“I’m missing a few memories. Do you mind jogging them for me?” Frost asked.

Elysia made a concerned expression, but realized it was a joke, and interpreted his request as wanting to ‘stop treating her as a child’.

“Mhm~! Fire away like how we’re fired out!”

And so, Frost began questioning Elysia as they approached the Pillar, which impaled the center of the city. Or perhaps this world as he knew it.


* * *


A flat land where armored vehicles roamed, hauling massive containers, each marked with a designated code. It vaguely resembled ImpulseWork’s naming scheme. This alone raised red flags. The major difference between both, as labeled along the lengths of 20-meter-long trucks, was the prefix.

GEN, followed by a number ranging from 01 to 12.

Elysia explained that each number corresponded to a Body located around the world, or the city. Anything beyond the city’s reach was largely inhospitable due to the state of the world. But it brought into question how this world lost its stars, sun, and moon.

And how even without them a meadow stretched as far as the eye could see.

Historical accounts never accurately recorded what had happened. Elysia went as far as to claim that people have stubbornly refused to believe in the stars. Talk of the past was suppressed to thwart the aspirations of many, driven by Bodies and Arms alike who would rather shine as the stars of this city. Something tangible, with a gravitational pull that erased the hearts of their followers, merging them into one collective metaphorical heart.

This was why books were burned. But ironically –

“You don’t remember the Body you’re working under, ______?” Elysia kindly poked the Archivist with the tip of her tail.

She shook her head.

“The Collective Compendium of All Knowledge. Don’t you have some sway in there? It’s the same thing ____ here helped you start up! Really, what’s wrong with you two? GEN-06? Does it ring a bell?” Elysia spoke like they should have known all of this, but the two glanced at each other, causing her to sigh.

“You have one of the Pillars there. For a library holding all kinds of pieces of knowledge. It was your way of preserving the world in case anything happened. Your way of wanting people to know that we existed!” Elysia added, becoming increasingly giddy. “That’s the ideal!”

Giddy was an understatement. Elysia was an entire bundle of happiness.

The people here, and the complex surrounding the Pillar were never dressed extravagantly. Each seemed to be hard wired to their jobs. White coat scientist rushed with clip boards. Black-metal armored personnel with hazard masks delivered the codenamed cargo, as though it were a highly dangerous contaminate.

Following them was an array of heavily armed individuals, fitted into compact vans. No one carried a single firearm. In fact, it was only ever found on certain workers. The Archivist elaborated on the sight.

“I was only allowed to visit this place once. That’s when I met Jury… I mean, Elysia. I think? This is a deployment area. For Angels and people working directly under the Pillar. I… vaguely remember the Arbiter now. She was heavily involved in this.”

“We met once? Once here is right. But we’ve seen each other a bunch outside! Not formally because we’re not supposed to interact with people.” Elysia hummed.

“Why is that?” Frost asked.

“We’re not exactly good in urban areas. Any time we’re deployed means a few hundred thousand were already erased. If we arrive early, then that’s a hundred thousand gone from the impact alone. Another few tens more when the cartridge falls.”

“… that’s normal to you?” Frost asked as he stooped in his tracks, causing Elysia to solemly turn her head, her gaze falling off to the side.

“The world is too big to be in two places at once. I’m not thrilled to admit it. You know why as well. We pick the lesser of two evils. Arms can get out of hand. People can get wrapped up with wishes. Those that believe in the stars can have miracles happen thanks to one of the Bodies. Then there’s Faux Angels.”

As she said this, one of the colossal, sealed hatches opened, revealing a semi-pale gargantuan egg-shaped object labeled ANG-03. Steam violently cascaded along the floor, as a low rumble and whine eerily emitted from somewhere within. It was not quite like the egg Ber had found herself in, but it was similar enough that again, Frost couldn’t help but to make a note of.

As soon as the hatches locked open with a crunchy snap, the roaring sound of a broken chain blared. This alarm was identical to the one used in the ImpulseWorks Sites. People fled its immediate vicinity after going through various checks. When all seemed well, golden strip lights appeared along the ground as the ‘canister’ was suddenly ejected with a deafening explosion.

“It’s the three-tailed Angel. She’ll save a million more lives. I bet it’s another Faux Angel attack. Hey! I’m happy to report that I’ve been using my wings to get around instead of those!”

Elysia’s pale, fluffy wings sprouted from her back. There were exactly 12 in total, each casting an exalted light that banished shadows. They ranged from as small as a finger to three times as large as themselves.

Jury did not have this ability. Yet at least. Suffice to say, both Frost and the Archivist were enthralled by Elysia’s beauty. Delighted, Elysia concealed her wings and began walking off, humming to herself.

“Why do they look like eggs?” The Archivist asked.

“A bird fights its way out of the egg. The egg is the world. Who would be born must first destroy an egg… It’s symbolic of where we came from. How we’re born. How things work. It’s a saying with Angels, because… we’re not born normally. Put it like this, what came first? The chicken or the egg?”

 “Chicken?” The Archivist uttered.

“Egg.” Frost said. “Eggs were around longer than the chicken even existed.”

“Mhm. The egg. Or more like from the eggshells. It’s an unnatural birth, but that’s what makes us unique, yet when we bleed, we’re reminded that we’re all the same! The egg serves as a metaphorical point of origin, or a person’s world. Soul. Whatever you want to call it.” Elysia spoke cryptically with enthusiasm. “You get it, right?”

“Sort of. Can you elaborate?” Frost corrected himself.

“At this point I wonder if it’s even you in there!” Elysia laughed.

Frost moved to several heavy hitting questions as vehicles and crews of dozens moved to the steaming hatch left behind. The spherical object soared through the skies unnaturally. It was certainly fast. So fast in fact that its exterior caught alight, but the metal itself remained untouched.

“What are Faux Angels? What about people turning into monsters? The Corrupted? Advents? The Nexus?”

“S-Slow down! You’re speaking all kinds of weird things now. Well, people have been using a piece of GEN-03’s power to wish things. I’ve never seen it for myself, but they say that deep inside the ruins underneath the Pillar of the World lays a dormant star. You should know, since you’re one of the only people allowed in there.”

“Why is that? What about the Faux Angels?”

“Faux Angels are just big monsters looking to snag a Body. Angels. Demons. Those things – we’re actually forbidden from entering that place.” Elysia stared at the rising Pillar.

She didn’t elaborate or entertain any following questions, as if this one order given to her by some higher figure was absolute.

They were alone all of a sudden in this vacant field of concrete and metal. The closer they approached the Pillar, the more the floors morphed into a similar material. During this silence Frost then asked another small array of questions, the world seemingly… distorting along the way.

One was the Genesis Stones.
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                “Those things? No one knows where they came from. But they have the power to create whatever you want. All 12 Bodies have miracles and technologies created by them, called the Pillars of the World. Arms are just much smaller versions. Things changed drastically in the city when a big chunk fell from the sky.” Elysia said as the Archivist flickered through pages to find this information but found nothing at all.

So instead, she jotted them down both on paper, and in mind.

Another was the meaning of ‘Elysia’. And the name of this world.

“We’ve just called it the City or the world. It doesn’t have a name. I’m sure it was erased at some point to keep things ambiguous. Detaching people from loving your home is one way to get them to ruin it… Elysia has no deeper meaning to it. I’m just me. Hmm… Kind of weak compared to the other Angels, but I’m at least close to you, so that’s all that matters! Even after 26 years since you found me, I’ve always, always been grateful.”

She clutched her heart as they approached the Pillar of the World, their surroundings steadily decaying as ruins of an ancient past emerged. At that moment, Elysia stopped in her tracks abruptly, her toes perfectly aligned as if pressed against an invisible barrier.

“Eh? Y-You’re not following? Is this part of the dream over?” The Archivist questioned, tugging Frost’s sleeves.

“Why can’t you come any closer?”

“There’s a certain 7 tailed Angel that’ll kill me if I do. It’s a compromise I made with her. Angels don’t tend to talk with you because she’d rather we never crossed paths to begin with. Something about me being a glutton, and probably eating something I shouldn’t.” She said jokingly, but therein also laid the truth.

“Angels. Demons. Faux Angels… no one’s allowed to set foot into here. Besides that Angel.”

“The Arbiter...” The Archivist uttered as Frost nodded in agreement before he approached Elysia.

They were of equal height, so it was somewhat surreal for him. But nevertheless, he asked Elysia his one final question.

“Are we lovers?” He asked casually, causing Jury’s eyes to lightening up like lanterns. It was clear that she was enthralled by the question, her hands trembling lightly, and her tail coiling around her leg with delight.

But it suddenly fizzled into solemn dejection.

“Not lovers. But close… I’m surprised you asked. Ha… hahaha… Urgh… I’m sorry. You just –” Elysia suddenly clutched onto her face, covering her eyes as Frost tried to reach out for her.

But his hand phased through her.

“Remind me… of when you didn’t have to fight so hard. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, _____. Everyone. I should never have come here. I wish I could just turn back time. Or just let things end the way they did. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry… I’m sorry.” She lamented, tears silently running down her wrists.

The image of Elysia Corrupted. She went through 7 distinct phases, each one becoming more and more distorted. Her hair became unkempt, her golden eyes had lost their luster. Her tail had become infested with black patches of fur, the tip festering like a wound infected by fungus, and her wings completely absent.

Her hair carried black streaks, like the reversal of how Frost grew white streaks after manifesting the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Frost attempted to embrace the awful image of Elysia. Even if it wasn’t tangible, he still wished to comfort this aberration of his memories.

“… I don’t know what ended up happening, but I’m sure you suffered more than anyone can imagine. Ely… Jury. One day, you’ll remember all of this. I hope you’ll be able to face it. At least then, you’ll have people by your side. Because here… I can tell that no one was for you.” Frost, upon wrapping his arms around the ghost, felt a certain ticking emit from her chest.

This was absolutely Jury.

And combined with the quote of the birds and the shell, this also meant that the voice he had been hearing with each subsequent State must have been hers. But was it an echo? A reverberation from the past or future, like Jury’s retrocausality? Or, was it from something else.

When the scenery changed, Elysia disappeared as they found themselves in a chute far larger than anything they had ever seen. A single catwalk made from creaky metal connected one side to the other with zero supporting structure.

It was one long, precarious walk.

Nothing existed either up or down. Darkness prevailed. But at the same time, Frost could not help but feel an eerie sense of familiarity as he mustered the courage to take the first step across the rickety bridge.

“If my memories are like a book, then this would be the next chapter, right?”

“M-Mhm.” The Archivist timidly followed, stiff and unable to peer down the chasm. “This place is under the Pillar of the World. Ruins?”

“Seems like it. Access is restricted here as well. No Angels allowed… That brings me to wonder how exactly they keep it guarded in the first place. Something tells me Elysia disobeyed her only rule.” Frost said as they stepped forth into this dark chapter of Frost’s memories. “… The Aberrations of Elysia. They might not be Aberrations of the world itself. But of Elysia –

– The past Jury.”
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                Dull thumps and the croak of decaying steel followed with each step they took. A catwalk this long violated both every safety rule Frost knew on Earth, as well as physics. Unless this was made from an exotic metal, it should not be able to hold itself without any supporting structures.

Never in its skeletal state. The hand railings were cut with ridged marks, like something had bitten into them. Running one’s hand along it would result in a bloody mess.

Deviating too far to the left or right meant to plummet or to be impaled by what remained of the safety rails. It seemingly rocked to an invisible wind. Looking up or down revealed nothing but an endless abyss.

There was no telling where they were, aside from within the Pillar. Or the ruins more accurately. The Pillar was built over the ruins as far as they could tell. But Frost also considered the idea that maybe it was the Pillar itself that caused this place to fall into ruin. Like a seed and its sprout – the Ruin was the seed, and the Pillar was the sprout.

Thinking metaphorically helped create an image for him. It was all speculation, but Frost could not believe that these ruins collapsed through natural means. Besides, the Pillar reminded him of the Nexus.

Very faint strands of pale, luminous metal ran along the walls in the distance, appearing like illusionary threads.

Whenever he blinked, they’d change position. The Archivist tried searching for something, anything just to be helpful. She stuck close to Frost, apologizing every so often whenever she misplaced a step, tripped, or had her dress caught onto the jagged rails.

“O-Oh no!” She whimpered, her notebook flying from her hands.

Frost clutched onto it before it could plunge into the nothingness underneath.

“Got it! You… Need to be careful.” Frost sighed in relief, realizing that this notebook wasn’t the Archivist. “And please stop apologizing. How about I carry you?”

“I don’t want to be a burden. Being here, in this world reminded me of how much I bothered you. I feel uneasy.” She admitted, curling a small hand by her chest.

Frost lightly tapped her head with the notebook, causing her to clasp her head.

“I don’t think the past me would have been so close to you if they were bothered at all by you. C’mon. Keep your head up high. No one’s here to hurt or judge you.” Frost said, firmly taking her hand as they ventured deeper along the catwalk. “Besides. I have the impression that you were hard worker. Likely under appreciated. I can see myself wanting to help someone catalogue our world. Our stars. Things we’ll never be able to see or experience anymore.”

The Archivist’s grip tightened as she fondly stared at Frost’s hand, then, she turned to the empty shell of this subterranean world. Frost could no longer see the world through his one thousand invisible eyes. He had forgotten how limiting it was having binocular vision. But in a way, he could not see the darkness because of this.

But when he looked off to the side, the path disappeared, and the door looming on the other end was invisible. It all depended on one’s perspective.

Frost never used to delve in metaphorical thoughts, or allegories of things that inherently had no meaning. After living in Elysia, he had learned to put meaning in nonsensical things, because coincidences could not exist when fate itself could be manipulated like a machine.

Philosophy wasn’t his strong suit, but there was something to be said about his thoughts. He just couldn’t put it into words as eloquently as others could and called it a ‘flaw of perspective’. Because those who looked in the dark couldn’t see the end, and only focused on this darkness. And those who looked to the end couldn’t see the dark.

Maybe, it more accurately described…

“A means to an end.” Frost uttered to himself from out of the blue.

“Hmm?”

“When I set this city alight, do you think I ever thought about the people that’d get caught in the crossfire?” Frost became sentimental all of a sudden. Thinking about the ‘means to an end’ now in a clear state of mind caused him to realize how many he had… discarded in S4 on his rampage against the Hearts and Scarlet Logic.

It was a deep wound for him. But Frost was headstrong. As much as he admitted his wrongs, a part of him sincerely believed that there was no other way. As a healer, he could not even get close to people to help them because of the flames he unwillingly carried.

Frost reflected deeply. It was a rare trait seldomly found in Elysia. This world as well. As he thought of the ways to make amends, they passed by the middle point and the Archivist spoke words of encouragement.

“You did. I know you did. You, more than anyone, wanted our home to be brighter. For people to stop crying. For people to stop being like me. It… was only because of you that I was able to pick up the pen and book. I was grateful. People around you were too! I know it!”

“I figured as much. But hearing it from you cements it. I don’t think would have ignited the city for no good reason… Haaaaaaah. No point in getting down over something I can barely remember.” Frost ended up sighing so deeply that the Archivist’s eyes widened worriedly.

He then chuckled, then broke into a small laugh.

“I still consider this me as a separate entity from the me in Elysia.”

“You’re still the same good person I knew. It’s just weird to see that face smile so often. I-I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like –!”

“Ahaha. It’s fine. How about rather than clinging onto the old me, we start to get our present selves to know each other better?” Frost suggested, causing the Archivist to slowly lower her gaze.

“… I don’t know… how I’m supposed to do that.”

“For starters – let’s ask each other some questions. Like what’s your favorite food?”

“Anything but skewers.” She said unexpectedly as they approached the rusted metal door at the end.

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“I don’t know why, but skewers… make my stomach churn. It’s awful.”


* * *


The two shared this moment together. They spoke awkwardly at first like long lost friends, but Frost would always take the lead. The Archivist was an introvert. Someone that had difficulty in communicating with others, but whenever he harped on a topic she adored, she spoke with vigour that would make one wonder if she really was introverted in the first place.

Past those doors were empty hallways, illuminated by dim strips of light. Electrical wires were present, as well as thick, insulated cabling. Electricity seemed to be the main power source down here, as opposed to the liquids across the city.

It was enough to prove that this place was at least ancient. How ancient exactly was unknown, but the deeper they ventured into these lost halls, the more Frost was reminded of a much larger ImpulseWorks site from the layout alone.

There were too many similarities of this world and Elysia, to the point where he had to wonder if they were in fact the same. The Archivist entertained the idea, but they needed absolute proof first.

Suddenly, the Archivist asked him something.

“How do you feel about this?”

“You mean my body?” Frost wondered, patting himself down. “It’s weird. Uncomfortable now that I think about it. Like… er… it feels ‘normal’, but not in a good way. I kind of started to enjoy being a girl. Since it’s the me that I am.” Frost struggled to put things coherently, a testament of how jarring things were for him.

“T-that’s a good thing, isn’t it? What about everything else?”

“About how I feel about this world, you mean?”

“Yeah. Our home.”

Frost pondered for a short while before he answered.

“Sort of relieved.” His answer was unexpected, and it caused an imaginary question mark to pop above the Archivist’s head.

“How come?” She asked as they approached a giant reception room, held up by broken pillars and littered with ruined furnishings. A circular counter sat in the center, where bones were piled up.

Judging from the black marks along the floor and ceiling, those people were burned like a human bonfire. The lobby branched off to multiple sections, each labelled with a letter then a number on signs that struggled to hang onto the ceiling.

This place would have been G if it was a hospital or followed any conventional naming schemes back on earth. G for ground floor. Instead, it began at A. Approaching one of the buzzing, blinking boards that were scattered around the lobby revealed a dusty cross section of this place.

Frost answered the Archivist as he dusted it off, revealing each layer of this place.

“It’s relieving because I don’t remember any of this. Being stuck in a world like this would’ve driven me mad. Er… I want to laugh, but it already had thrown me too far over the edge. Somehow, this place doesn’t seem so bad compared to the outside world. It’s quiet.”

“… like a person’s ‘shell’ in a way, don’t you think? That big room with nothing inside of it?”

“How’d you come up with that conclusion?” Frost wondered as the Archivist stuck her face close to also get a better look at the map. She, in a way, had a bad sense of personal space, which only added to her character.

“Birds. Eggs. Wings. Feathers. Trees. Branches. Fruits – There’s so many connotations following these themes everywhere you look. Mostly with the birds.” She said, drawing a small bird surrounded by an egg into the dust.

“Do you think a bird’s egg is their world?” Frost asked.

“That’s all they know until they’re born into it, right? Nature… is sadly inherently violent.”

“Does it have to be?”

“Reproduction in the wild is extremely violent compared to what we do to each other… U-Um. I mean what civilized species – O-or humanoid – er…” The Archivist flushed red, causing Frost to gently smile.

“Civilization roots out violence, and it can perpetuate it. But I think it’s more about our sense of morality that makes us significantly different from wildlife. We have wants and needs. We have a choice whether we want to play the evolutionary game of survival, or kick back and live life how we wish.” Frost said, harping on his wisdom from Earth. “That, along with sapience. We can communicate through language. Break that down and we revert to other methods. In my old world, those methods were often cruel.”

“… language has its limitations. The Blessing of the Nexus helps try to amend it.” The Archivist agreed, having seen and lived a life where language was non-existent. If one was weak, then they had no right to speak or act. “Violence has no limitations. And that’s the sad thing. Because of that, violence is universally understood.”

“We have the capacity to get past that. But when the world itself is full of bloodshed, then it’s hard. That’s why I want to make things better. I’m in a position to as well, but I also know that my image of a paradise might be the hell for another.” Frost admitted as he finally uncovered the last layer. “Z, zero. It has sub floors from 7 to 1, with a bottom labeled as 0.”

“… why did you tell me this all of a sudden?” The Archivist curiously wondered as Frost dusted his hands to the side.

“I guess I wanted people to hear me openly admit that I won’t be able to do it alone. Especially from a certain someone who thinks they’re helpless~” Frost grinned, causing the Archivist to clutch her notebook as her face unexpectedly lit with a beautiful smile.
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                A total of 26 floors ran through these ruins, each labelled after a letter of the English alphabet. It was the biggest surprise to them, since this entire time they had been speaking the universal, 56-character language, as a result of being Blessed. The auto translation power they wielded was amplified here, and it caused all languages to appear as English to Frost at least, whereas the Archivist saw them for what they were.

This indeed followed the English alphabet, confirmed by the Archivist, meaning this place must have had a significant Earthly influence. It could not have been the same world given how vast its horizons were, but perhaps just like in Elysia, people may have been able to slip into this world unexpectedly.

Every elevator shaft located throughout the ruined facility was plugged with cement, as if to imprison whatever they left behind. Exploring the first floor also revealed slight oddities. The first were the bones. Frost had enough knowledge to tell a human bone apart from an animal.

Here, bundled in a heap behind the receptionist counter were indeed the skeletons of humans, and humans only, burned down to withering remains. The reason was unclear.

Frost wondered what the purpose of this memory served. It didn’t follow the theme of civilization. Rather, it felt like a personal memory more than anything else. A core memory in a way. Traversing through these halls stirred unwanted dread into his heart.

This place invoked terror. A hospital best described its layout. Those unfamiliar with such places were bound to get lost following its pearlescent halls, and the perpetual buzz of flickering fluorescent lights.

Navigating these halls was second nature to Frost. Whether it was because he was once a nurse, or because he had once roamed these halls was impossible to tell. What he did know however, was that his last and only true recollection of Earth was that he roamed a hospital ward.

“I finished working with an old lady who just arrived post op.” Frost quietly monologued. “She gave me a biscuit. No idea how she snuck that in. Later, I left the room and headed straight for the staff room. Next thing I knew I was in the Nexus.”

“Does this place remind you of it?” The Archivist peered into each room and forks along the path as Frost navigated through with little effort. His body seemed to instinctively know where to turn.

“Too much.” Frost quietly said. “Turn back the clock, and you can imagine this place being all white, with blue rimmed doors, and name plates along some of the doors. But at the same time, these corridors are too big. You have exposed cabling running through as well, and ventilation shafts but that’s probably because of how deep underground this place is.”

“The rooms here look like private hospital rooms.” The Archivist added, knocking on the inner walls of one of the rooms. It made a dull thud, indicating that it was made of thick metal. “O-Ouch…”

“An isolation room. Or a quarantine room.” Frost said, also peering into the same room. “Just no showers. No beds either.”

“Like a prison…”

“Yeah. Exactly that.”


* * *


The place that Frost was supposed to feel most at home was twisted in a manner that caused terror to ensnare his heart. His face did not show this, but deep down a part of him hesitated whenever he approached a room or was about to turn a corner.

A central staircase connected each floor. It wasn’t as wide as they thought. Rather, it was smaller than a fire exit staircase. The claustrophobic nature, combined with the ominous atmosphere caused his breathing to become rugged.

It felt like something had clung onto his back, choking him as he struggled to take deep breaths. Something about this place was inherently terrifying to him. The deeper they went, the thicker the cables became, and the larger the halls seemed, as if to facilitate the movement of giant creatures just like in F-H5.

Every few floors the specialization seemed to change. ‘A’ was the lobby. The next several were a hospital. Further beneath were living quarters. Then prisons, from what they could tell, which only grew larger with each subsequent floor. Beneath that were rooms filled with sparking electrical equipment, and cables so thick that they appeared like the veins of a great tree. Following it were empty tubes, likely filled with some form of liquid.

“… A-Are you ok?” The Archivist worriedly asked as Frost realized that his hands had been trembling.

“I-I’m fine. Really. I’m ok. I don’t know the significance of this place… but I’d be lying if I said that it meant nothing to me. I wonder if this was the place I was thinking of and not Earth. But that wouldn’t make any sense because I clearly remember Earth’s history.” Frost sparingly spoke, with words that struggled to leave his lips.

He was overwhelmed with emotions that he knew did not belong to him. He rejected them, because there was no way that he could have mistaken Earth for this place. Just what was his past to react so strongly to a place like this?

The Archivist timidly held onto Frost’s sleeves in an act of kindness. She didn’t have much to say. Frost couldn’t blame her, but her showing worry was enough to kindle courage in Frost’s heart.

It was unlike him to buckle like this.

And it only fed his ravenous curiosity.


* * *


Afterwards, upon arriving on Floor ‘Z’, they found themselves in a nursery. Childrens toys were scattered everywhere, and ruined cribs told the fates of the children that must have lived here. Skeletons big and small could be seen cuddled, as if hiding from something.

Elsewhere, he saw bodies trying to protect these children. Others were left alone in bathroom stalls, some embracing the skeleton of a child as they sat silently, as if accepting their fate. The stench of despair immediately struck Frost. The powerful surge caused him to nearly trip on the toy blocks, which tumbled to form a single word.


“Remember.”


“Remember what…? I don’t even know what this is.” Frost uttered, glancing around. Each room was fitted with one-way windows, observable from the hallway only.

They revealed many other playschool facilities, but they were designed more like experiments given the layout, the whiteboards at the front labeling the children after a code, number, and a given name written between single quotation marks. The names were bizarre, going from ‘human’ to ‘parrot’, to ‘nightmare’.

They were crossed out in red, with the reasoning written out as:


‘Primary Mimicry Events’ | P-Factor Possession


GEN-00-01 ‘Parakeet’ |Terminated |Followed simple instructions. Identified within 48 hours of breach.


GEN-00-01 ‘Monkey’ | Terminated | Abnormally high results in conducted tests. Identified within 2 hours of breach.


GEN-00-01 ‘Human’ | Terminated | Asked to see the stars. Identified within 90 hours of breach.


Reading those words caused Frost’s blood to both boil and chill. He did not know anything about this, but something inside of him wanted to scream. In an unexpected fit of rage, Frost threw the whiteboard across the room, shattering a glass window as the Archivist staggered backwards in terror.

“A-A-Ah…” She trembled, holding the notebook over her head as she tried to make herself as small as possible.

Frost did not know what had come over him. The frenzy lasted for only a split second, but it was enough to shake him to his core. If he could sweat, then he’d be drenched. His eyes were wide like he had stared into the face of death itself, and he slumped forward, clasping at the walls for support as his legs suddenly buckled.

“W-What… the fuck… was that?” Frost panted as the Archivist reluctantly approached him, turning her face away as she reached out a hand to pat his back. “I… I’m ok. I don’t know what came over me.”

“D-Did you remember something?”

“No. Nothing at all. But this body knows something I don’t. Shit… At this point I don’t even know if I want to remember anything.” Frost said, as toy blocks slid underneath his feet, writing the words:


“Do you remember?”


A ghost in his memories tried to jog something, but all it did was cause him much misery.

“... what does this have to do with Civilization?” Frost sincerely asked, struggling to keep himself upright. “Do you know anything? Archivist?”

“No… nothing. I’ve never been here before… I’ve never seen electricity run through cabling either. This place… I’m sorry.” She apologized, trying to cheer Frost up as she flickered through pages of the notebook, looking for something to lift his spirits.

“Don’t apologize for what happened here. Agh… ‘Mimicry’. Maybe when we get our hands on that Corrupted we’ll be able to figure something out… Hey. Do you think those things were referring to me?”

“I don’t think so. M-Maybe you were one of the people here trying to help that GEN – Um… E-Entity!”

“… I sincerely hope so.”


* * *


Pulling himself together was not easy. The last notable thing they found though the subsequent floors was a single chalkboard where a decaying corpse of a metal skeleton resided. Written on the chalkboard was a message surrounded by a giant strawberry cupcake.


“I could not taste it. But I hope that you will be able to taste thousands more. Go fill the night sky, captured star.”


Frost took a moment to watch over this figure.

This thing was not just any ordinary heap of scrap.

In all likeliness, this was Nav. A Nav stripped bare of all circuits, made indistinguishable from a broken machine. Strands of artificial, light blue hair could be found around its corpse, as well as a single golden eye.

“… I get the feeling that you… were there… for me. Even in this life, huh? Archivist…” Frost whispered, crouching at eye-level with the mechanical corpse.

“Mhm…”

“Nav can hear me, right? Tell it I said that we’ll definitely… definitely let it know the taste of mortality.”

He could not pry himself away from the figure. It took tremendous willpower to accept what had happened and move on. The events leading up to all of this were still left in the dark and seeing the aftermath only left her to speculate wildly. Imagination tended to be more frightening than reality, but in this kind of world reality superseded nightmares.

“If that’s Nav… then how come I vaguely know of Nav’s voice?” The Archivist asked after Frost left, wiping his cheeks clean with a gloved thumb.

“I wish I could answer everything. We’re only seeing things from my perspective. From this… fucked up hell hole.”

Walking through shattered glass and rubble, they moved towards the next section of this desolate world.

And before long, they reached a place reminiscent of a Site Core.

This was Floor Z-0.

            

    
        267. At the Depths of the World

    
    
    
    
                A gargantuan object reminiscent of the Site Core sat suspended by thick cabling in a dazzling world of black and white. It sat in the endless skies like a black moon, pierced by a pale crystalline stake that infinitely rose. Crystal offshoots branched from the stake like the thorns of a rose, taking root into the dark-steel flooring far underneath.

It was like a lonely tree in the middle of midnight. Or a seed that had sprouted.

Red sludge cascaded down from the pierced Site Core like the blood of a cracked, fertilized egg. It dripped, oozing down to form a stagnant, shallow crimson lake. The liquid was vibrant, like blood freshly harvested from an artery.

Growing along the inner walls of this vast expanse were the pale crystal clusters.

It went without saying that those were Genesis Stones.

The scenery was nothing like anything Frost had ever seen. Wonder danced with his ever-growing curiosity as he tried to make sense of what this place exactly was. The cables threw him off, instilling immense confusion as they listened to the guttural groans of machinery.

If they didn’t know any better, then they’d believe that the Site Core was alive.

Even when all was abandoned the machine continued to function; metal screaming as they walked along a long, insulated catwalk. Cables ran alongside it, and when touched, emitted a soft electrical buzz.

If one were to replace the wires with chains, then it would appear nearly identical to a Site Core. All it’d be missing was the singularity within.

Their voices did not echo in this boundless space. Every sound was dampened by soundproof material. Screams and shouts could not move beyond several meters before dying out. But strangely enough, the closer they approached, the more they heard a mechanical croak, along with the sloshing of a thick liquid.

From a distance, it looked like an artificial heart. A shell. A membrane. A cell. An embryo –

– An amalgamation of many things round. Many things that were associated with the notion of origin or life.

“It’s like a shell within a shell. H-Hey. Um. I wonder if it’s a power source for this place. M-maybe even for the city.” The Archivist commented from out of the blue, unable to remain choked by the oppressive silence.

The walkway was wide enough for the two to walk side by side. And much like the Site Core of F-H5, the object never seemed to get any closer. It felt like they were encroaching on something forbidden.

Why were Angels, Demons and the Faux Angels prohibited from trespassing into this exalted place?

“Do you remember anything from the old days? The power sources we used to use?” The Archivist followed up.

“That’s a generator? Huh… that’d explain all the cabling. But in my mind, it looks like power was routed towards it. Not from it.” Frost stated. “… what the hell can produce so much energy that they’d need to create a facility as large as this? Fission? Nuclear?”

Frost gravitated towards the two, even though they were mostly the same thing. But having seen a nuclear power plant in person and having gone through the ins and out of one, the object was conclusively too large to be fission related.

He entertained the thought of it being a generator, since there were no other dots to connect, aside from the Site Cores. Possibly even the Aberrations of Elysia. Given that the two went hand in hand in their world, it was now certain that the past Jury had disobeyed her one and only order.

Eventually, the Archivist flickered through enough pages to land on the sketches of a spherical generator.

“Fusion. We used nuclear fusion. I remember. Fusion reactors. We harvested the power of the stars in the palm of our hands before we moved to liquid mana.” She pointed out.

Frost took the notebook into his hands and studied the page. The first thing that came to mind was how the Archivist had a cross-section sketch of such a thing, to which she answered with:

“The libraries had everything. We’ve just discarded them. Before I met you, I wanted to preserve as many books as I can. If you throw the term ‘fusion’, people will think you’re talking about people getting fused with something. That did happen on occasion. But it’s actually in reference to the power we used in the past.”

“On earth, we had fusion reactors a fraction of the size of that. But they didn’t last for an hour. They weren’t exactly easy to maintain either. But one of that size would be something alright.” Frost was awed once again by the technological marvel. It was a testament of human ingenuity.

Awed, Frost’s fears mellowed. With a small sigh, he suddenly looked up into the dark, ceilingless skies.

“Do you think they’ve captured a star in there?” Frost said half seriously, referencing the message left behind by Nav, as well as how nuclear fusion was how stars operated in the first place.

The Archivist smirked, which turned into a small giggle.

“I like that interpretation. B-But…” She suddenly became gloomy again. “Aren’t you afraid that you might find something in there?”

“I can’t afford to turn my back now. If this is a core part of my memories, then there must be something to find. On the plus side, there’s bound to be clues about its connection with Elysia. They’re an Elysian Singularity. The more we know, the better.” Frost spoke, causing the Archivist to lower her gaze, both understanding and admiring that kind of courage.

Suddenly, a warm hand brushed over her head. Frost couldn’t get over how head pats were a normalized form of showing affection, but regardless, he had learned to appreciate it. Just as how the Archivist appreciated his touch.

Frost didn’t speak for a while. With the object now suddenly growing closer, he swallowed his fears and spoke from the bottom of his heart.

“I’m afraid. There’s a lot of things I regret finding out. Learning what this world was like takes a toll on your spirit. Even someone like me isn’t as invincible. I used to think I have thick skin, but I realized just how easy it is for people to dig under it.”

He began.

“Sometimes it feels like you’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. That’s how I feel in this body. It might sound pompous for me to say this out loud, but I think real courage is born when you can still push on in spite of the odds and fears. Haaaaah. Or is this morbid curiosity? Haha… Ah… Hey. You’ve been locked away for 300 years. What made you take that first step?”

“You.” The Archivist timidly spoke as she took her notebook back, covering her face until only her silver eyes could be seen. “I didn’t want to be hated by you. You were… one of my only friends. This was the world you tried to save. Can I ask you something? If… if you can remember… Was I a burden? Was I at least able to help you ‘save’ this world?”

Soon, they were at the metaphorical gates of the object. A pair of giant, angled doors with interlocking teeth rumbled as they approached. It was easily larger than most skyscrapers on earth. How such a massive amount of mass was manipulated completely boggled his mind.

They groaned open by their mere presence alone, causing the entire world to quake. Above, once the doors opened, a flaming great sword revealed itself embedded in the floors of a corridor made from the Genesis Stones. And resting beside it was yet another electronic, skeletal remains.

It was immune to the flames, and it seemed to be the bearer of the colossal weapon.

“… w-what happened here?” The Archivist uttered in disbelief.

“A fight maybe. That’s the same figure, right…? Is that Nav? Again?” Frost held his breath.

The blade was impossibly large, to the point where it was almost comedic. There was no doubt in his mind that the remains belonged to Nav. But why were there two? Was Nav perhaps mass produced? There was no concrete answer.

All that they knew was that it was not the flames that had stripped it of its synthetic flesh.

Frost, once again, paid a short moment of silence for her fallen friend before they navigated around the flaming blade. There were many interpretations to sieve through, but they both ultimately arrived at the only one that made sense.

“It looked like they were trying to protect something.” The Archivist spoke Frost’s mind as they moved on, approaching a light at the end of the tunnel.

“Who else other than from those who were warned to never step foot here.” Frost slowly said as they finally stepped into the light.

Surrounding them, as the light died down, was an otherworldly garden.

            

    
        268. The Forbidden Garden

    
    
    
    
                Within was a beautiful garden.

A matryoshka of worlds.

This place was a paradise within multiple worlds of ruin and sorrow.

Flowers bloomed as far as the eye could see, with rolling, lush hills and beautiful meadows inhabited by tiny specks of light like those of the Fairies found in Elysia.

Everything seemed alive. From the roots of trees to the blades of grass. Nothing ever seemed to stand still. But at the same time, nothing made a sound. Only the scrunches of their footsteps could be heard as they stared at a black, spherical object where thick cabling ran through, pierced by the ivy that were the Genesis Stones.

They littered the place like stakes having fallen from the cosmos, others like they had sprouted from the ground like trees. A white forest could be found in the distance, and in the center of it all was the stump of the towering spire, protruding around the spherical object, as if to shield it.

The object was tiny in comparison, leaking a red fluid that similarly overflowed from the pierced cabling and pipes. Other cables had electrical wires running through, but it was odd that they were able to harvest something akin to blood from such a thing.

Frost approached one of these red rivers. An estuary of pure water and crimson liquid battled like the front lines of two armies. The fresh water came from a burst cable, which was erected upright like a tree.

He scooped a small handful and drank straight from the source, wondering if it was anything similar to the one found in the Scarlet Logic Nest.

He winced.

“S-Should you be doing that?” The Archivist asked, holding out a hand as if to stop him.

“It’s a memory. I won’t die. Besides, old habits die hard… Hey. Do you remember the low-quality meat we had along the outer layers of the City?”

The Archivist nodded.

Frost then grimaced, sticking his tongue out.

“It tastes exactly like that. It’s… fucking disgusting. Even worse, is that I recognize this taste, but I can’t, for the life of me, figure out where the hell I remember it from. It’s vaguely like human meat. But not quite.”

“… U-Um…”

“Sorry. I don’t eat humans. Regularly. C’mon. We have more to explore.” Frost held out his hand, and she gladly took it.


* * *


The world, however beautiful it was, was not flawless. There were distortions everywhere. All artificial non-organic material were subjected to the whims of this world’s influence. Cables became trees the deeper one went, and they quickly realized that most of the rolling hills were actually buildings transformed into dirt mounds.

The deeper they went, the more abundantly clear it was that this garden was not the first thing to exist here. Another facility once was erected in this place. Even the Pillar of the World did not appear to have arrived first either.

It was that sphere.

Or rather, what existed within.

Because as they moved through the white forest of these lands, they managed to read out the code printed along the sphere in white.


‘GEN-00’


 

It was suspended between four towers, with a vat collecting the red liquid underneath. Of all the structures in this otherworldly garden, these were not tampered with. In fact, the world within a kilometer sphere was unaffected. The Pillar of the World was hollow, and it loomed over them.

Whether it was actually stone or made from crystals was unknown. Its underside was unnaturally smooth and was accompanied by subtle streaks of black and gold, exactly like the Nexus.

The pair glanced at each other, then made their trek into the southern tower, climbing its dilapidated stairs. Nothing of interest existed within. It seemed to serve nothing more than to hold the object up, and to allow access.

Frost’s body grew heavier with each step climbed, and when they reached the top, they were greeted by a corridor that connected directly into the black sphere.

“… whatever we find in there must be what created the other GEN stuff, I’m willing to bet.” Frost quietly spoke. “Let’s go. No need to worry about me. This is just a memory.”

Those words were meant to reassure himself more than the Archivist.

In truth, he was afraid of setting foot into that place.

But he needed answers, and he trudged through the mud of his fears, marching onwards in complete silence. One final pair of doors separated them now, and beside it was a carved indent to place one’s hand.

Written just above it on a golden plate were the following:


“Report all drastic changes in eye color.”

“Those with golden eyes must never interact with GEN-00.”

“Lailah is exempted.”


The name ‘Lailah’ was familiar. But like all things in this memory, he could not answer why.

Thankfully, the doors were already partially open. He pried it wide, and they slid like giant slabs of granite on wheel to the side, locking it into place. Within, they were greeted with the stench of death as blood climbed the inner walls of the sphere like ivy.

And within was what the Archivist immediately called:

“A fusion reactor chamber. R-right?”

Frost shook his head and descended into the sphere, where pale, thin eggshells lay scattered along the ground, bleeding endlessly with no way to tell where this liquid came from. He held his breath, touching one of the shells which was highly reminiscent of the one both him and Ber had hatched from following her Corruption.

The shells were indestructible, and undoubtably made from the same material of the Nexus and Jury’s weapons.

The Genesis Stones. Blood was drained through needles that retracted flush with the inner walls, hiding behind black panel. Other forms of instruments could be found within. The Archivist was somewhat correct. It did appear like a fusion reactor, but Frost, as he approached one of the walls, dug his nails along the etchings of what appeared to be a drawing of a star-filled night sky.

“… it looks more like a prison to me… What hatched from here? A Corrupted?” Frost wondered, collecting the shells as he reconstructed them.

“Y-you don’t think that maybe it was you –?”

“I come from Earth. There’s no way I could have come from here.” Frost asserted on reflex. “… and even if I was… I know who I am. I know what I am. I know what matters the most to me. Still –”

Frost was visibly shaken by the thought, but at the same time, he wondered how much more context was missing from this. Maybe he was taken here after his rampage in the City. But then again, what did they mean by drastic changes in eye color?

“– That begs the question of just what the fuck I was in this world. I don’t sweat either. This body isn’t natural at all. Tch… Take a look.”

He fell to his knees having finally reconstructed the ‘egg’. The membrane. The cell. Embryo. Cocoon…

Or, in the Archivist’s eyes –

“– A fruit. It looks like an apple.”

“I see a shell. Not an apple. But look. Something took a bite out of it.” Frost showed her the serrated bite marks of what appeared to be a shark.

But there was one other existence that had such teeth.

“W-wait. Did – Did Elysia –!?”

“Elysia betrayed the Arbiter and took a bite from this thing. Whatever happened afterwards is beyond us. I don’t think it’s for us to figure out in this memory. Just for us to know. Just to remember.” Frost said, watching the blood spill from the bitten part of the egg.

Or fruit and its juices depending on how one saw it.

Frost fell into deep thought, the blood seeping into his boots. Soon, a pool of red rose to his knees as he tried to piece things together but to no avail. He didn’t know how much time had passed, and when he turned to call for the Archivist –

– She was nowhere to be seen.

The world turned black as the pool expanded into a vast sea.

Frost was suddenly alone, and in this place, he heard a faint ticking as he recalled the words said to him by that disembodied voice.

No.

It was Elysia who had spoken to him.

“The bird fights its way out of the egg, huh…” Frost recited those words, still clinging onto a piece of the shell before mountains of corpses arose from the sea, each murdered by a flame.

They became his wall. His shell as he sat there, simmering in nonsensical memories, he was reminded of the many people he had discarded. Both here and in Elysia in this crimson purgatory.

Slapping himself across the face suddenly, he rose to his feet and began to trudge through the blood and mud of flesh, determined to fight his way out of this place now that it was clearly trying to spark some kind of response within him.

This place was the equivalent of Ber’s State of Mind.

And as he sought a way to escape, he sincerely hoped that the others were ok.

            

    
        269. Evacuation of the City of Clubs

    
    
    
    
                The Nex Megalopolis was impervious to all external threats, designed to ward out even the most dangerous of Corrupted. At the time of its inception external threats were the only things in their mind. The loss of Paradise had brought them together to create the new megacity of Elysia.

The Next Megalopolis was a powerhouse, backed by multiple Ateliers. Each city brought invaluable assets, further empowering their combined might.

The Guilds of the City of Diamonds commanded a network of Adventurers, all motivated by greed and the promises of riches. They were a nation in itself, existing everywhere in Elysia. Carpalis was unaware of how much power she truly held. Or perhaps she was conscious of it, but due to her gentle nature, never dabbled in the thoughts of abusing it.

Regardless, the Associations and Adventurers alike would rally to fight for the Guilds if ever asked. Or, more preferably, as a quest with lucrative rewards…

However, these networks were disabled after the destruction of all Brandar’s Hyperlinks and Relay Sites. CogitO’s Cognition Transmitters and Receivers had their range severely hampered as well as a result, severing the communication lines between Train Conductors, many of Caldera Industries personnel, and the observant Eyes in the sky.

The Retrofitters and artisans of the City of Hearts were largely responsible for creating exquisite weaponry for the Ateliers and Adventurers alike, with acclaimed heroes from kingdoms affair on request. However, with the Retrofitters missing, ImpulseWorks had little else to offer in the protection of the Nexus aside from its Eclipses.

If anything, they were a liability in combat.

For energy? They were an absolute necessity, for the Ateliers required their invaluable liquified Nex more than anything else. Less they wish to resort to terrorizing people again, as they did in the distant past.

The military presence in the City of Spades was required in the event of a large-scale conflict. However, little did they know that this presence would be used against them. Whilst the Nex Megalopolis was capable of defending against threats from the outside, it was different within, hence why the Dungeons were never easily dealt with, as they could spontaneously appear where they wished, aside from the inner cities.

The healers and potions of the City of Clubs allowed personnel to live longer, regenerate from lethal wounds, and recover from incurable diseases. Additionally, they were amongst the oldest Ateliers, and wielded a plethora of wisdom.

It was why the City of Clubs had very little Adventurer presence. Instead of using Adventurers, they used their own personnel to defend their citizens. Its utopian society extended past its inner walls to better help facilitate the wants of the healers, who did not wish to solely live within ivory towers.

Although this did come with one small cost.


“May all those drafted into the ‘pool’ please make your way towards a collection area. Those closest to Sector J, Q and K; please present to a designated gate found on your vial.”


 

A voice accompanied by a high-pitched, rolling trumpet blared over every Sector neighboring the City of Clubs with the burning City of Spades.

C3, and C4 served as the dividing line. The protocol for all emergencies in the City of Clubs was to immediately begin evacuation efforts, created in an effort to avoid another disaster like H6.

Across the blue tinted cityscape, with luscious greenery found between each city and sector, were oceans of panicked people. Pandemonium broke loose as the bright lights of the Piece of the Fallen Star blinded those who were unfortunately to observe it for longer than a second. It was combined with the dark beams that fired not only from afar, but even within the City of Clubs, causing flaming debris to fall from the skies as the Caldera Industries Eyes plummeted.

Children, the elderly, women, men – the debris did not discriminate. The shower of invisible shrapnel was deadlier than the chunks themselves. Healers could not appropriately help people due to these internal injuries. Instead, they were dragged along on giant, blue furred wolves who wore a white cap with the symbol of a twin snake coiling a syringe.

These wolves were the ambulances of the Nex Megalopolis. Green-furred wolves helped pick up those that lagged behind, flipping people onto their backs as they approached them from the rear with their giant snouts. The fur cushioned their fall as they looked back to see the black streaks of light piercing the world like lances thrown from the heavens.

But it did not compare to the column of fire that devoured the entirety of the inner parts of the City of Spades. As panic wove into their hearts, they prayed that things would be fine. Inflow Direct, and the City of Clubs by extension, was prepared to protect their own to the last man. However, there were people who were already long gone, and others who were unfortunately left behind.

A mother reached out to her trapped son.

A father mourned the dead of his bisected daughter.

A child cried at the loss of their parents.

A grandparent lamented at the loss of an entire generation of family.

But unbeknownst to them, was that lurking underneath the fog of the S10 marched tens of thousands of Scarlet Logic forces. The total retreat into C5 seemed to be an overreaction to many. If it was falling debris, then it did not just occur in C3 and C4. The disaster occurred across all cities.

The reason they evacuated was because Inflow Direct knew Scarlet Logic was coming, as well as the Golden Index.

“… that… is a Demon… M-mama…” A child whimpered on the back of a wolf, gazing up to see a colossal Demon, raising a golden, mechanical hand before the gold and black figure brought it down like a mighty hammer into the fog.

“Hush. It – it’s nothing. Just keep looking into my eyes, dear!” A Beastkin woman said, clutching onto her cat-eared daughter’s face before suddenly, a swarm of thousands of Insectid were reflected in her brown irises.

Thousands flew past the hand from the pierced fog wall, clouding the skies afar as the warnings blared again.


“May all those drafted into the ‘pool’ please make your way towards a collection area. Those closest to Sector J, Q and K; please present to a designated gate found on your vial. Please show identification to the on-Site Liquidators to receive your temporary title as a living ‘Vial’, and your dedicated Infusion.”


 

Along the way, concrete structures shaped like a giant syringe, found in vast clearings could be found. People holding onto a glass cylinder carrying a message rushed into a staircase found at the base of these monoliths.

They led to a bunker underneath, guarded by tall men and women armed with a giant, mechanical claw much like that of the Wandering Healers, save that theirs were equipped with a green, corrosive liquid. All of their right arms had been severed clean, with some missing their jaws and others existing as more machine than flesh. They adorned blue tunics made with cloth-like steel. Something akin to the string of the Octanids, but stronger, and resilient enough where they could comfortably shrug off the falling shrapnel.

Along their bodies were colorful cylinders filled with all manners of Elixirs and Serums. The Elixirs shone vividly, whilst the Serums were duller in comparison. But make no mistake. The Serums were vastly more superior than their Elixir counterparts.

“… irritating. One’s stuck in my skin. Permission to administer 20ml of Serum H?” A woman asked her male superior, whose jaw was made of anodized steel, reflecting the blue of their uniforms, and the red of the world.

“Granted. 25ml documented. Reason: You’re clumsy. Additional wounds expected for excavation of shrapnel. 9 hours, 23 minutes, 54.31 seconds. Site: left forearm.” He spoke as succinctly as possible all in a single drawn breath.

He did not comment on the state of their city. Rather, he acted accordingly as if to maintain his public image. Or perhaps just like the conversion of his flesh into steel, he had become phlegmatic.

“Ouch~ That extra 5ml better heal this~” She groaned, smiling as she fished a metal claw into her wound.” It’s getting harder these days to rely on a healer to help us. Oh – Hello~!” The woman shifted from a sneer to an overly receptive smile, the kind that people made when they tried to sell one a product.

She greeted a small gathering of people, who were coated in blood, panting breathlessly, and burning from exhaustion.

“H-Here… Here we are! P-Please – We have the vials! Are we allowed to go in?”

“Hm. Let’s see! One. Two. Three. Four. Seven – Hmm~!” The woman hummed delightedly as she let them in one by one. Suddenly, she stopped a father and a daughter in their tracks, holding a claw to the man’s throat. “Where’s the second?”

“P-Please… I’m the only one who received one.” He gulped, begging through clenched teeth.

“Rules are rules. You gotta leave her behind.” The female Liquidator stated.

The man was drenched in sweat, but he could not allow himself to part away from his daughter. The Liquidator suddenly took the vial from the man, crushed it with her bare, human hand and unrolled the message as she dragged a needle-like claw around the outline of his chin.

“But~! You know the second part of it!” She suddenly exclaimed enthusiastically, causing her partner to groan as he professionally processed the others in the tens.

“S-Second part?” The man uttered, confused.

“Take a look!” She showed him the contents of the message, pointing at an obscurely placed paragraph that she read aloud. “Section 3.12.1 states that for every person brought along, the original recipient must take an additional Infusion. All people brought along will take one, no matter the age. Section 3.12 A. then states that the State – meaning us – will have the authority to absorb you in the event of your ‘untimely’ death. Burials, cremation, and all formal death rites will be forfeited. Section 3.12 B. requires to you make a Will. For her sake~”

She remembered all laws, protocols and all manners of rules imposed by Inflow Direct. The man did not exactly know what she meant by this, but since it meant that his daughter could be brought along, he was offered a syringe filled with black ink, which he used to write down his name and signature on the back of the paper.

“T-Thank you! Please be careful up here! I don’t know how you can do it.” He said as the little girl waved at them.

She waved as well, and when they were alone again, a frown crept across her face.

“Heeeeeh. Pwaaaaaah. Guess that’s another orphan in the making. The Mothers are going to get busy real soon. As if taking care of our crippled Beholder wasn’t enough.” She complained following a long, frustrated sigh. “Section 3.12’s pretty brutal. But you can’t have it all without a price. Hey, wanna make a bet on what organs are going to be the most popular again?”

“Please don’t say something so disgusting.” He croaked, venting steam from vents along his chin.

“Taking Serum A? Gas form too, hehehehe~! Isn’t that addictive?” She harped, obviously speaking out of boredom.

“Analgesics are required to stop the internal screeching. Our blood is our oil, after all.”

“Maybe you’re just too weak~!”

“Aren’t we all without these liquid miracles?” He spoke rhetorically, flicking one of the vials to create a satisfying chime. “Golden Index. Scarlet Logic. Caldera Industries… Do you believe they are after that light?”

“It’s just at the border of C4 and C5 from the looks of it. Oh –!?”

Suddenly, a giant cloud of fluff rolled into the town square, crashing with abandoned stalls and breaking into the walls of the surrounding buildings. It shivered as a whimper could be heard from within.

And when the ball of fluff turned, they were greeted with the bleeding, peeled, and elongated parody of what was supposed to be the face of a human.

“… help me… help… me… I just wanted to be fluffy… but now I’m – I’m – I’m just a giant cotton ball! Please – Please! If – If I knew that wishing for this would end this way, then – then –!”

“It looks like a Corrupted.” The woman spat, thrusting her hand to the side as her syringes retracted, and razor-sharp blazed snapped into position. “Not that strong either from the looks of it! A giant fluffy cat toy! Don’t mind if I do~!”

“Normal people would be wary of a Corrupted.” The man coldly spoke, sensing little danger from such a creature.

“No – I’m not a Corrupted – I’m a – AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHH!”

The woman pounced on it as her partner stood his ground, leaving it all to her. She shredded its make, drawing blood from an invisible body as thick strands of cotton were ripped from the main body.

“A-ahahaha! It’s screaming! Are you hearing this!? The Corrupted is crying! Bahahaha! Ahahahaha~!” Her hysterical laughter haunted the now abandoned town, as did the cries of this bizarre Corrupted.

Clearly, anyone who worked for the Ateliers was missing several screws in their head.

Literally for those who took pride in melding steel with flesh…

The woman turned the fluffy ball inside out and wore it like a coat; the face left to rot along the bricked ground. Inflow Direct were surprisingly well informed considering how prepared they were. In the next 16 hours Scarlet Logic would finally be at their doorsteps, but there wouldn’t be a single person for them to touch.

In order to understand how Inflow Direct was able to detect the encroaching danger, one first needed to go back exactly 6 hours before the light of the wish granting Advent arose over their sky as though a star had fallen.

            

    
        270. Figureheads Meet Up!

    
    
    
    
                6 hours ago, Caldera Industries began a sweep of the City of Clubs. C3 and C4 were specifically searched by bands of intermediary personnel – the Footsoldier Protectorates – for traces of seismic activity. It was overtly apparent that they were despised by the general public.

Wherever they wandered they’d garner grimaces and spiteful eyes as they fiddled with the operational equipment they equipped, scratching their heads at how to actually use it. Due to the destruction of the Hyperlinks and the lack of communication with the Eye, they were essentially operating blindly in foreign territory.

Furthermore, operators trained to use these tools, which consisted of an absurdly heavy pure steel container, a couple iron rods, and a long stake, were scarce. The majority of Caldera Industries’ higher-ranking personnel were located in Dwarhelven and Atlas. The incidents of recent had yet to reach them. Even with the Cognition Receivers and Transmitters, it would take time before they could arrive.

At that point, it was better if they waited for the 6th Branch to reopen their personal Hyperlinks. It was no secret that they were less than 7 days from completing it. Logistic and operational issues aside, there were bigger problems present.

Of course, they were allowed to work within Inflow Direct’s turf. However, the citizens despised them, blaming them for much of the tragedy that had befallen the city. Derailed trains could be found amongst ruined urban settled, the flat of the train spreading the rubble thinly like an oversized butter knife.

There was no hope for any survivors within the rubble. A secondary team was deployed to recover the Train’s Core. Needless to say, no matter how many trains they uncovered, how many birds’ nest of steel they unwrapped, and how many churned bodies they shoved aside; the Train’s Core were conveniently missing.

This was but the first of the troubles they faced whilst in the City of Clubs. In alleyways buckets of water would be dumped onto passing personnel. On the streets, stones would be tossed from within the crowd. Inflow Direct’s personnel public guards acted swiftly to apprehend these people, but suffice to say, they too did not take too kindly to their presence.

Even the Healers were warried, but they couldn’t help themselves to approach these groups.

There were rumors of healers being kidnapped by Caldera Industries. Whilst belongings of victims remained, including the Train Conductors, the iconic blue and white robes of the healers were never found.

The kind doves timidly asked if they were ok after the brutal assault of stones, but the personnel didn’t even spare them a single glance. Instead, they coldly turned them away with nothing but silence.

They were more concerned with operating the tool. Finding a clear spot in a small garden of flowers, they dropped the machine, and it instantly sank a meter into the ground.

Its sheer weight caused those unprepared to collapse as the world quaked within a 10-meter radius. A budding was encased within the metal, and its sheer weight increased by a hundredfold as it fell.

Accidents were not uncommon with these devious machines. Flattened feet were an occupational hazard, and what better place than the homeland of the healers than to operate it.

The leader of the group prodded at a central indent of the machine with an iron rod and began to speak.


“Northern C3 is clear. Zero activity.”


 

And with his voice, arrived countless more.


“C3 northeast cleared. Seismic activity is zero.”


 

“Nothing to see in the south. Dungeon presence is unlikely in C3.”


 

“No runaway activity. Zero across the boards. O.C Signalius, sir. Results are unreliable, but we are receiving conflicting information.”


Elsewhere, a figure adorned in a vibrant orange mantle came to a halt after climbing a thousand steps to the City of Clubs’ front gates. His heavy armor clanked. Each piece was several centimeters thick, and a low frequency buzzing emitted from his armor, heard only by Beastkin and Demi-humans sensitive to such sounds.

He appeared like a moving boulder, standing at a staggering 2 and a half meters tall. A complete opposite to the traditional, short statured Dwarves the world knew. His ears were lightly pointed upwards, his nose enlarged, skin browned by the sun, and his fantastic beard and freshly snipped hair identical to the color of his apparel.

Even his eyes were a vibrant orange.

He stood at the summit with folded arms, staring deeply into the eyes of a peculiar fellow standing guard at the gate. It was another man, almost as tall as himself but thinner to a terrible degree. He was sickly pale, the whites of his eyes yellowed, and on his pale robes was a blue outline of a liver.

Despite how this man appeared, it was clear that he possessed some form of authority in Inflow Direct.

“Operational Conductor Signalius.” The man greeted with a hollow voice, reaching for a handshake. “Lievar. One of 5 major Donors. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Oh. No, can’t do a handshake, my friend. These hands are meant for crushing.” Signalius spoke with an accent different from the Dwarves. His gruff voice exuded with masculinity, but he was also polite enough to at least hold out a finger to meet with the man’s hand.

The pale man’s face cramped slightly.

“Ahem. ‘Sunfall’.” He uttered a cryptic code unexpectedly.

“Sunset.” Signalius immediately responded, although, he had to read from a half-washed-out sentence written on the back of his gauntlet.

“Perfect. Confirmation is always necessary when dealing with the messages from Act X. The Gears have grown better at intercepting them as of late. Is Caldera Industries aware of your situation? In full?” Lievar stepped aside from the relatively simplistic gate, which repeated the pattern of a club suit along its tip.

Beneath them was the entirety of the green and blue sectors of the City of Clubs. The staircase allowed access between the base of the wall to its great, hundred meter height. Because of how steep it was, one misstep was all it took for one to plummet to their death. Or so one would think. Transparent nets were erected to catch those unfortunate, made from an incredibly elastic material.

Still, there was no saving someone that landed the wrong way.

“Hardly. The old fools have been stuck in the Eye for months now. It would not be surprising if they had already eaten one of theirs.” He admitted, following the man into Sector K within the City of Clubs itself, fascinated by the concrete towers that rose and connected more than tens of meters into the air.

A network of buildings and bridges gave the illusion that the City of Clubs was but one structural complex of glass, pipework, and concrete. Every empty space was filled with beautifully trimmed hedges, trees, and passive wildlife. Gardeners were greeted by giant wolves who nuzzled against them, or were sometimes seen playing pranks on passbyers, showering them with a garden hose before swiftly offering them a basket of sweet treats.

It was like the campus of a major magical institution. An endless sprawl of beauty, that was bound to become monotonous given time. A labyrinth unfolded before them, and the Dwarf could not help but marvel at it.

From afar, each building appeared like an assortment of twigs, forming a giant, bowl-shaped nest.

The reason for their meeting was unknown to them. All they knew was that it was requested by Act X exactly 3 days ago. There was no reason to comply with the demands of another Atelier. However, there were two things that piqued their interest.

The first was the contents of the message.

“’Scarlet Logic is the enemy.’” Lievar recited. “How much of that do you believe is true?”

“Believe it or not, I’m not too well versed with the dynamics you have here. But we rely on them heavily with testing products in my branch past the deserts. Ethical testing has been pushed by the 8th Branch. Frankly speaking, while it has been a pain, I welcome it with open arms. Many of us working for our Ateliers were once victims of them.”

He trailed off, before slapping his armored belly like a gong.

“I apologize, my friend! It’s just hard for me to believe it without seeing it. But I will say, they’ve become unreliable as of late. I trust the same is here?”

“Unbelievably so. They disappeared without a trace after Paradise was lost.”

“Around the same time you fellas lost an Infusion!”

“… please do not remind us. That incompetency falls on our shoulders.” Lievar’s face cramped, his eyes irately twitching.

The second reason they followed the message was because it served as an invitation not only for themselves, but for other prominent figures. After a long silence, Signalius mentioned that on the same armored train he took to cross Brandar he noticed that others were specifically being called into the Nex Megalopolis.

Adventurers. Farmers. People who knew nothing of the world or could hardly lift a blade were summoned by this invitational script. It was suspicious, and he pondered on its legitimacy.

“A Color.” Signalius suddenly shattered the silence, hesitating to utter these words. “The White Wing was summoned back into the Nex Megalopolis. Act X gets more frightening by the day. To be able to bring her back of all people was what convinced me. She’s as frightening as we all remember.”

Lievar’s face somehow became even paler.

“The three tailed Angel makes her return... Do you sense it, ‘my friend’? You can almost taste the dread in the air.”

            

    
        271. Inflow Direct’s Inner Circle

    
    
    
    
                The Nest spanned across all three Sectors within the inner walls of the City of Clubs. A highly sophisticated urban network sprawled like industrial pipework. Bands of colored buildings ran like organized cable work, each containing glass tubes that funneled liquid at extreme pressures.

Steam cascaded from below, rising and collecting beneath iron pipes. The condensate dripped, watering indoor garden complexes. All manners of messages, items and liquids were delivered around the Nest via pressurized tubes. These tubes also ran along each Sector of the outskirts, used to send, and receive items, payments, and all other forms of inquiry.

It was an ancient and outdated system, replaced by the instantaneous mode of Justica Arm’s Warped Stone. But it was revived only after the destruction of the Hyperlinks and Relay Sites. Usually, Guilds served as post offices. Until the systems came back, Inflow Direct was once again under complete control over public parcel logistics, at least within the City of Clubs.

In each three of the major Sectors, J, Q and K, were towers made from dull, thick slabs of steel. Each was reinforced by several more layers of steel, the outermost coating being pale. A blue liquid was funneled straight into these towers to be distilled and extracted at varying levels.

They were undoubtably fractional distillation towers. They were found in the more industrialized areas of the Nest, away from the masses. Explosions caused by these towers were akin to a short burst of Serum S, meaning nothing would remain other than a steaming crater.

The blue liquid was not Nex. In fact, it was liquid mana. Or was it? The distillation process created the ‘base’ for mana potions and Elixirs. Serums and Infusions came from a more purified form of mana, as well as liquid Nex. The color scheme of Liquid Nex and Mana was intentional to make it difficult for outsiders to differentiate the two in the event of an attack. In fact, many of their liquid brews were blue.

Towards the center of the Nest resided a cluster of giant egg-shaped structures. In the middle was one grand spire that oversaw the entirety of the City of Spades, built similarly to Carpal Tower.

This tower was called the Asclepein, or the Healing Needle. Within resided the only known male healer, Ocrates; the Father of healing, and the Mothers; the highest ranking of all healers. It was impenetrable. Only these healers along with the Perched, were allowed to enter.

That being said:

If one looked closely, one would find that the eggs were floating in a pale liquid. Also, spaciously littering the clearing were circular hatches, each labeled after the organs and limbs of a healthy humanoid specimen.

The public could not venture within the eggs, aside from healers. They were given free reign into this architectural marvel so long as they underwent a brief examination. To ensure that they were indeed healers, and not imposters.

Signalius and Lievar were allowed in with a small hiccup, requiring blood to be drawn. A coil heated until orange was then dipped into their blood. Lievar, even as one of the major figure heads, was required to undergo this examination as well as several questions.

Signalius was cleared for entry ahead of time. All they needed was confirmation that he was not Mimicry. Because of Mimicry’s elevation from a mere rumor into a Nightmare, this method of testing became prevalent throughout Inflow Direct.

The theory behind it was that the blood of Mimicry would attempt to defend itself against harmful stimuli, according to a recent development in the City of Hearts.

A tiny healer offered an arm for blood to be drawn. The girl winced, and the Liquidators mothered her. Even as partial machines, their cold hearts were broken by the sight of a pained healer, and more often than not they’d be embraced.

Each healer knew these guarding Liquidators by name, and it made their bonds all the more powerful. Before the healer could be allowed entry, they first needed to confirm that her physical assessments perfectly matched her existing records.

Of course, this was done by another healer. An embellished woman in pale robes arrived from one of the chambers to the side of the entrance, approaching the girl with a motherly smile.

White ribbons draped from their shoulders and forearms. A radiance of excellency shone from their permanent smile. Their eyes were droopy, as if tired and they were sluggish, moving like a plant in the wind. When a gust flew by, she nearly lost her footing, but thankfully the ribbons immediately solidified, anchoring her in place like crutches.

“Oh dove~ Walking’s become quite challenging, hmm~” She hummed, walking with her bare feet which were cleansed with magic after each step. With open arms, her robes spread like the wings of a dove, and she smothered the girl. “It’s ok, little one. You’re protected here. Let this elder healer take good care of you.”

Because they were Blessed, identification was impossible without the Guild Cards. And even with them people were crafty enough to alter their appearance. Of all the Ateliers, they were perhaps the easiest to infiltrate.

As evident by how they lost an Infusion of all things.


* * *


Within one of the eggs was a chamber reserved for the 5 major Donors to discuss the affairs of the Atelier. Exactly 104 tubes filled with a colored liquid decorated its walls. They acted as visual gauges to measure how much of a given liquid they had remaining. Cozied within this place, and seated on the corners of a grand, glass round table were the 5 Donors of Inflow Direct. Or more specifically, for Beholder E.

They were the ones who ran Inflow Direct just underneath Beholder E. With him gone, all tasks were delegated and split between them. Inflow Direct could not survive without one of them.

Normally, they’d take refuge permanently either underground or within the Asclepein. But due to the nature of Act X’s message, they considered hosting this gathering of some of the brightest minds currently in the Nex Megalopolis.

Indeed. It was not just them who were present.

Other unfamiliar faces occupied the empty seats, cramming it until there were but only two seats remaining, reserved for the White Wing, and an undisclosed second guest.

Hearth: An ill, young, blonde woman who had a metal sphere attached to where her heart should be. She sat diligently at the table, giddily gazing at the others present, unable to hide her excitement as she clutched at her chest in slight pain.

“He he… She’s coming~ She’s really coming back~” She panted, sweating profusely.

She was the Heart of Beholder E.

“Is she going to be fine?” Signalius questioned, to which an old man waved his worries aside with a hand.

Khidniece: An incredibly old man who had a bizarre contraption made of steel attached to his lower back made his presence known with a quiet whistle, blowing aside his aged hair.

“That artificial heart won’t let her die. But it is quite painful I’m afraid.” The old man answered.

This man was the Kidneys of Beholder E.

“You know. That reminds me!” A young boy exclaimed, unable to speak more than a few sentences. “Where *Gasp* is Carpalis! You’re from *Gasp* the Golden Thumb, right? A Captain!” The young boy wore a backpack that supplied him with air.

He was an Aquatid, so it seemed to make perfect sense. But dissect and one would find that he was missing both lungs.

He was the Lungs of Beholder E, named Pewnomerry.

The woman he addressed was a familiar face to many. An egregiously tall woman wearing a green suit, with blonde, unkempt hair and a face that seemed disinterested with the whole ordeal.

This woman was L.S.

“Hahaha… But the message said she should stick around. Otherwise, how am I suppose to relay information back?” She shrugged like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Out of everyone present, she was by far the most out of place. Her position in the hierarchy of ranks was considerably lower compared to theirs. Captains of the Golden Index were managed by Manager Captains, Counsellors, then one of the 4 Heads of the Golden Index, the Underbosses, and finally, Beholder Carpalis herself.

Signalius was an Operational Conductor; one of only 50. His role was no more than to oversee and conduct operations, whether it be with a crew of two, or with thousands. It went without saying that his mind, body, and heart were tempered by years of experience on the battlefield and in a more technical line of work.

He had what one would call an engineer’s eye. It was why he was so fascinated by Inflow Direct. But this was not the main topic at hand.

“… that is… a fair… point…” A hollow, robotic voice spoke from a person whose head was replaced by a bowl of pink fluids. Bubbles rose whenever he spoke, and the fluids drained whenever he attempted a thought process. “Communication lines… between Carpalis… and her underlings… are untouched…”

They were ambiguous in gender, and they functioned as the Brain of Beholder E, named simply ‘Brain’.

“Um. Excuse me. Can we begin? Right now?” A short haired woman in a black suit waved, bearing a blue embroidered armband around her shoulder, indicating that she was a part of CogitO’s ranks. Where exactly was unknown, but it was clear that she held significant authority.

As polite as she was, her gaze oozed with a killer’s aura as she quietly tapped on the handle of a one-sided blade. Along its exposed edge was the etching of the name, ‘Orange Disruptor’.

“… that… would be wise… as it is… precisely time… as stated by the message…” The Brain stated, and they all began to throw their blue Scripts into the center one by one.

When the pile ceased forming, it became clear that Act X had personalized each message, drawing them in for a wide range of reasons. This alone would not have been enough to move these people. However, what did was the warning of the Scarlet Logic, and the mention of the return of the White Wing.

“Act X brought us here but they’re not here themselves. The audacity~ Still. I wonder what other scummy things are written in there. Handing this over to a certain Archetype miiiight go a little south.” L.S accidentally threatened, immediately sweating profusely the moment she realized what had left her lips. “A-ahaha. Hypothetically! Just letting you know that we have a new Color bouncing around. And an Archetype~”

“Bull. Shit. The only Archetypes we know of is the Librarian and the Arbiter.” The CogitO woman claimed.

Of 30 present, 20 agreed. The others shook their heads and were adamant that the Amalgam did exist and was the primary motivation for Iscario’s betrayal. The reason why the Amalgam was seldomly known was because there was an effort to keep them a secret. Furthermore, while there were efforts to spread the news along unaffected Hyperlink networks, it became clear that Brandar was not the only Region affected.

It was the entirety of Elysia.

Each person present arrived from branches of their Atelier from across all Elysia, using horseback carriages, giant dragonflies, trains and their two legs to arrive in the Nex Megalopolis.

And when the Mark of Judgement was brought up, their eyes immediately lit up.

“That still doesn’t prove anything.” One said.

“Hmmm~ Are you sure about that~? I’m not suggesting that I do know something. I am telling you that I know everything.”

L.S simply hummed in response, seemingly understanding why she was brought here in the first place.

It was because she knew of the truth. She knew the Amalgam better than most, and with communication lines open to Carpalis; the words she carried were bound to be the truth. However, it was a matter of whether or not they would accept it as such.

Realizing this, L.S quietly gloated to herself.

“Ahaha… I’m gonna have the last laugh after all. Please do take me seriously~ I must be here for a reason. Wait – wait –!”

Her chair screeched as she threw herself backwards, avoiding the tip of a blade which was shoved against her throat.

“hahaha… You’re not seriously considering cutting me up?”

“Say less, you disgusting bitch. How a monster like you even thinks it can sit here with us is beyond me. And to think you of all people carry the truth?” A different CogitO member was the culprit, and she squatted over the table, bleeding L.S who silently pleaded.

In that instant, a highly pressurized spray of acid dislodged the katana-wielding woman’s entire arm, melding it into one viscous goop. The young boy, Pewnomerry, left his seat and steadily approached the gasping woman, all the while a white siren flashed from above.

“Nggggghhhh… You’re a humanoid too. What’s the deal? Because of Act X you’re going to let one of those things into your Atelier?” She uttered, inching away from the rapidly spreading acid.

The boy blankly stared down at her, before he glanced at the other CogitO woman.

“Listen. We’re in someone else’s turf. When they say remove your shoes, you remove them. If you can’t act civilly, then I’ll personally add you to the next batch of Repenters. Or, do you prefer becoming a Condemned?” She warned, unsheathing her blade for a split second.

Then, she unceremoniously sheathed it.

In that moment, the disgruntled woman’s only arm was wrapped with a black chain. Then, in an instant, it shattered, and she lost her second arm.

“NGHHH! AAAAAGH!”

“Ah… ahaha…?”

“We didn’t get this far by trampling on the trust of our partners. To bare your hostility here is a declaration of war. Don’t ever forget that.” She hissed, before closing her eyes and lowering her forehead against the desk. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think we still had children. Lobotomizing her might be an alternative. Disgusting… for an Atelier that focuses on controlling one’s mind, I sincerely apologize on their behalf.”

The young boy and the Donors contemplated whether accepting this apology was enough. After receiving several nods, and L.S approval to let her live, the boy began to speak through a hidden communicative device.

“It’d be a shame to ruin our relationship over this. We rely on your technology, after all. Hrm. Transporters. 4 required. Conglomeration Room. One injured. Please take them to a healing class. We have a live specimen.”

With that being said, a pack of 4 mechanical beings burst through the door. They were fueled by colored liquid alone, and they carried a separate limb of the woman, hauling her as one screwed a massive screwhead into her missing stub to stop the bleeding.

The Transporters were significantly more powerful compared to most living beings. They possessed a liquified brain and operated similarly to how the Octanids did, meaning that their host was alive despite their red-slurry form.

When the silence returned, all eyes fell onto L.S as she received a small injection of Serum H from the young boy to heal her wounds. With all distractions aside, she cleared her throat and began to relay all she knew of the Amalgam.

And midway, the doors opened once again.

Standing there, with an aura that could only be described as holy, was a pale-haired Angel with three tails, and beside her was a dark-skinned woman dressed in the same blue robes of the Heralds and Missionaries.

Except that she was neither of them.

Standing beside an Angel was one of Act X’s highest ranks.

An Interpreter.

            

    
        272. The White Wing Remembers

    
    
    
    
                If there was a person that held a fraction of the Arbiter’s overwhelming presence, then it was the White Wing. The Angel was adorned in tight, otherworldly military garbs. They folded over her chest, anchored with rows of golden buttons.

She adorned a peaked cap bearing the symbol of three trumpets, and an embellished octagonal badge showcasing an image of a pale wing. Her pants were trimmed with gold, and golden chains dangled from her pockets, each attached to multiple hidden pocket watches, and anchored to an unseen belt.

With a grin that revealed layers of razor-sharp teeth, she dug a hand into her breast pocket and retrieved one of these watches. Mused by an arrow that pointed above, and another somewhere in the direction of the City of Spades, she clicked a button and assumed a pose with one hand firmly held behind her back, and the other wiping her palm across her voluptuous chest.

It was as though she had handled something filthy.

The ticking could not be heard. Rather, it could only be felt. Her golden eyes judged their souls, boring deep like a flesh burrowing worm. It siphoned their will to speak. Robbed them of any chance of resistance. Even the Donors, who were only one rank below their Beholder, found it difficult to breathe within her presence.

And with a small snap of her fingers, their lungs filled with air. They were like dogs begging for permission to breathe with their eyes. L.S smile was wiped away in that instant, desperately clawing at her arms in terror.

Not many were well versed with the White Wing. People often only knew her from oral accounts. But these people were not normal. And while in the public she appeared like a benevolent being sent from the heavens, they knew this couldn’t be further from the truth.

L.S was shocked to find that the White Wing failed to fit her mental image of an innocent Angel.

This Angel looked more akin to a warrior.

“It looks lively. A pair of Liquidators didn’t take too kindly to our arrival. I hope you can overlook our transgression.” The White Wing hummed, replacing her soft gloves, and revealing skin so pure that it appeared near translucent. “Even though we’ve fought together in the past. There’s no sense of comradery. Ah… And there’s an ancient scent in here. I see.”

She inhaled deeply, her golden eyes suddenly falling onto L.S. With an exhale, her face took upon the emotions of both disdain and veneration, like she was unsure of what to think. That being said, she lightly tapped the back of the 3-meter-tall Interpreter, who slithered along, for she was a blue-scaled Lamia; a humanoid race characterized by their snake-like lower half, forked tongue and great size they could achieve depending on their strength.

From the tip of her tail to the ends of her slightly reddish nose she was easily more than 8 meters in length.

“You’ve managed to track them down well. Well done.” The White Wing acknowledged, wiping her glove across her chest again. “’Fate’ finds a way. I’m surprised it still functions this well. This is a prerequisite. Curious. If people knew how the mechanism worked, then I wonder how much faith they’d lose in your Scripts.”

“Wouldn’t that be a thought for thereafter than now?” The Interpreter hissed, tasting the air with her tongue.

She did not speak in the monotone dialect that many of Act X’s members did. Rather, she seemed to be freed from those strings, for she was one of the few who pulled them.

“I adore that your kind understands that much.” The White Wing nearly sang, wearing a mask of innocence as she approached her designated seat. “All for your fated ‘Tenth Act’… Ridiculous. But quite beautiful.”

The clapping of her footsteps was harrowing, and she first passed L.S, sliding a hand over her shoulder. L.S froze. Her blood ran like ice. The hand that dragged along felt like a dissecting blade, yearning to study her.

“Do tell us more about your travels with them.” The White Wing kindly commanded.

Before she sat, she replaced the same glove, drawing the replacement from a tear in space. It was different from the Dimensional Storage, and was a world of nothing but pure darkness.

She inhaled the scent of the ‘dirty’ glove and discarded it like a used handkerchief.

“Go on. Be not afraid. Angels are kindhearted, are they not? Or do you mistake me for the false Angels?” The way she conducted herself was otherworldly.

The Interpreter kindly took a seat on the rather small chair, but she never allowed herself to stand any taller than the White Wing out of sheer respect. Also, it was to keep her head and body in one piece.

“Meeting under the noses of your Beholders brings back mellow memories. I hope you understand that New World Angels, your healers, are nothing quite like those of the Old. Please, do recount it to the best of your abilities.”

L.S obliged and began from the beginning. Nothing was said during her recollection, and L.S ensured that she covered as many things as she could, all the while speaking with Carpalis directly.

Once everything had been heard, the White Wing asked L.S a simple question.

“Did that Angel have one tail?”

“One tail. Yes. Yes she did.” L.S firmly nodded.

“I wonder if she still remembers the misery she caused.”

The White Wing didn’t further respond, allowing this information to sink in as she subtly smirked.

“Isn’t it time to inform them?” She then said to the Interpreter.

“I believe it is.” The Lamia spoke, clapping her hands together. “All of us have gathered here today under two principles. The betrayal of Scarlet Logic, and the return of the White Wing. If you can all recall, the last time she aided us was with the liquidation of Midas Company.”

“We all remember what happened in the Frozen Springs. I’d rather that we forget, but it’s the reason why we are what we are today.” The Brain solemnly spoke, all the while Hearth – the woman – drooled at the memory of the White Wing’s prowess.

“W-Will we be seeing you fight again!? If – aaaaah – If Scarlet Logic’s really all that evil, then will you personally destroy them!?” Her heart painfully twisted.

“… that’s a good question. Are you going to help us, or is there something else you’re here for? In Midas Company, you explicitly went after something in the sky. Everything else was secondary…” Someone within the table spoke, criticizing her. “You barely helped anyone.”

The White Wing grinned in response, as if finding it humorous.

“I don’t intend to help anyone anymore. Angels of the present are pitiful. But don’t speak your lies as though they are truths. If it were not for me, that would have been the very first Paradise Lost event. Yet, I’m honored that Inflow Direct considers me a friend. A shame that your personnel are still wary. You were at the forefront of it after all.”

“… we suffered greatly. The healers did. Beholder E. lost everything to save them. But we’re not here to look retrospectively. We can’t change the past.” The young boy uttered.

For some reason, his last sentence caused the White Wing to smile melancholically.

“Therefore, I will ask on the behalf of everyone here… *Gasp*… Why are you here? You’re not easily swayed with money. So *Gasp* what could have possibly brought you back?”

“I’m here to meet with an old friend, and to skewer a beast. An Advent will be shortly appearing in your skies in…” She pulled out her watch. “4 hours. Keep that Sector vacant. Anyone caught within will be met with extreme prejudice.”

“An Advent!?”

“Advent!?”

“What – You can’t be serious!”

“That’s preposterous!”

“A new Advent!?”

“Could it be that rumor!?”

“Piece of the Fallen Star… Does that even exist?”

Pandemonium immediately broke at the mention of an Advent. For one to appear here of all places instilled panic. It seemed that they all understood the implications behind an Advent’s formal arrival. The eldest of this group of 30, being Elves bearing the wear of Justica Arms, appeared the calmest despite knowing exactly what it entailed.

It was not merely its power, or the wishgranting effect of the rumored Advent of Desire.

But rather, it was a monster that tended to emerge in response.

One such entity emerged in the Frozen Springs – a bird wielding many dozens of eyes and wings; a precursor to the Icon of Judgement that would later arrive.

This entity was formally known as a False Angel, born from the Advent of Wrath.

Or to the White Wing:

“A Faux Angel, born from GEN-06. Caldera, myself, and the Primordial Demons have been trying to find what we collectively call the Advent of Wrath. No luck. But as more Advents begin to emerge, the more pieces will fall into place, even if we must take the more drastic approach. In that way, I adore Beholder Galia. We have an Archetype present to regulate its effects. The Star Child, according to our trusted Interpreter and the Director himself.”

Suddenly, Lievar began to speak silently through his Cognition Transmitter, as did the other Doners. Soon, nearly everyone was speaking to personnel allowed within the inner City of Clubs, who then relayed it to those throughout the outskirts.

A sea of frantic voices was like music to the White Wings ears, and L.S quickly began relaying it all to Carpalis before suddenly, she felt a finger run up her chin.

“You smell so wonderful. That scent of what was always forbidden to us lingers on you like a sweet nectar. We, who were once bees, can never resist such a scent. It’s a shame that we’ve fallen to become wasps.” The White Wing uttered, her face mere inches away from L.S’ as she breathed in her scent, as though smelling a boquette of roses.

In the meantime, the Interpreter consulted Inflow Direct’s upper brass with where exactly to attack and position their personnel. It was through the help of the Director that they were able to gain such an accurate ‘prediction’. Hearing this, the White Wing could not help but laugh as she wrapped L.S tightly with all three of her tails, one constricting her neck.

“Oh how I yearned to take the bite myself. But I contained this greed. I was content with my existence. But her gluttony made her feast on what was forbidden, and for that reason, we suffered through multiple cycles to amend her wrongs… Your pitiful existence. Your ‘corruption’. It’s all that trumpet’s fault.” She hummed, her face contorting in a deranged manner at the thought of claiming what was forbidden.

“Taking a form of a woman, from a man, from something formless… I too want a piece of what was forbidden. Tell that Angel that we’ll be meeting very shortly.”

            

    
        273. The Dawn of an Atelier War

    
    
    
    
                Act X’s initiative prepared the City of Clubs to receive the full brunt of Scarlet Logic’s assault. All Atelier personnel involved with the defense rapidly began mobilizing across all Sectors when the news broke out. Justica Arms Peace Flocks that acted as the City of Clubs judiciary ceased all activity and took up their arms.

They marched through the crowded streets, warning all residents with a masked Augurist who played their dreaded trumpet. Caldera Industries lackeys abandoned their surveying tools after L.S explained that the Impuritas – a new coined term for the Dungeons – were utilizing spatial distortions to travel, rather than burrowing underneath their feet.

Detecting them was but impossible. All they could do was spread themselves out as the White Wing sat perched atop the Asclepein, counting down each passing second on her golden pocket watch with a telling smile.

The Interpreter could not provide appropriate details of the invasion regarding the Impuritas due to the impending emergence of the Advent of Desire. Advents tended to impede their predictions in a manner that appeared as a warning.

C3 and C4 were to be entirely abandoned. This was not merely because of Scarlet Logic’s assault, which amused the White Wing as she watched a small, red dot run along the distant spire belonging to the City of Spades.

And then, in the next instance, a tear in space appeared overhead where a giant cannon fired its destructive beam. It was also at this moment when a light appeared over the City of Clubs. A star had fallen into their skies as black beams of light assaulted the world over the City of Spades, which slowly spread across the Nex Megalopolis.

The White Wing clasped at the distant light of the Piece of the Fallen Star, cusping it into her palms before she let it sift through her fingertips.

“We all took the fall for you because of your one bite, Elysia. Wishes are not meant to be achieved. They’re meant to inspire. To be a star for people to follow in their darkest nights, when lost in the contrived forests of their world. But we captured it. Took pieces of that emphatic light apart. O Elysia. Do you remember the woes of the fallen, captured star?”

The melancholy was thicker than her blood as she watched the world seemingly fall apart. Her tails shaped themselves into a wing, which complemented a real feathered wing which materialized behind her left shoulder. Her name as the White Wing was derived from the only wing she had left.

Pale, pure feathers showered the skies as the hatches below opened, revealing metal spheres injected with vast amounts of fluid. Swashing within, as steam began to seep along the surface, were Infusions.

Infusion L – Lance to be precise.

“It’s time. I wonder if you’re any different from the Original, Jury.”

She spoke longingly, with hatred and optimism. It was unclear how she felt towards Jury, but more than anything, her eyes could not be torn away from the one figure Angels were never meant to touch.

“Frost. The irony…”


* * *


Swaths of civilians were brought into designated bunkers as flaming debris riddled their homes above. Each were to adorn a pale coat, with a hood that concealed their eyes, and a cloth gag to prevent them from screaming.

Everyone partially knew what was going to happen. It was their civil duty to follow through with the procedure for they had agreed to this in order to live as citizens on the outskirts of the City of Clubs. They were funneled into a pitch-black chamber, made to stand shoulder to shoulder as the elderly trembled, and children hopped around with optimism.

They were here for one purpose.

And that was to sacrifice an organ.

Fastened to their back was a device that pricked them with multiple needles. Their blood was drawn into one of many thousands of tubes that ran underneath the city, funneled straight to Inflow Direct’s headquarters, and then were pumped into an individual capsule.

Infusers – being with hands made of sterile steel and clad in sacred ritual robes – went around injecting people with Infusion L in the dark. People squirmed, and due to the nature of the event, there were no healers present to comfort them.

Only the cold liquid of Serum H – Healing.

Very few people willingly offered themselves to be used entirely, and entered a capsule, knowing well they’d never return. These people were injected with Infusion F – Fulmination and left trapped within the capsule as their bodies began to form lumps, eventually swelling to the point where their steel egg groaned, struggling to contain them.

Potions, Elixirs, Serums, and Infusions were all vastly different, and their naming conventions were highly unorganized. For example, Serum S – Salvation, and Infusion S – Speed, were two entirely different things despite possessing ‘S’. Elixir S – Supercompressor, was used to rapidly coagulate blood, and Potions typically ran with more generic names, like mana potion, greater mana potions, etcetera.

Infusions were in an entirely different league of their own, and it was not uncommon for people to suspect that Infusions and the other liquids were fundamentally different. And they would be correct. Potions. Elixirs. Serums – they were all made via synthesizing Liquid Nex and liquified mana to create their magic, as well as with the cooperation of those involved.

Healers for example were utilized to create the healing liquids. Damning rumors aside, healers never lost their strength as a result. Rather, it was also used as a method of strengthening a healer’s power.

Infusions on the other hand were stolen magic, many of which originated from Beholder E. It was unclear whether Inflow Direct’s technology allowed them to create liquid magic, or to steal it from others.

In the end, the fundamental difference was that Infusions were magic belonging to Beholder, hence the price the ordinary and even revered individuals like the Stars and Moons must pay to use such a thing.

It was how their Atelier of commonality was able to stand as a giant themselves.

One by one, the capsules were launched into the air like a swarm of arrows. The sight was endearing to the observant White Wing. Hours since the firestorm consumed the City of Spaces had finally led to this moment, and as Carpalis’ figure emerged from the fog, the White Wing hummed a melody at the sight of a close friend.

“I’m moved. You were always unwilling to push in fear of hurting others. Have you realized that you can no longer allow the world to keep trampling you, Carpalis? How you have grown, but still carry that same miserable heart of gold.”

As she spoke, the capsules reached the peak of their arc, some colliding with the falling debris and spilling the liquid miracles, causing major explosions to riddle the air, leaving behind nothing but a red mist.

“I hope you can find what you’re searching for before that hand strangles you for good.”

Infusion L capsules burst midair, releasing a gas that immediately assumed the form of a grand, magical circle. Clouds of these magical circles filled the air as they pointed towards the escarpment that bordered C3 and C4 to the City of Spades. And the very same moment the horde of red emerged, vibrant, blue lances were ejected from the magical circles, firing at a rate of 1 per second.

They pierced the ground, upheaving it as craters formed. The shockwave and heat emitted eliminated countless in quick succession, but due to their ability to take flight and the sheer number of them, many were able to push through.

Furthermore, the Blood Moons and Red Giants were quick enough to avoid each devastating lance. In mere minutes a blue forest of stakes ran along the edges of the escarpment, and deeper into C3 and C4.

In the meantime, people within the bunkers collapsed, clasping at their bodies as they muffledly cried in agony. An organ was taken for each lance that was fired, and it became immediately apparent that this would be a horrific war of attrition.

Between the horrors underneath, the other Atelier groups found it difficult to fathom that Scarlet Logic truly were driving an assault, all the while the ground shifted, revealing Dungeons that flooded streets with bloodthirsty Impuritas.

… all the while people close to the Piece of the Fallen Star underwent various changes. Some becoming monsters, others becoming stronger, and some perishing as their desires physically crushed them into paste.

For airborne threats, Infusion F exploded midair like an airburst round, showering a 20-kilometer vicinity with red mist that sparked secondary explosions. It was their bug repellent to the flying Insectids, and it mangled a tremendous number of them. A wall of red physically impeded them, but this, however, was only the beginning of their assault.

C3 and C4 were evacuated for it would receive endless bombardments from both sides. It became the boundary that not even Blood Moons and Red Giants could easily penetrate, thankfully, for Inflow Direct possessed zero Moons and Stars to match their might.

That portion of the fight, however, belonged to them.

“May we meet at the base of the light, Jury.” The White Wing impartially watched the devastation, entertained by the spectacle.

And hours later, as the world was turned red by the encroaching firestorm, she finally caught a glimpse of Jury, who ran along the colossal arms of Carpalis who reached towards the Piece of the Fallen Star.

            

    
        274. Along Carpalis’ Hand!

    
    
    
    
                A Beholder alone was enough to shift the tides. Carpalis’ presence instilled fear into both the Scarlet Logic and those who hid in their homes, watching their skies bloom with crimson fireworks.

But unbeknownst to the Scarlet Logic and the Impuritas was that there was another Beholder who took the fight into her own hands. Running along the highway that was Carpalis’ arm was a certain Angel.

Jury moved like a bullet, shattering the sound barrier.

They were a full day behind the Scarlet Logic, and yet they were able to reach them in such a short amount of time. Her AGI was nowhere near enough to reach such a speed, never mind the others who rode along, watching the world twist into turmoil both above and below.

So, how were they able to move so quickly?

The answer was as simple as the snap of one’s finger.

“SNAAAAAAAAAAAAAAP! IS – THIS – YOUR – MAX – SPEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEED!?” Cer could not contest against the raging winds, which pelted their bodies as they glued themselves to Snap, holding on to everything they had.

“BRRRRRRRRR~!” Snap warned with a long mechanical whine, making various snapping sounds.

Ignis was their tether. Using [Weaponized System – Lymphatic], she was able to wrap each individual member along Snap, securing them all in place. The wrapped, slimy tentacles were uncomfortable, and they irritated Res whose tail was smeared by it, but Ber on the other hand didn’t mind the secretion since they came from Ignis.

“WHAT’S IT SAYING!?” Ber suddenly yelled.

“I don’t know!” Ignis replied. “C-can you interpret Snap, Jury!?”

This was undoubtedly the loudest Ignis had ever spoken. With the sight of the ending world and the winds to contest, she could not afford to let her timidness get the best of her. A flame like Frost’s burned from the bottom of her heart, but also unlike her, she did not allow it to consume her.

In the corner of her eyes, she watched that pillar of flames inch its way towards them, as if too seeking to reach the Piece of the Fallen Star.

“Something about a warning!” Jury shouted, laying closest to Snap’s head. She lifted her body, revealing a little Frost who sprouted from underneath the golden fur like an animal hiding in a stack of hay.

The symbols of a mummified little Frost appeared as she grabbed Jury’s waist, squeezing it to convey her eight-legged friend’s message. Her desperate plea to get the message across was endearing, and it spoke volumes of how important Snap’s warning truly was.

“Ignis – Hold on tight! We’re going even faster!”

“Than this!?” Cer was shocked, struggling to keep her ears facing downwards due to the turbulence. Thankfully, Ignis too suffered from this and wrapped each of their ears with a tentacle, causing Cer to unexpectedly yelp in surprise. “C-Cold! Aaaagh. Better now! Good thinking!”

“H-How high is Snap’s AGI again!?” Res cried, trembling at the touch of her ears all the while Ber savored it, enjoying it like she was being headpatted.

“ONE THOUSAND –!” Jury began, shocking the trio. It was never disclosed just how fast Snap was until now, and hearing that something possessed a thousand AGI was beyond them. “– EIGHT HUNDRED!”

It was nearly double what they first heard, and in that moment, the triplets hunkered down, yelling at Ignis to squeeze them till blood was drawn. Snap’s legs became a thousand, as it hopped rather than ran, propelling itself forward like a giant yellow frog.

Steam rose along Carpalis’ arm. The pores were like great craters, and the scars of the past like gorges. Her pale complexion gave off the illusion that they were traversing a pale, barren ice sheet. A completely different planet on the cusp of colliding with their world. A mysterious force kept them from falling, even as they ran underneath.

But this was not by the works of gravity. This was merely due to Snap’s insane speed, which allowed it to carry its momentum for extended periods of time with each lunge. The little Frost struggled to hold on, and Jury immediately collapsed onto her, sandwiching the girl between her chest and Snap’s fur.

No one knew exactly why she wished to come along. When asked, the girl only pointed at the Piece of the Fallen Star, and then at herself as she made a longing face.

Murmurs could be heard from underneath her. A vibration. The little Frost was speaking to herself in a voice and tongue that could not be deciphered nor heard. Only felt. It had been hours since the appearance of the Advent of Desire, and Scarlet Logic were already thick within C3 and C4. Compared to the other cities, the City of Clubs was significantly smaller, and its settlements were tightly compact.

If Frost was impressed by H9, districts, then she’d love the flow and passage of urban life found only in the City of Clubs. It was a shame that it found itself in the forefront of war. Jury could never forgive Scarlet Logic. Although Carpalis was larger than anything comprehensible in this world, she still had her limitations, and they rapidly approached the crevices of her wrist.

The shadow of her hand loomed over the bombarded city. Liquid magic hailed from above, many riddling Carpalis’ arm. She never winced or complained. Infusions carried the fullest brunt of a Beholder’s might. It caused her only hand to suffer further. A healer had yet to see her after her attempt to salvage Frost from the flames. It trembled like it would fall off at any moment, but even so, Carpalis continued to thrust it forward, shielding those that were still within the city.

The Midnight Elimination Teams were the first to penetrate into the urban rubble, blitzing their way towards the Piece of the Fallen Star in one major clump. They had no need to split up or assume a proper formation.

All they needed to do was reach that place, and with Carpalis struggling to reach them they had complete reign over the city.

Or so they thought.

“SNAP! DOWN THERE! CAN YOU SEE THEM!?” Jury’s pinpointed them with fantastic accuracy, pointing down at the specks that ravaged through the rubble, slaughtering the misfortunate with crimson bladed weapons.

The monocular lens twisted, its dark ‘pupil’ tightening as Snap locked its gaze onto them. Now passing by Carpalis’ wrist, they followed the streams that were her sweating palms, blistered by the hardships of life, and scarred by her one desire to save these people.

Her Faustian Bargain collided with the world, but it did not damage the surroundings. It was like an illusion, and pale wispy strings followed her hands, like she had taken the souls of countless. These souls belonged to the Scarlet Logic, and they were devoured as she silently mourned the sight, wishing she could hide her gaze away.

The Scarlet Logic Midnight Team did not wear the red that their peers did. Rather, they mobilized in civilian wear, likely to allow them to infiltrate even deeper. Or to simply sew as much chaos as possible. Some even wore the blue robes of the healers and other Ateliers. Jury did not pick this up on her own. Cer bit down on her lip, and Res’ eyes widened in shock, failing to believe how skewed they were.

They were irredeemable. Condemnable, and if she could have it her way, then she’d have them become the fabled Condemned. Ber grasped Res’ hand, comforting her at the sight which was all too familiar to them. The sight resonated the deepest with Res, striking all manners of chords, for in the past, she had witnessed something similar.

“… It’s no wonder Frost became like that.” Res hissed, and was immediately reprehended by Cer, who barked: “FROST ISN’T GONE YET! She promised us that she wouldn’t lose her mind! Res… she’s not like mom! She won’t lose her mind! Frost is – She’s just waiting for us!”

“Mhm. I also believe that Frost is watching over us. From there… Nav. Is Frost ok?” Ignis too was worried, torn between Cer’s assurance and the uncertainty in her heart.

“Frost is going to come back.” Jury adamantly claimed, spying on the dozens of Midnight Team units as Snap ran along the edge of Carpalis’ arm.

She was reaching her limit, her fingers cramping as blood poured like a waterfall. An illusionary red mist covered the skies, all the while the Demon stared at them with nothing but an encouraging smile.

“… and if she can’t?” Res uttered.

“Then we save her!” Ber shouted. “Frost is… Res, how can you say that when you’re probably the one who wants to save her the most!”

“… Don’t say it like I’m trying to make amends for what happened to mom! I just – I just… Don’t want to keep losing people! How many of our friends are still around anymore! I… I…!” Res shouted at the top of her lungs before her voice trailed off, her tears stolen by the wind.

Ignis comforted her with strokes along her head. Ber clasped onto her hand tighter, and Cer bumped against her. Jury also offered her tail to pat her back. Their affection only further cemented her desire and exacerbated her fears.

Res had only just recently begun smiling thanks to Frost. Like Ber, the ice of Serum G that had encased her heart had steadily melted away… even before Frost devoured the Heart of Ours.

“Frost really is special to us.” Jury sincerely spoke as the little Frost emerged from her bosom, staring up at her with the same golden eyes as her lover’s. “She’d cry if she knew how much she was loved. I don’t believe she struggled to get this far only to lose it all at the end. So many of us were saved because of that hand. That small… small hand.”

Jury grew emotional as she brushed a hand along the head of the little Frost.

“I regret that we couldn’t save her. I’m ashamed that we couldn’t help Frost. After everything she’s done… the sleepless nights, the tiresome days. Who… else do you know can stay sane after standing for days straight of having your heart taken away from you? Frost… she never gave up on us. That’s why I’m so ashamed we couldn’t do anything.”

The others bared similar sentiments and recalled the agony Frost embraced with open arms just to help them. Jury remembered the Black Forest and the Derma Layer as Frost waited for her to become Determined.

Jury, from the bottom of her heart, vowed that she’d succeed at saving Frost. All they had to do was reach the Piece of the Fallen Star.

Snap remembered Frost’s kindness as it captured every moment, moved by her heart.

It sung with a high pitched, mechanical whine.

Ignis recalled Frost’s embrace for the one who could set fire to those she loved. The reason why Ignis appeared so disheartened was because she was the reason why her mother died. The reason why her mother, who slept beneath the tree of her backyard was set alight… and the reason why her father became a Corrupted. She was the root of painful memories that she sometimes wished she could burn away, but Frost showed her that people will endure hardship if it means staying with the ones they love.

Her father loved her very… very much, as did Frost.

Determination filled Ignis’ eyes suddenly.

Cer saw Frost as a mother figure and was thankful that her influence had steadily been chipping away at their impenetrable exterior. The maw of the Amalgam truly could eat through all things.

Electric sparks ran along her teeth as she grinned.

Res opened her heart to the nonjudgmental Frost, who struggled to achieve the things she desperately wanted. She abhorred the death of the innocent, but as a Moon, it was only natural that people would die around her.

Frost brazenly waved around her ideals and succeeded in the Derma Layer. But here, it fell apart… Still, she did everything she could to save however many lives as possible through her black feathers, as well as mobilizing Justica Arms. Additionally, Res too saw Frost as a mother figure, however embarrassing it would be to openly admit it.

Res’ eyes sparkled.

Ber’s was self-explanatory. If it weren’t for Frost, then she’d be just like her. In a way, Ber suffered the biggest blow as a result. Like Jury, she vowed to bring Frost back.

And as a result, her emotional levels further rose to the Fourth State, causing her dress to emit a subtle glow, like moonlight was bouncing off her. She was one State away from completely manifesting the Black Swan.

As for Nav…

Nav didn’t know.

As everyone prepared to take their leap of faith, Nav sensed the light of the Advent, and it wondered but one thing as it futilely attempted to speak with Frost.


“I have no memories. I do not remember the life I once lived.”


 

“However, as we approach that light, I begin to hear people call out a name I do not understand.”


 

“They speak to me. And they call me…”


 

“… what do they call me…?”

            

    
        275. Pushing On

    
    
    
    
                Carpalis’ hand returned to her side. It fell in slow motion, polluting the world with superheated vapor. She could not catch or cradle her arm as it flailed loosely from its socket. Blood steamed down her hands like rivers, and they dripped from her fingers like miniature, falling crimson moons. They were tangible. Her blood was so thick that it partially turned into red mist.

It eroded the edges of the escarpment as the world, for the first time, witnessed one of their esteemed deities in such a miserable state. Carpalis’ smile only grew as she watched Jury and the others plummet, satisfied by nothing more than the completion of her mission.

“Hehehe… haha. This… is the price we pay for peace. Please show me that my dream is still alive.” Carpalis entrusted every fiber of her faith onto Jury and her companions, shutting her eyes as she desperately clung onto the hopeful prospect of a peaceful future.

Even though she no longer had any hand to reach out for it, other than the artificial Faustian Bargain that forever strangled her.

Snap did not retreat, and neither did the little Frost. The tiny reminder of their beloved friend was infatuated by the light, her eyes sparkling as they fell together, tethered by Ignis’ tentacles. Snap ran the risk of being instantly killed. However, Snap was fast enough to avoid nearly all threats. Still, it took a major risk, but it too wished to lend all of its 8 hands in whatever capacity it could.

Also…

“Bzzzt.”

The little Frost nodded with Snap’s whine, understanding something that the others could not. Nav could not either. Snap sometimes spoke in a language indecipherably by the Blessed, largely because its ‘words’ were just incoherent noises.

The little Frost understood them like Frost. They carried a certain emotion, and through that could they understand their eight-legged friend in those moments of uncertainty. Jury clutched onto the Diamond Counter she wore in the center of her chest as they prepared to make contact with the ground.

Snap’s deep descent sharply shifted to a shallower angle, and before long, they began to glide along the rooftops, cleaving away the blue tiles. Their speed had decreased significantly, but there was nothing present that could ever dare to compete.

Far ahead were the Scarlet Logic Midnight Teams, each operating in a sub squad run by a manager. Snap’s approach stirred a violent storm of dust and debris, which showered over the cityscape as they all prepared themselves to hunt the Elimination Teams.

Not many words needed to be shared. They were prepared to fight months ago against the Scarlet Logic, and the recent revelation and encounter with their Collection Team only further whetted their bloodlust.

Ingis tightened her tentacles around the others and clutched tightly around Snap. She became their anchor as Ber threw herself off to the side, smashing along the walls with nothing but a devilish grin.

“Res is about the only one who can take them out from the skies! Good thing we got Snap to help deal with that!” Ber shouted, passing through a metallurgic shop that exploded with slag.

She grasped a handful of metal rods and held them over her shoulder, her arms crackling with a dark blue electricity.

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t get creative and take the initiative! REMEMBER YOU RED LOWLIVES! YOU MESSED WITH MY SISTERS!”

Ber’s railgun was dangerous to put it lightly. Everything within a 40-meter radius crackled, and the moisture in the air was instantly propelled outwards like a giant cloudy shell in the next one hundred meters.

Her evolution into her matured form had further developed her Galvanic Blood unbeknownst to her, hence the darker coloration of her sparks. They were not present in the City of Spades, but they were a minor detail compared to the carnage they caused along the abandoned streets.

Pavement tiles, mosaic windows, tables, doors – even confectionary – seemingly followed them in their rampage. Res’ eyes glowed with an immense blue, contrasting the deep red. All metallic material that happened to fall under her gaze turned a dull red, then a bright orange, and she dragged it along to the flying Scarlet Logic, slicing wings and tails.

They scattered immediately, losing one who was impaled by a direct hit from Ber. It did not kill them immediately. Rather, Cer finished them off, swinging wide with Ignis’ tentacles as she dragged the metal stake around, biting away flesh and steel with electric chomps.

These Blood Moons and Red Giants were like the weakened ones they had previously fought. The armor they wore was shoddy at best. With each bite Cer took she realized that even the cloth was completely normal.

“No plate amor. No vest. My gut’s hating this!” Cer shouted, flailing the still living body of the Insectid in her hand.

Even without their magic, a Moon and a Star’s durability was second to none.

“You’d think they would send in their best to capture an Advent! So why the hell –!” Cer snapped her jaws as she spoke, rending all in her path, left and right. “– AREN’T THEY!?”

There were less than fifty Elimination units in total from what they could tell. Snap had to make rapid adjustments with its speed as the Midnight Team spread themselves thin, prioritizing their mission to reach the Advent.

The rubber banding effect of Ignis’ tentacles caused Jury to bounce unpredictably all over the place. With her insane AGI, bolstered by the Diamond Counter as her foes were unaware of her true identity.

“They don’t have magic at all. None of them are retaliating! Tch – Get in there Snap! Jury – Are you able to interrogate at least one of them!?” Res shouted, competing with explosions and the wailing winds.

“Those are – the Jesters!? GAH!?” One was skewered by a metal rod, right as Jury flung herself into the air, smashing her tail against the side of the stake, ripping the Dragonid apart.

“I still can’t read their sins properly.” Jury clicked her tongue in annoyance, riding the tentacle like a great swing. She propelled along the rooftops, dragged by Snap as she actively hunted for any and all stragglers. “How can you – how can any of you live like this!?” Jury spited them, grappling onto a Bee Insectid with her tail, only for them to spit onto her face.

Jury crushed them like a pomegranate in the blink of an eye, furiously scrubbing the filth away with the cloth of her enemies.

“CAN NO ONE SPEAK ANYMORE!?” Jury exclaimed, dashing to the next target, who she chased through tight alleyways.

Neither of them took any corners. They simply crashed through the walls like they were nonexistent.

It became clear to the Elimination Teams that they were outmatched by whatever Jury and her companions were. When one group tried to assault Cer, they were met with extreme resistance. A railgun bullet. A laser beam. Electric bites. Tentacles, and finally, Jury’s might.

At one point, one team attempted to sever the tie between Ignis and Ber, only to have their blades bounce back. While Ignis had the lowest ATT and was marginally comparable to the Moons and Stars, her base DEF and MAG DEF were double, almost triple that of an ordinary Moon.

Her tethers were indestructible, and the structures caught within were sliced apart like a hot knife through butter. Behind them lay an endless sea of building stumps. Ignis hoped that no one was left behind in this warzone.

Jury wanted at least one person to speak. One person to understand the weight of their wrongs. To show remorse. She could not believe that people could so blindly and so easily trample on the homes of others. But alas, with each Scarlet Logic member she desperately tried to speak with, they all kept quiet, some going as far as to sever their tongues, believing they’d return.

But if they knew that they couldn’t… then would that change anything?

Jury couldn’t speak with the others. She drowned in this one thought as the world began to shake. Suddenly, dungeons began to emerge like pillars across the cityscape.

“Tch… They’re sending in everything they have huh!? Look at you… Why give up your life for someone else’s wish!? I’m glad we never joined them. And good fucking riddance.” Cer barked at the bodies of the fallen Elimination Team.

By now there were only several left. It was underwhelming in a way. Unspectacular, but they wouldn’t have it any other way. To begin with, they were severely weakened, with their magic neutered and robbed.

“Dungeons… Crimson Hunger. Blood Festivals too!” Ber shouted. “Voice! I mean Nav! You there!? What happened to our warning!? Nav? NAV!?”

“Nav?” Jury also called out for it, and for perhaps the first time, Nav failed to answer them. “Not you too… ngh –!?” An unexpected throb in her ticking heart caused her to wince. Since the beginning, her heart had been acting erratically, and it became worse the closer she approached the Piece of the Fallen Star.

“JURY!?”

“What’s happening now!?”

“Don’t become a Corrupted!”

“Are you hurt!?”

They panicked, and she reassured them with an uncertain look. Turning to the light above, she wondered why she felt like her heart was being interfered with. It was painful in an unexpected way, and her breathing became ragged.

It was as if the Advent was repelling her.

Begging her to stay away.

“I… don’t know. What was that? Agh… My heart… won’t stop ticking…”

“Could it be because of that? The Advent?” Ber wondered as Jury returned to Snap’s back to regain her bearings as things began to die down.

Snap pulled them through the thick of it all, and they soon found themselves traversing a large, open plains.


* * *


They were about a third into C4.

Many dungeons were left behind, as well as the main force of Scarlet Logic. Further ahead however were larger dungeons. They appeared to be Plague Hearts, some perhaps Complex Hearts, but there was no way to tell exactly without Nav’s help.

Nav would not respond, only occasionally uttering something as if addressing someone else.

And those bulbous masses grew like the spores of a mushroom, Jury was shocked to hear a voice call out to her.

“Do you think you’re deserving of a second chance?”

“Eh…?” Jury blurted out, turning to the others who were engaged in a conversation of their own regarding their wishes.

But she could not hear their words.

“You’ve taken the bite. Are you happy knowing that you’ve corrupted us?”

Someone was speaking to her mind directly.

And it wasn’t Nav.

“That face tells me you know nothing. Living blissfully ignorant has always been a theme with you. That, and your gluttony. You don’t remember it? That’s fine. You’re an Angel… so approach the light, old friend, and you might just uncover something ‘new’.”

The melancholic voice urged her to push forward. Jury could not care less about the voice. Her mind was set to save Frost and reach the Piece of the Fallen Star no matter the cost. However, it seemed that regardless of what she thought, her heart responded to the approaching light.

Why was it so familiar to her?

            

    
        276. Signs of an Impending Corrupted

    
    
    
    
                Jury always wondered who she was in the past. She knew her history was intertwined with Frost’s, Nav’s and the Archetypes. Optimism swirled in her heart during those nights spent with Frost as she imagined the past world where they must have held hands and exchanged passionate kisses.

But in the light of her precious fantasies, there was a darkness of equal proportions. Something always dwelled in the back of her mind. She recalled Frost’s assurance on that night they spent in the Guild just outside the Nex Megalopolis. That her past mattered little because the person who mattered the most was the person she currently was.

Jury agreed. But she was curious. Longing to figure out why she waited for so long inside the Black Forest. What happened in the last 14 years prior before she could finally sense the world.

And as the horrors of their past world came to light, she could not help but wonder what her role was amidst it all. Granted, all she knew was the fire that ruined a civilization.

Her curiosity drove her forward as she clutched at her heart, riding atop a tentacle-armored Snap towards the light that would grant her an answer.

Plague Hearts and Complex Hearts of the Crimson Hunger, Blood Festival, Sect of Gears, Maestros of Flesh, and the Librarians arose, each with their own distinct design. It was a shame that Jury and the others could not analyze them. The Blessed were incapable of fully understanding the Impuritas, aside from stats and the widespread names given to their particular groups.

Only those with the Blessing of the Amalgam could see what they truly were. However, this ability disappeared in Nav’s absence, leaving them to speculate what exactly the city was dealing with.

Giant heart origamis each wrapped with countless paper ribbons were undoubtedly the Librarians. Its outer shell was made of leather, appearing like the cover of an ancient book.

Each ribbon carried over a million symbols, and it coiled around the heart like a snake, its ends slithering into the city where it captured those unfortunate, marking their bodies with inscriptions.

Then, they were transformed into a flock of books, proliferating with others that failed to evacuate. They were like vultures, tearing apart intestines which became rolls of paper ribbons. It spread like a plague, infecting all as spears continued to rain from the skies, striking them with impeccable precision, wiping out the HP of the Hearts in a mere handful of strikes.

For Carpalis to have taken hundreds of hits proved that her HP pool was easily beyond a hundred million. Either that, or her DEF was absurdly high. Snap barreled through the pale hailstorm, steering clear of all attacks as the world forever trembled.

The buildings directly underneath the distant light were lifted towards it, as if having lost their mass. The closer they approached, the more they could see the silhouette of a giant object masked behind its emphatic glow.

“You’re seeing that too right? It looks like a moon’s stuck in there.” Cer was the first to break the silence, her tail wrapped around Jury to offer whatever comfort she could for the pained Angel.

“What? C’mon Sis. It looks like a dress to me.” Ber said, squinting harshly. “Res? See the same thing?”

“All I see is a teddy bear. A stuffed teddy bear.” Res slowly spoke, enthralled by the sight as Ignis’ tentacles gripped.

“Mama… Papa…” She uttered.

Jury on the otherhand could not tell what the object was. It shifted between a person and a round object, reminding her of a fruit or the sun. The vague outline of a person undoubtedly belonged to Frost. The metaphorical knife in her chest slightly relaxed as she came to a realization once they passed through a dense forest of pines.

“The Advent of Wishes… changes its appearance based on a person’s perceived desires. I can see Frost! I can… urgghh.”

“Jury!”

“Tch – Don’t go turning into a Corrupted on us!”

“Hold yourself! We can’t have you becoming like Frost!”

“Is the Advent still hurting you? W-what can we do about it?”

Cer, Ber, Res and Ignis respectively cried in response to her aguish. Jury brimmed with an assuring smile, happy that they were concerned. But in the grand scheme of things, it was nothing.

“Please don’t make it sound like I’m going to die. It’s just… like something’s trying to barge into me. A voice is calling for me, and I can’t tell who it belongs to.” She revealed as Ber then said:

“Nav’s mumbling all kinds of things as well. Feels like it’s speaking to someone in its head! It’s not happening to me. Maybe it’s because you’re an Angel!?”

The little Frost popped from under Jury’s bosom and shook her head, and then nodded as a ‘50/50’ fraction appeared above her tiny head. She conveyed that it was only a part of the truth, and she pointed at the light ahead.

And as all eyes fell upon the light, the little Frost surprised Jury as she then placed a hand onto her chest.

“… me and the light? One half?”

The little Frost could not properly answer as she shook her head again. She seemed to know something about it. Rather, it was as if she was connected to it in some way or form. The Archetype of Desire, the Star Child, already existed. If they didn’t know any better, then they’d believe the little Frost was indeed the Star Child.

“Brr. Bzzzt! BZZZZZT! *snap* *snap* Brrr!”

“Slow down! ‘One part of the equation?’ Do you also know something, Snap!?” Jury explained, and Snap only played the mechanical turns of an old camera.

Snap admitted that it didn’t know. It could only feel these things. Snap’s existence was always strange. It was the only one of them that refused to have its skills and abilities unveiled by Nav.

Whatever happened here would forever change them all. This was what Jury’s pained heart told her as more of the dungeons grew, and the amalgamative mass directly beneath the Advent rose like a seedling sprouting to reach the light.

It was an abhorrent fusion of all 5 of the Impuritas groups they had personally dealt with, clumping together to form a rotting hand, a parody of the one Carpalis possessed which did not reach for the light. Rather, it was used to help those in need at her own cost.


* * *


The Advent of Desire hovered over the border of C4 and C5.

Streaks of lights flew overhead, striking random places along the city, all the while more of the black pillars arose. The Seeds were everywhere, giving birth to monsters amongst the population, all the while those with granted wishes were either slain for being presumed Corrupted, or apprehended out of fear.

They were roughly halfway into C4 now, and the effects had become so strong that Jury found it difficult to speak. Nav had become silent as the woes of the City of Clubs rang all around them.

Elsewhere, the Ateliers fought head on with the emerging Dungeons and the undercover Scarlet Logic Gambit Teams. The wails of children could be heard in the thick of the conflict. Rivers of red ran through the streets. The chaos created by Scarlet Logic’s Gambit Teams alone was enough to cause the Ateliers to wonder who was truly on their side.

The Gambit Teams took the clothes, armor, badges, names, and weapons of those they slain, blending in with their ranks where they backstabbed foes, and were backstabbed by friends alike. In some places, units operated on what Frost would describe as a ‘scorched-earth’ policy, meaning no chances were taken. Everyone and everything were an enemy.

Healers unfortunate enough to be caught in the fray were severely beaten, some killed, and others snatched by the Impuritas. The weakest healers, who were incapable of adequately showing their powers without their Serums were believed to be the false healers, whilst false healers were brought into groups only to have them poison their unsuspecting victims.

There were less than a thousand healers in existence. 700 were recorded to be within the direct protection of Inflow Direct. The fate of the other 300 was entirely unknown. The statistics came internally from Inflow Direct’s Ascleptein, which kept track of the state of all healers under their protection.

Within its chambers a man with short pale hair and a monocle could be seen prostrating before an altar made in the shape of the Nexus. Behind him were several Perched, who watched all 1,000 vials hung above the alter change color, bubble, with few shattering to signify the death of a healer.

With each death the man would mourn the individual and write down a eulogy for the individual, meant to be sent to their loved ones. A separate page was kept aside, each stamped with the symbol of a chain, and a list of names written beneath.

“May they find each and every one of you and bestow upon you your rightful judgement.” The healer calmly spoke, concealing their wrath underneath a friendly façade.

His face was the kind that seemed incapable of speaking in such a spiteful manner. From this alone it was clear that he was no ordinary healer.

Suddenly, the doors to the brightly lit chamber, where feathers and papers were stacked high like the marble pillars that held this mesmerizing place. As cracks of the outside light bled into their world, the man paused briefly, smiling gently before he resumed stamping his papers in tune with the echoed footsteps.

“Are you here to deliver these papers, White Wing?” He politely asked.

“Temporary observation. Of you. Until she arrives precisely where I want her.” The White Wing spoke with edge, as she walked between the kneeling healers, gently brushing her tail against them fondly.

“How unkind of you to assume that I’d put my hand forth to touch it. We may be of the same make, but do not mistake me for being like you. Demons these days are more couth than your kind.” He spoke gently.

“Same? Hardly. I’d rather not expose our new age Angels to a sight we’re both familiar with. So you should watch. Your. Tongue.” The White Wing threatened, grinning through clenched teeth which were like the edges of a sawblade.

“What brings you here on this abhorrent day? It’s not often that an Angel shows their face before mine.”

“I’m here to check up on you. The last time we let another white-haired man unchecked resulted in misfortune. Or fortune, depending on how you see it. Does my presence intimidate you?” She said, looming behind the man as her tails slithered around his body, ‘licking’ his face.

“It does. I’m spited universally since that Star fell. Suspected of being the next traitor, even though there is only love in my heart… oh? A Script?”

“A message.” The White Wing handed over a vibrant blue scroll, made from string unlike regular Scripts. It radiated an aura of divinity, made only from the finest, most indestructible string.

“From sister? This string is certainly from her… she wants names?”

“Locations as well. In preparation for the aftermath and the cleanup. You know how GEN… The Advent of Purpose works. I tend to mistake you for a Faux Angel. But you aren’t that different from them either. Your mother’s an affront to all that we are. But – I envy her.”

“… I shall take that as a complement. CogitO’s going to need this, I presume?”

“Everyone will. It would be wise to begin now. We want to leave a good impression on a certain Archetype. Although do spare the details if you are ever asked~” She hummed, greedily mopping the fluids of the deceased healers with her tails. “I wonder if it will be enough Nex to power the Advent of Desire.”

“Is that your main concern? Rather than the people perishing at this very moment?”

“My main concern is fulfilling my wants, not my needs. I too have a wish on my mind. As we all do.” She cupped the man’s face from behind, wiping her gloves only slightly afterwards.

She did not change them.

“A Faux Angel will be arriving soon. Will you deal with it?”

“We will.”

“We?”

The White Wing took her sudden leave, fulfilling the one duty she had, feeling the Perched again on passing. With a maniacal chuckle, she uttered as the stone doors creaked shut.

“I have a friend whose expertise lays in skewering. But you should be more wary of the fire. And can you feel it? A Corrupted is about to be born. None of this world’s watered-down ones. But ones of the old and the present imperative to what they call an ‘Awakening’.”

The doors sealed shut, and the man immediately resumed his work with haste. He then froze moments into it, and the stamp trembled in his hand, forming cracks along its brittle shell.

The page was another written eulogy of a deceased healer.

“… so it would seem. I can’t sense what you can. But I can tell that changes are beginning to occur within the Nexus. It feels like it’s… awakening.”

            

    
        277. Arrival of Spades

    
    
    
    
                As Scarlet Logic’s Midnight Teams were met with an abrupt end, the Dawn, Noon and Dusk teams swarmed through the ruins of C3 and C4.

Flight was no longer a viable option due to the Infusion bombardments, which smeared the skies with a permanent shade of red. Inhaling or merely exposing one’s flesh to the red mist spelt immediate death. It was acrid in nature, and breathing grew difficult as complications arose as a result.

The golden hand of Carpalis was another major cause for concern. Their greatest strength came from their ability to replicate so long as they possessed a soul. The golden hand robbed their members in the thousands, leaving behind unmoving husks. Small birds landed atop their bodies and pecked at hollow eyes. Even in death they seemed to yearn for the light of the Advent.

Swaths of land were left inhospitable, inhabited only by the lucky few wildlife and scavengers that devoured the corpses of the damned.

Or they were at least supposed to.

Scavenging birds migrated in the opposite direction. They steered clear of the bodies, as if afraid. Murders of crows could be seen circling a strange, black object that hovered a few meters in the air. A low-pitched, guttural moan came from the object. An organ within grumbled as pores formed along its slick, tar-like surface, appearing like a black sponge.

The lucky few to have survived the ordeal hid in terror, sealing their mouths shut as it passed overhead. The shadow of the Nexus loomed over the world, making it appear like a black moon.

Suddenly, something spilled from the pores. The floodgates opened, and a black, fibrous liquid tainted all it touched. Slowly, they clumped together into long ribbons and slithered into the city. They spread themselves thin, crawling into whatever crack they could find, searching for something.

They became the diseased arteries of a heart, and to the surprise of the survivors, the tentacles did not target them. Rather, they slithered past them, ignoring them as they held their breaths and clogged their bleeding wounds.

Deeper into the ruined cityscape, the tentacles finally seemed to find their prey. The crows suddenly dispersed, cawing loudly as if to warn the world of an approaching evil. The tentacles coiled around the heads of the Scarlet Logic members, wrapping their eyes in a thick film as a slightly red and blue liquid began to swirl within the black ball as blood began to ooze from its pores.

And in that moment, the blindfolded Scarlet Logic members had the slits of their lips expand to their ears.

An unknown evil had awakened, and unbeknownst the Scarlet Logic, it roamed alongside them.


* * *


“Filters on. Eliminate the uncooperative.” An Insectid Manager commanded their Dusk Elimination Team, fitting on a black and red respirator made in the shape of a mandible. “Orders from the Queen. Be wary. Replication may not be in active order. Assume that it is regardless. Failure to comply will result in immediate deletion.”

A bunker containing the Liquidators and the sacrificial civilians was brought under their control. Scarlet Logic members apprehended all, snapping legs and arms as they tore people away from their tubes. Liquidators were vastly powerful, but their individual strength was outclassed by the sheer number of Scarlet Logic members.

A single Liquidator was as powerful as an entire Dawn Elimination Team. But strip them of their Serums and prostheses and they were no more than any ordinary person. Weaker in fact. Their levels hovered somewhere in the 20s. 40s for more prominent ones, and very few at 100.

They relied solely on the power of their technology.

The thick, metal bunkers doors of the entrance were peeled away with acidic bile. The same putrid bile was used to melt away their prosthesis as the acrid air sept in, poisoning the civilians who were seen as enemies, and therefore treated as such.

Serums spilled as did all manners of liquids. They ran through the cracks along the concrete basement, melding with blood as the whimpers of ordinary people could be heard in response to the shouting.

“WHERE IS OUR MAGIC!?” A red armored Dragonid cried, dragging a Liquidator from their mangled, scrapped legs like a bag of bleeding potatoes. “INFLOW – DIRECT – PIECES OF – SHIT!”

They were repeatedly smashed against glass instruments and piled of thick needles in a fit of rage, but the Liquidator refused to speak as the questioning then moved to the ordinary civilians. The harrowing screams could not move them as they dragged limbless bodies from the hair. When crying was all they were met with, they were dragged from the chamber and brought above to be executed.

Some perished due to the loss of blood. Others suffered additional trauma from brutal interrogation techniques. Fingers. Nails. Tooth. Eyes. Organs – There were no limits to their brutality.

A Dawn Team member, who assimilated into their group after the destruction of their own, summoned the courage to speak up. They were appalled by the mistreatment of these people who they believed were supposed to be enemies, not innocent people.

“… Manager. A-aren’t they just –!”

*Splatter*

Unfortunately, before they could even finish uttering their words of rejection, they had lost their head. The scythe-like arm of the Manager dripped with blood along the chambers as they personally dealt with the matter at hand.

“Reflect in your next iteration. If one still remains. Anyone else wish to voice their concern over our enemies?” They turned.

There were no objections.

“Perfect.”

However, one of the Liquidators were offended by the nonchalant act of barbarism towards their own kind.

“You have the luxury to kill your own... what kind of sick bond is that?” They spat blood as they were dragged up the stairs, scraping against its jagged edges and protruding bone that was left behind by.

“The kind that keeps us in line.” The Manager said, following them up after giving his men a solid nod and a gesture to move. “Bring them all. No one’s willing to talk. Never forget that they are the ones who robbed us of our magic.”

“Heard~!”

“As you wish.”

“Godspeed.”

“Finally. I was wondering when we were going to get rid of that Dawn Team freak. The iterations should make them stronger in time.”

They were unapologetic and eager to return to tormenting their victims. At this point, it was the only pleasure they could savior before their inevitable death somewhere along the lines of battle.

“You think our Atelier robbed you? I wonder how far that bullshit is going to take you.” The only living Liquidator uttered through clenched teeth, coughing blood and an oil-like substance.

“It’ll take us far enough to reach our perpetrators. Like yourself. How else would you be making your Serums?” The Manager claimed an ear, but the Liquidator remained unphased until they entered the darkness of the Nexus’ shadow.

“… Section 1.3.12 B. Inflow Direct is an Atelier that tries to benefit the world after the last major Liquidation. Harmful conduct outside of necessary circumstances will result in appropriate action –”

Suddenly, their tongue was claimed, and it was stuffed with the innards of a felled comrade. Fluids, steel shavings and flesh gagged them as their eyes peeled wide.

“Shut them up. Shut them all up! That’s the taste of one of your Liquidator friends! You’re part machine, so who cares what you eat. Your blood is just lubricant. Who knows. You might not even have a soul!”

After a fit of coughs and vomiting what little fluids they had left, they were thrown into a pile beneath the needle like spire. The blackish lubricant they vomited was poured over them as they were rounded up to be burned alive.

“G… Good. I’d like it that way. It means I won’t end up wherever you insects are! Blaming us for a tech that only belonged to Midas. No one knows where the tech is. If we had it do you understand how many Ateliers would swoop down to get rid of us!?” The Liquidator tried to speak some reason into them, but they fell upon deaf ears.

Rather, they heard them loud and clear. They simply chose to ignore it.

“We’ll be the first to swoop.” The Manager stated.

“Besides, what else is there to look forward to other than the hunt~ If we win here, then who’s going to care if we were right or wrong? See? All we gotta do is win so no one can complain!” A Dawn Team member said merrily, taking pride in the fact that they were free to do whatever they wished on the battlefield.

“So long as we steer clear from that hand, we will be fine. As for you? Not even cold iron could save you. And neither could stealing our magic.” The Manager slyly grinned, as if knowing the truth behind their lost magic. Or rather, that Inflow Direct were not in fact their perpetrators.

They simply used it as an excuse to fight.

One held two pieces of flint in their hands, striking it as sparks showered beneath them.

“Ooooh~! Let’s set them alight! Won’t be as big as the flames over there, but it’ll do!”

The Liquidator never allowed themselves to close their eyes. They silently watched the inevitable sparks creep closer, the bemoans of the innocent becoming their hell. However, the sparks abruptly stopped as all 30 Dawn Elimination Team units turned to the sound of a nearby rustling.

A figure appeared from the ruins. It was another Scarlet Logic member, but their body was heavily damaged, to the point where it was a miracle that they could even stand.

“Isn’t that another Dawn Team Manager? Heeey~! We’ve just finished up over here! Good timing!”

The figure didn’t respond. Instead, it crookedly walked towards them, sifting through the rubble, for it could not see.

“A blindfold? Don’t tell me one of them got to you!”

“A Serum. Maybe hypnosis? Blinding? Heeeey~! C’mere. Lemme get that off of you~!”

The woman holding the flint approached the figure, tapping their cheeks as if she recognized the person. Their cheeks were abnormally soft, and her fingers seemingly slipped into the slits of their extended mouth.

“G-Gross! Were you always like that!? Hiding a big mouth? Hey? C’mon, say something already. MANAGER! Or, CAPTAIN! We got another Dawn Team member right here! Try using one of the white Serum!”

The woman Dragonis turned her head, beckoning for the others as their eyes immediately went wide.

“TURN AROUND –!”

Unbeknownst to her was that the mouth of the Scarlet Logic member had expanded to over three times the size of her head. And within were rows of razor-sharp teeth. They were hooked, and they rotated like a sawblade.

“Huh –!?”

*Snap*

Blood sputtered over her face when she returned to face her assumed comrade. Half of her body was missing from the shoulder to her waist, with a hand severed cleanly off. This entity had easily annihilated her in a single hit.

“No blood. No blood. No blood. Not same. Not same. Water. Water. Water. Blind. All blind.” The creature offered its analysis of her flesh and began creeping towards the Scarlet Logic forces.

“W-What… KILL IT! EVERYONE – KILL –!”

“MANAGER WAIT! There’s more of them!”

“THEY’RE EVERYWHERE!”

Magical, crystal bullets were fired as hundreds of these entities suddenly emerged, each wearing a black blindfold. And unlike the sluggish one that claimed one of their own, these were faster. They ran on all fours like a deranged animal, their heads and bodies twitching as if in a permanent seizure-like state.

Their erratic movements made it impossible for their shooters to track, and they were the first to go, losing their entire bodies to the flesh-eating look alike.

“Blood no. Blood no. All water. All water. Bond not good. Bond not good. All blind. Blind!”

“Blind! Blind!”

“My turn! My turn!”

The chants were horrifying. The monsters lunged for their Scarlet Logic counterparts, eliminating many as the Manager gave the order to retreat. They, however, did not make it, and were promptly feasted upon as a giant black orb hovered by, wrapping the eyes of the deceased with black tentacles. Its form shifted at times, becoming a giant black suit of spades.

“For that! For that!”

“Bond! Bond! Worth it? Worth it?”

“Real bond? Real?”

“Conviction? False!”

The entities spoke as they pointed at the orb, following it wherever it went. The civilians and the Liquidator braced themselves as another thousand trampled by. They sealed their eyes, embracing death.

But miraculously, the civilians and the Liquidator were left alone. When the dust settled and the thuds of their combined march disappeared, the Liquidator deeply exhaled, unable to believe their fortune.

Or perhaps misfortune.

Because deep down, they understood what a monster like that may have meant.

“… Please don’t be another repeat of the Big Red Heart… Administering emergency Serums… Spare 600ml. It will be used to treat noncombatants of C4 – 12th Injector Site.”

            

    
        278. The Blood of the Covenant

    
    
    
    
                The trumpets of the Augurists reverberated throughout the City of Clubs. It began within C3, and it spread to C4 and finally reached C5 where all eyes returned to the skies. No one knew what was wrong, but it was clear that a Corrupted was amongst them.

Jury wondered if it was the doing of Mimicry. The others believed that maybe Frost was the cause for concern. Her column of flames had already reached the escarpment separating the City of Spades and the City of Clubs by now, nearly elapsing Carpalis.

Ber on the other hand speculated that it was herself that caused it. She possessed the powers of the Corrupted after all, so it would not be a surprise.

However, the sheer number of trumpets blown was overkill for a mere Eternal Night Corrupted like herself. Something greater was detected.

One. Two. Three… The trumpets heralded the approach of an unknown Corrupted of at least the Monsoon Risk. Silence dragged on as Jury’s group burst through the forests, shredding shrubbery like a typhoon. These lands were relatively untouched by the Infusions, but sooner or later this would become a barren waste, riddled with craters like that of the moon.

Riding along in the darkness of the Nexus’ shadow, the group gazed upon the light and began to speculate the newest threat thrown into the putrid blend of chaos.

“Monsoon doesn’t sound right. That many Augurists blowing their trumpets from that far away spells trouble!” Cer claimed, immediately spotting a discrepancy. “You think it’s Frost!? She’s already at the edge of S10 and C4! You can’t even see the City of Spades anymore!”

Indeed. The spires that once stood above the grey fog had long collapsed, felled like redwood trees. One could not truly fathom the sheer scale of devastation that was left behind in Frost’s wake.

“Carpalis can’t get close. Beholders are going to lose their credibility after this debacle.” Res said.

“Like they had any to start off with.” Ber sneered. “I wonder how things would have gone if we just took Frost up to the Floor of Judgement.”

“Don’t dabble in ‘What ifs’ now of all times. Get your head straight. We have a mountain of Impuritas to clear out. Just hope they aren’t armed with the Unstable Capturers. Those things… they were designed against Moons and Stars.” Res growled.

“I’m just thinking. Relax.” Ber responded. “I don’t regret anything because I feel freer now more than ever. I doubt any of us would feel like this in any other timeline. If that kind of stuff even exists. It… doesn’t, right Jury?”

“… Time… is an ever… marching force…” Jury panted. “… there can’t be… multiple… only one… that’s what I understand. Auugh. Kah. It’s called the ‘Arrow… of Time’…”

“The ticking has gotten a lot worse. Hang in there!” Ignis comforted her, brushing several fluffy wolf tails against Jury’s back. They were mimicked and connected at the ends of a bundle of tentacles. “Time doesn’t sound forgiving. But I think you can do something special with it! I’m sure of it!”

“Me too.” Jury whimpered. “The Heart of Time… it’s this technology that’s responding to the Advent. It feels like when we approached Scarlet Logic’s technology. My body’s tingling all over.”

“Didn’t Carpalis say something about that? The sensation she feels whenever she’s close to other Beholders? And the Nexus!?” Ber suddenly brought up.

“Galia looked way too comfortable. Never heard of a Beholder losing it in the Nexus. Then again, we wouldn’t have heard it. It has to be because Jury’s an Angel! I think!” Cer concluded right before a sudden, deep tune caused her ears to perk up.

“… another trumpet.” Cer uttered with deep dread. “That’s the fourth one. Eternal Night. Where the hell is that voice when you need it!? Ignis! Ber! Got a clue!?”

“N-Nav’s getting louder, but no! Nothing!” Ignis shook her head.

“Elysia this, Elysia that. Light here. Light there. The voice isn’t making any sense. Oi, little Frost!” Ber called for the little girl, who popped right out of Jury’s bosom like a meerkat. “You can hear it too! Can you make sense of it!?”

She showered them with floating symbols depicting a brain, clouds, a crescent-shaped moon, and electric sheep jumping over a fence. Cer interpreted it as someone with brain fog, and Ber could not for the life of her understand it.

Res however, realized that Nav must be dreaming. Or at least in a similar state. Her answer caused the little Frost to vigorously nod.

“… can a machine sleep?”

“You’ve heard the saying that machines dream of electric sheep. Caldera Industries has machines that might as well be living things. Unlike outdated golems. Keep your eyes in the sky for any Corrupted!”

“Not like it’ll be a problem. I’m an Eternal Night Class myself!” Ber boasted. “Hehe. A New Moon!”

“I get it! It’s because you hatched from the egg! Like a rebirth! Heh. You know, I’m starting to think the Blessing of the Nexus has a sense of humor –!”

“Please shut up!” Ignis suddenly shouted, irritated by their nonsensical conversation. “Now is not the time! I’m sorry… but I can’t laugh when Frost, Jury, and our friend Nav’s lives are on the line!”

“… I’ll be ok. Aren’t you sweet~” Jury motherly hummed.

“FOCUS!” Res also exclaimed, bringing the pair of misfits back right one final array of trumpets blew.

Disbelief swept through the group as the forests in the distance trembled to an invisible wind. Birds immediately began to migrate as if they too understood the meaning of the fifth trumpet.

“… W-what…?” Res’ pupils contracted.

“Again!?” Ber cried.

“ANOTHER WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR!?” Cer was the most shocked, unable to believe that yet another Woe of the Fallen Star Classed Corrupted had emerged in such a short amount of time.

“More Corrupted… I don’t want to keep seeing the same ruins again.” Ignis despaired having already witnessed the fall of numerous cities. But it only strengthened her resolve; her conviction to make things right.

“Can Beholder Carpalis keep its Corrupted Zone away?” Jury asked.

“Easily! Didn’t Frost say it overtook hers!? And hers was able to overtake the Heart of Ours!” Cer assured them as Carpalis began to swat her Faustian Bargain at a specific target somewhere far behind. “Besides… We have two Beholders to take it out before it can cause some real damage! Plus the Infusions too!”

“Idiot… are you forgetting something!?” Res brought up as Carpalis’ hand clashed with the world, only for her hand to be repelled by a mysterious force. “Until now we’ve been fighting Corrupted with weird rules! Starting with the Greed Counter and the Heart of Ours! None of us could take them down without fulfilling some kind of requirement!”

Indeed. There was a common theme with the Corrupted they had faced until now. The invulnerabilities. Only those enchanted with a certain power could defeat a Corrupted of at least the Civilization Affinity. Cer with the Greed Counter, and Res and Jury with the Heart of Ours.

This was no different. A Beholder’s might was physically deflected, and it caused great concern to sew into their hearts as they confirmed that they were indeed up against a Civilization Corrupted. At first glance the conclusion appeared hasty, but the transformation of the orb into a suit of spades confirmed this.

When the fingers of the Faustian Bargain rose like the curtains of a stage, a gargantuan, black object in the shape of an orb hovered in the sky. It was like a black moon in the shadow of the Nexus, a contrast to the Piece of the Fallen Star. The opaque object spilled blood and water, as if a reservoir was hidden somewhere within.

The suit of spades was the last one out of the four.

“… the fourth… chapter…?” Jury uttered to no one in particular, counting at the hundreds of black ribbons that dragged something along like animals on a leash. “Cinder Civitas… Nav… please. We need you.”

Or to Ber – they looked like chains.

Jury stared at it with shock. Somehow, the entity seemed familiar to her. Its presence dominated the skies. It wasn’t as large as the Big Red Heart, but its aura alone certainly rivalled it. An invisible barrier seemed to surround it, as the trees behind contorted, bending and snapping as something spherically larger than the orb passed by, turning leaves into a bizarre black and white, crystalline form.

All else that were caught inside of this bizarre barrier was absorbed, further increasing its size like a black hole.

Suddenly, the voice spoke to Jury again as pale feathers began to shower them from a blinding light above.

“Do you remember what they fought for? Blood spilled. Bonds of water fell asunder. They were blind. They fought for reasons they didn’t understand. Do you remember it? Like an ever-expanding black hole, all they knew was to consume one another in an eat or be eaten world. Doesn’t that form remind you of ‘him’? Of the beast you skewered over and over, believing things would change.”

When the light faded, they were greeted with a descending one-winged Angel who outstretched a bare hand to Jury.

“I would introduce myself. But I think it’s more polite of me to formally introduce that Corrupted. I presume our old friend Lailah is no longer. Therefore, I will do what they once did for us with the Faux Angels…”

She cupped Jury’s cheeks as she hovered upside down, staring deeply into her golden, spiraling eyes.

“… and the Corruption you damned us with, Elysia.”






	 
	 
	
Blood of the Covenant

< Blinded by others, we preyed on those with blood like ours. In time blood tasted no different from water. When connections ran as deep as ours, the blood spilled so readily. To this day none of us knew why we fought in the first place… Can you show us what a real bond looks like? >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< AFFINITY : Civilization >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 220
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	
HP : 1


	ATT : 0
	MAG ATT : 0



	ATT DEF : 0
	MAG DEF : 0
	
MP : 450,000


	RESIST : 500
	AGI : 450









And perhaps due to Carpalis’ influence, the Blood of Covenant had revealed its secondary part.






	 
	 
	
Big Black Spade


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< AFFINITY : Civilization >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	
HP : 25,000,000


	ATT : 30,000
	MAG ATT : 20,000



	ATT DEF : 26,000
	MAG DEF : 26,000
	
MP: 450,000


	RESIST : 600
	AGI : 450









< CONDITION: All materials that do not belong to the BONDED that enter the Big Black Spade’s area of effect will be absorbed. A higher DEF on the material will be rejected. All subjects dead or alive of a given warring faction touched by the Blood of the Covenant will become a Blind Arm >


 

< ADDITIONAL CONDITION: The Big Black Spade will attempt to turn all bonds of blood into water >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: The Blood of the Covenant can only be damaged by those BONDED. It seeks to destroy all bonds to control all >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: The Blood of the Covenant’s HP must reach 0 >


 

* * *


 

< Lailah. I know that name >


 

< Because… >


 

< That name belongs to me >

            

    
        279. My Name is Lailah

    
    
    
    
                My name is Lailah.

Nav mentally spoke to itself, submerged in a world of black.

I remember they used to call me that.

I feel something. In my void of emptiness… my purgatory of depraved senses, I can see a faint glimmer in the distance. Something tingles in my chest. There’s a stinging sensation somewhere in front of my… my face?

Bizarre… Could this be a dream?

I have no sensory organs to detect such things, and yet I can feel something encase me. Like a vessel. The Piece of the Fallen Star was described as a light. Could that be it?

Nav never had a sense of direction to begin with. Whether the light was up or down mattered little compared to the fact that it could see it. In its world of somber silence, the light became brighter as its friends beyond this plane approached the Advent of Desire.

It had no control over its bodily functions, if it even had any. Nav could not move its sensed body. A mellow tingling spread throughout its chest, past its shoulders, down its arms and into its fingertips. Sensation seemed to form as the light faded in an out, as if they were blinking.

Electric Guidebook. GPS. Nav. In the past my name was Lailah. There is little I can recall. Little I can make sense of. Little I can differentiate as illusion from reality. I desperately want it to be real. This sensation...

The darkness took Nav’s vision. Moments later, Nav found themselves groggily coming to, blinking sluggishly as though they had awoken from a long slumber. One by one, they touched their fingertips with their thumbs to gauge their sensation like a newborn child.

… What is the price I must pay to grant this wish of mine?

“Lailah.”

A voice suddenly called out to them. Lailah was on their knees, and looking down, they realized they were wrapped in an eloquent, white dress like what a researcher would wear. It was long, loose, and decorated with embroidered feathers colored off white.

The moment Nav’s… golden eyes fell upon themselves, they realized they were in the body of a cold-fleshed woman. A machine made in the image of a human. She sat there on a black plane that hovered somewhere in the middle of an endless void.

The only star was the Advent in this representation of their old world’s skies.

“Will you be the night to this star?” The voice asked her, and Nav, like a dog responding to a bell, looked up to see an Angel with seven tails gazing down at her, offering a small piece of the light afar in her palms.

“… of course.” Nav answered unwillingly, unable to decipher what exactly this place was, never mind this person or this world.

No. She did know who this person was. She had heard the Archivist describe a certain Archetype in detail beforehand. And this person matched every description. What convinced her were the seven tails that reached for something.

It was clear that hidden behind this veil of darkness was a room of some kind. Metal, judging by the hollowness of the Arbiter’s voice, and the thumping of each step she took towards her.

“My name is Michaela. The less you know the better. You will be in good hands, as I expect this light to be in yours.” The Arbiter’s true name was uttered so innocently by the being that adorned nothing but military garments, and a pale blindfold as if to symbolize the blindness of judgement.

“… I was born… for this purpose?” Nav wondered, taking the light into her palms, her eyes widening at the sensation she could only describe as ‘warm’. “This sensation… touch?”

The Arbiter fondly crouched to Nav’s eye level as she removed her blindfold. Within those golden eyes Nav caught a glimpse of herself. She was a woman with neatly cut, short, light blue hair, skin paler than snow, and a lithe body. Her eyes were hollow, and she couldn’t smile even if she tried.

She was as close to a machine a normal person could possibly get appearance-wise.

The Arbiter was a dominating person. Her presence was unlike anything she could describe. There were multiple rings of irises nested into one another. Those eyes were calm, but Nav somehow sensed that they had seen every horror imaginable. Seen events of nightmarish proportions. Terrors that would cause one to question their existence.

But even so, she softly smiled as if to comfort Nav.

“Are you wondering because you are a machine?”

“I am…? I can hear the groans inside of my body. The ball sockets of my elbows and knuckles. The glass in my eyes. My thoughts are rational. But… what is this feeling? In here?” Nav pointed to her chest, bringing the light close.

“One day you’ll find out. Machine or not matters little. You see, your existence is not so different from mine. But you’re the first of your kind. A bloodless machine. A construct of fluctuations made by all manners of reality-bending technobabble. I look forward to hearing from you again. This light… you must keep it away from me. From Demons. From Faux Angels. And, from Angels.”

The Arbiter inched away, rising to her feet as she readjusted her gloves.

“How can you trust me with something so precious?” Nav innocently spoke, still gathering her bearings. Even her past self couldn’t make sense of this.

“I created you for this sole purpose. Protect it. Be the night to this star, Lailah. No matter what happens, you must not separate from it. This is… the least I can do.”

The Arbiter wore a mournful expression. It was unclear if it was meant for the light, her situation, or for Nav herself. Whatever it was, the Arbiter was clearly in a tough spot, and Nav realized that she was intrinsically connected with the Arbiter.

‘Creator’? Did the Arbiter really create me?

Nav wondered to herself as the Arbiter turned her back, fading away like sand in a storm. Her body remained in this stagnant place, and the light in her palms trembled as she looked around, seeing dozens of Impuritas, people, animals, plants – even objects spontaneously appearing, then transforming as light struck them.

Impuritas grunts become more refined versions of their imperfect selves.

People transformed into all manners of shapes and sizes. Some for the better, and others for the worse. Animals became people or flesh-eating monsters. Plants grew eyes or tongues, others also becoming people.

And objects were no different.

“W-Wishes.”

A voice spoke from behind.

It was a familiar voice, accompanied by tiny patters belonging to that of a child.

When Nav turned, she was surprised to find the Little Frost standing behind her, smiling bubbly. Although surprise was an overstatement, because Nav could not express her emotions well. Neither did she believe she was surprised as well.

However, she clutched at her chest and wondered internally:

If I was created as a machine, then why give me the ability to feel these things in here?

“You… You can speak?” Nav uttered, speaking coldly and in the same monotone tune as always. Just with a feminine flair. Or what little of it.

“Little.” The little Frost shook her head, wincing as if trying to conjure one of her emojis but to no avail. “Can’t…” She pouted defeatedly.

“Not in full sentences?”

“Tiny.”

“Tiny?”

“… miniscule?”

Nav didn’t know how to feel about this. On one hand she could describe it as cute, but what was cute? The Little Frost offered her head, as if asking for a head pat, but Nav refused. Not out of spite or to be rude, she simply did not know it was an invitation for one.

The Little Frost pouted in response

“Funny. You sound just like Jury when we first found her.” Nav recalled and the Little Frost’s eyes lit up.

“Innocent!”

“Innocent…?”

“Dove!”

“Pardon?”

“Hmmm… Child?”

Nav shut her eyes, somewhat irritated by the Little Frost. Before she could be swept away at her pace, she asked the most important question of all.

“More than that, how did you end up in here with me?”

“Close! Um… travel! Star! TOWARDS!” The Little Frost pointed at the star ahead, then at the people transforming. “Wishes!” She threw her hands all over the place.

“Are these people having their wishes granted? My interpretation cannot be anything else.” Nav spoke with absoluteness, and she wouldn’t take it any other way.

“YES!”

“… my parameters are telling me you can actually speak well, but you just choose not to.”

“NO!”

“Whatever the case may be, at least we have established communications. Now if you were anything like Jury when she had her limited vocabulary, then that would have been problematic.” Nav slowly slipped into the grove of speaking, albeit more like she was dispensing diagnostics. “Towards the light. We’re inside of the Advent of Desire. I cannot be mistaken.”

The light in her palms was attracted to the greater whole.

“Like a star drawn to the Great Attractor. Frost’s world did have something like that in their skies. A whole universe of stars barreling straight towards one point in space.” Nav monologued as the Little Frost ran ahead, leaping into the air shouting:

“Amalgamation!”

Nav took her first step forward, and unsurprisingly.

*Thud*

Nav toppled over.

“… it seems like this body’s flawed.” Nav coldly spoke.

            

    
        280. Revelations of the White Wing

    
    
    
    
                No one noticed the disappearance of the Little Frost. They were captivated by the emergence of another Angel. If they didn’t know any better, they would have believed that she had descended from the light of the Advent.

The White Wing’s body radiated a holy light as feathers fell like snow from her wings. One was a wing of feathers, and the other was a mock wing made from all three of her tails. The triplets and Ignis failed to utter a word. All hair and fur stood on end. As Demi-humans they instinctually sensed an aura of danger from who was supposed to be one of the most benevolent beings in Elysia.

Their voices betrayed them. It clumped in their throats as their bodies begged them to remain silent. Instinct strangled them with its vice grip. But even so, they had seen enough to resist it, ready to act in Jury’s stead.

“… who… are you?” Jury knew this person. An overwhelming sense of familiarity obnoxiously suggested that they were close. One, because they were Angels. And two, because she vaguely knew this person’s face.

Still hovering upside down, the Angel’s lips curved into a deceptively friendly smile.

“They call me the White Wing. A mere Color in the eyes of this miserable world. Internally, I’m a carrier of messages of the highest decree. Now of my own volition. As with you.” Her voice was melodic. Harmonious. It was difficult to believe that such a voice could be so beautiful.

Seeing the confusion stir in Jury’s eyes, the White Wing bared her teeth in humor.

“I see. My name is unfamiliar even to the Moons present. And these rational Corrupted.” She did not spare the others a single glance, for she knew exactly who they were outside and within, as if also possessing Frost’s Blessing of the Amalgam. “But does Gabriella ring a bell?”

“Are you someone I’m supposed to know?” Jury wondered as the woman flipped herself around, taking a seat just at the base of Snap’s head.

She stroked the fur with ungloved hands, adoring its softness and compared it with hers, and then with Jury’s tail.

“Close! I see. This was you before you indulged in your gluttony. The innocent Elysia. The one too afraid to shed blood. Oh how you had fallen. That’s why, I’m pleased. Elated. Happy~ See my smile? Is it not genuine enough for you to think of me as a heartfelt friend?”

“I suppose not. Hmhm. But I cannot blame you for not knowing. None of us knew either before we touched base with an Advent. You. The Original. Two Elysias in one world is quite… problematic.”

Ignis, breaking from her frozen spell, extended a bladed bone from her left hand and pointed it at the Angel. Likewise, Ber thrusted a clawed digit, all the while her sisters generated electricity around their eyes and teeth.

But make no mistake, their foreheads were swamped with sweat.

“Don’t even think about it!” Ber was the first to break free from the White Wing’s voice-robbing constraints, roaring bravely in the face of insurmountable danger.

Their reactions were instinctual. To the point where it could be perceived as a flaw.

The White Wing had a delayed reaction, her smile becoming oddly tender as her eyes finally met theirs.

And in that moment, as the golden irises befell them, their ears became flushed with their hair.

“Bonds of blood are strong here. Literally, and metaphorically. Of covenants, and of the womb. Although, one could say we all come from the same womb, hypothetically speaking. Am I hard to follow?” She politely addressed them, her eyes squinting at Res and Cer only. “Captured your breaths, have I? There’s no need to be so alarmed. ‘Jury’… is a friend of mine.”

“Bullshit.” Ber barked.

“There’s so much bloodlust coming from you. Like a hell a Demi-human like us is going to buy that shit.” Cer growled like a wolf.

Res nodded, as did Ignis. They were convinced the White Wing was not as benevolent as she portrayed herself as. And thankfully, she did not answer them with violence. Rather, she pinched Jury’s cheeks, humming to herself in a playful, yet eloquent tone.

“Crude, but I adore it. Bonds, bonds, bonds… Funny. It’s almost poetic. The Blood of the Covenant fixates over such an ideal. And here, standing before it are the perfect specimens to obliterate it. Empowered…” She pointed one tail at Cer.

“Determined.”

Another at Res, as she glanced down at Jury for a split second.

“And Bonded.”

Then, she pointed her last tail at both Ignis and Ber.

“Not quite yet, at the very least. Millions of souls anguished over their blindness. Conflicts over things they could not begin to understand. They murdered friends and slept with enemies. Truly, no matter how many times you tried to fix it, it always ended miserably in one way or another.”

She spouted nonsense, but Jury listened, captivated by her words.

“While it would be fun to entertain you who have gained the trust of our beloved… ‘light’, would it not be wise to begin targeting that?” She then gazed upon the black Blood of the Covenant, her eyes shimmering as if the orb emitted a light akin to the Advent of Desire. “I could not harm a fly. Don’t look at me as if I can lend a hand. It is no Faux Angel, and therefore, it is not an affair of my own.”

“The hell are you talking about?” Cer barked. “You… tch. Is this Angel also listening in with Nav or something!?”

“I can’t read her. Nav still isn’t responding… and what makes you think we can just leave you with Jury!?” Ber cried.

“In that state too. Looks like a hawk swooped in for the kill –!” Cer was then abruptly interrupted by a shout from Jury.

“Stop! This… person… I know them!”

“You know them after all!?” Res cried in surprise.

“Vaguely! So vaguely! They’re... Ugh…” Jury winced, and the White Wing comforted her, although, there was a tinge of repulsiveness in her eyes. “… Gabriella… what are… these memories…?”

“Your old life. What you see is not up to me I’m afraid. That’s it~ Let the Advent do its thing. When an Angel first approaches an Advent, we tend to writhe a lot. Same as those that bear a technology from that Library. But not quite like we do.”

She hushed Jury, gazing at the others with a humble smile.

“What’s wrong? Feeling like letting a Corrupted run wild? You have some time before it comes close to the Advent. Even Corrupted will feel the compulsion of the Piece of the Fallen Star. I would not be surprised if several of your ‘nightmares’ have already interacted with it.”

“I don’t want to make the same mistake twice.” Res’ eyes crackled.

Suddenly, the falling feathers froze beside her as if time had stopped. She took out her pocket watch, satisfied to find that one of the arms spun uncontrollably before she slipped it away, uttering but one thing.

“Should I set an example?”

Jury’s heart ticked intensely.

“GO! GO! She’s… she’s – none of us can beat her! If she wanted to kill me then she would’ve done it already!” Jury cried. “… you… if you think of putting a hand on them…”

“Oh, did you think I was going to kill them? I’d rather not get on the wrong side of Frost. I’m here to establish relationships.” She devilishly chuckled. “I’m open minded. Humble. Benevolent. You see, I’m mostly here for you. Jury. Elysia? I wonder.”

“… Elysia… ugh.” Jury’s eyes began to darken. The White Wing cradled her weakening body in her arms, holding her head atop her lap.

“Hmhm~ Sleep. Remember it well. And when you awaken, I wonder what name you’ll go by. I will not see you as ‘Jury’ until I hear it for myself. This world is my home. And I wish to protect in my own way.”

These were the last words to reach Jury’s ears before all went black.


* * *


If there was one thing the White Wing was right about, it was the fact that they could not simply ignore the Blood of the Covenant. It released a shockwave that caused their bodies to grow hot, inspiring nothing but hatred and violence to surge.


< [Impassioned Rally] >


 

“Tch. That fucking stings!” Cer grumbled.

“At least it’s nothing like the Heart of Ours… Can we trust her?” Ignis wondered, wrapping multiple layers of tentacles around Jury as the White Wing too fell into a strange, meditative state.

She slept upright on her knees, her eyes sealed shut as she sat on Snap’s back comfortably without any of Ignis’ tethers. The fact that she too could match Snap’s speed convinced them of her strength.

“Doesn’t look like she’ll try anything funny. Ignis! Watch over her! You have the highest DEF.” Ber ordered. “Gotta take that thing down! That’s one of those chapter things, right!?”

“Jury said it was… Don’t get too close to that invisible barrier! And WHITE WING! I don’t get it. If you’re that strong, then why won’t you help!? Must be nice not having to worry!” Cer spited her with all her heart.

Hearing no response, Cer took her leave.

“… A Beholder’s mindset for sure.” Res grumbled, following suit.

“I guess it’s a disease in everyone strong –!” Ber was about to leave until she felt one of the White Wing’s tails touch hers.

And without opening her eyes, the White Wing recited:

“Wolfgirl. Ber. You’re interesting. As is the Catgirl lookalike.”

“What the hell are you spouting now?” Ber tugged her tail away, wiping the tip as if it had touched something filthy.

“A Blessed and a non-blessed became Corrupted. Not their thoughts or fragments of themselves, but themselves in every meaning of the word.”

“… Do you know something about it? The Corruption?” Ber was suddenly intrigued. After everything she had already heard, it was possible that this Angel knew something they all could only dream of understanding.

“I only know some certain quirks of it. You see, my specialty is dealing with Faux Angels.”

“Fake Angels?” Ignis questioned.

“Curious, aren’t you? They’re beings of untold destruction. Born from the blood of what you call the Advent of Wrath. Most of the time~ But, what do you think the Blessing of the Nexus is?”

Her question was rhetorical, but Ber and Ignis responded nonetheless.

“A false paradise. Get this over with so we can fight already!”

“An invitation to a better life?”

The White Wing stroked Jury’s hair affectionately, as if hoping for something.

“Salvation.” She solemnly uttered. “You didn’t know? People who become Blessed must undergo extreme amounts of trauma. It varies. A stolen candy can be significant enough to manifest a person’s most powerful emotional ire. The shape of their soul. Their Ego. The corruption of the self. I’m sure you two understand it well.”

Ber remained silent suddenly, as did Ignis. The White Wing turned to them suddenly, revealing her golden eyes for a short moment as if to analyze their souls.

“The Blessing of the Nexus. Listen well. Because it comes from the same shade of light of our beloved forbidden light. Therefore, it seeks to prevent the Corruption of the self. Without the Nexus…

… all those who would be Blessed would become Corrupted. But due to a certain old friend’s tampering, things will slowly begin to change. For better or worse depends on the answer she gives me when she awakens.”

The White Wing placed a hand over Jury’s eyes.

And for the first time, there was an air of sincerity surrounding the malevolent Angel.

            

    
        281. Battling the Spade

    
    
    
    
                Unlike last time when they had the force of a thousand to stand up against a Woe of the Fallen Star, they only had each other now. Carpalis, a Beholder of all things, could not penetrate through the Big Black Spade. The phenomenon tore apart the illusion of the Beholder’s untouchable valor.

For a deity to become incapable invited all manners of scrutiny. The trust the public once had in them quickly faltered, as they realized that they were not as safe in the Nex Megalopolis as they believed. The very city that was built to withstand a Paradise Lost event was, once again, under the ministrations of a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted.

But in the absence of the Beholders, and in the absence of the Ateliers arose a certain band of individuals. Who would require the cooperation of multiple Ateliers was brazenly fought by no more than 5 individuals.

And one, a woman clad in black feathers.

Suddenly, perplexed voices cut through the thick hysteria.

“Are you seeing this!?”

“It’s like a darker version of the Big Red Heart!”

“Are we… is it over for us?”

“No! Look through the damned telescopes! Be careful of the light! Just… there! Look! She has wings! Is she an Angel!? The White Wing!?”

Further within C5 was one of the few mountainous regions of Brandar. Several more ran along the lands near Sermount Ruins, just at the border of Emvita and Brandar. People conglomerated to these mountains, swarming into underground bunkers, capable of holding hundreds of thousands if required.

The mountain was hollow, and within were a series of stone labyrinths. It was built exactly for the situation at hand, carved out by the Dwarves of Caldera Industries long ago. At its summit people lamented the devastation of C3 and C4. Because it was a popular lookout place, thousands of stationary telescopes and binoculars sat along an ancient wall.

People flocked to them in droves rather than heading into the safety of the bunkers.

“What’s everyone standing here for!? Keep moving! We’re still too close to whatever that thing is!” One rational voice tried to break the crowd up, but as more voices described the abnormal scenery, he could no help but to see it for himself.

“One of them looks injured. And… a deity can’t get through to it!”

“That Anid’s one bloody speed Demon! What breed is that!?”

“Forget that! You saw how fast it was before! But it’s slowing down!”

“You can’t be serious… are they… going to try take that down? They’re just Demi-humans.”

Suffice to say, no one believed in them. Their confidence was at an all-time low. Even with the Infusion bombardment such a Corrupted remained unscathed. Nevermind that a Deity of their world was utterly useless. The blazing twister passed by the giant, and Carpalis avoided it at all costs as it gave chase to the black orb.

However, as if by some miracle, the small band of Demi-humans and Angels seemed to be able to hold out on their own. The black, whiplike cloth of the orb was avoided at all costs as beings spawned from it were obliterated by great sparks that burst like fireworks.

“… they… are just Demi-humans, you said? No way… they have to be Blessed. No. Higher than Blessed. Who else is crazy enough to slow down and fight it!?”

“They’re still alive. Doesn’t… it look possible somehow?”

“Hey. Those black feathers. Doesn’t that remind you of that rumor?”

“The Black Dove?”

“There are two Colors over there!?”

Slowly, an air of hope began to circulate. Many still believed it to be false hope. If a Beholder couldn’t touch it, then who else could? But at the same time, these people revered the Colors more in a way. They were like heroes to them. People that lived alongside them. In the past miracles were achieved by said Colors to legitimize their legacy.

And as people watched on, they wondered if the same could happen with the one they mistook for the Black Dove.

“Insane.” A guarding Liquidator commended, baffled by the sight. “A Woe of the Fallen Star that can’t be touched by a Beholder. But those morons are actually giving it a shot.”

“What magnification?” Another asked.

“Enhance to 200x vision.”

The glass eye of another’s spun as their hollow pupil contracted. Suddenly, as they steadied themselves to capture a clear view of the combatants, shock filled their eyes.

“The Jesters…?”

“I will not call them as such for attempting what we cannot. Moons will be Moons. A Woe of the Fallen Star is not something we can deal with in the current climate.” The Liquidator admitted with admiration.

“What are Moons? Never heard of them.” An entirely different Liquidator questioned, cocking their head.

This Liquidator has only just begun their line of work. Moons, Stars and the Exalted had a literal meaning outside of those who knew of them. To call someone a ‘Moon’ was a bizarre expression.

And so, their superior spoke, watching those Moons challenge the Corrupted.

“They face what we fear head on with unquestionable conviction. They are the slayers of the Corrupted. A Woe of the Fallen Star is out of their reach, however… you cannot help but to hope for the best. We’ve befallen an unnatural night due to the shadow of the Nexus. But even though there is no moon in our sky… we have them at the very least. Carry hope. I believe the Golden Index’s Beholder is contributing. I believe in the Beholders. Let’s not forget that we are but spectators.”


* * *


< [Bond Splitter] >


The Blood of the Covenant lashed its many black ribbons in their direction. The equivalent of a thousand blades attempted to sever their ties from Ignis, splitting red tentacles as she desperately tried to keep everyone attached.

She had become their heart. Without her, all would be lost.

Each one that was split another two was sent. It reached a point where Ignis needed to replenish a tentacle each few seconds ahead just so no one would be left behind. Her Biomass reserves were immense, and she could hold out for days, maybe weeks if need be.

But judging by the speed of the Corrupted, it would reach the Piece of the Fallen Star within the next 6 hours. Snap, encased in a cocoon of red, increased its acrobatics. No longer did it move in a straight line. Now, it zigged left and right, bouncing into the air as the others were dragged along for the ride of their life.

“It’s silent…” Ignis whispered to herself, doing everything in her power to keep her tentacles up as hatred threaded through her head like a burning needle.

Without Frost or Nav they could no longer hear voices of the Corrupted. The White Wing on the otherhand seemed to smile, as if she could hear their woes. And in a soft voice, she recited tidbits of them to Ignis.

“Did they have a choice? People are driven to embrace the worst of themselves to live. Others take delight in it. Mix them together and it’s no wonder bonds were so easily broken.”


< [Corrosive Binding] >


This was the Corrupted Skill responsible for summoning the black ribbons. Scarlet Logic forces were dragged along like animals on chains. Thousands upon thousands smeared flesh and blood along the grasslands. Their bodies were used like crayons.
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Res’ [Electric Lance] whittled them down where possible as they gave chase. Due to the relatively open landscape, their maneuverability was tested to the highest degree. Res, Cer and Ber spread themselves thin enough to ensure they could not get in each other’s way, but also close enough to offer a hand when necessary.

Cer relentlessly bit her way through, chewing at the tentacles as they fought a defensive war. The only thing they could feasibly rely on is the Condition that demanded for the ‘Bonded’ to take it down.

“Isn’t this… FUCKING ANNOYING!” Cer screamed, one of the ribbons slicing her cheek as her heart roared with furor. “Stupid fucking Conditions needing a specific task! But hey – that makes us better than a Beholder if we of all people can fulfil it, huh!? Arrrrrrgh~! THIS THING REALLY WANTS ME TO SEVER IGNIS AWAY!”


< [Assimilating Assimilation] >


This Corrupted Skill sought to destabilize one’s heart. To dominate it and break all bonds. It was like a chain that aimed to collar the hearts of the animals it saw them as. Cer knew her value enough to remain unhampered by its effects, and Res resisted it too. Ber on the other hand, and Ignis in extension struggled to fight the war regarding ‘bonds’ in their chests.

“I’m more shocked that Carpalis can’t do anything about it! BER! ARE YOU OK!?” Res shouted out to her sister. In her slight lapse of focus, a hand was severed, causing her to grimace in pain. “Agh – SHIT!”

“RES! KEEP YOUR EYES ON IT! DON’T WORRY ABOUT ME!” Ber shouted, echoing the same words that had previously led to her becoming a Corrupted. Knowing this, Ber, for a split second, grinned at Res to assure her that she truly was fine. “I appreciate the concern. I know how you feel! Because I felt the same way when you both fought your inner anguishes against the last few Corrupted! BELIEVE IN ME! Just stay alive!”

Being in the Fourth State was still nothing compared to the Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted. It was far more manageable than the Heart of Ours due to the lack of a Corrupted Zone. Ber was equipped with nearly all of the Black Swan’s Corrupted Skills.

One gargantuan arm in the shape of a bladed wing cleaved the approaching ribbons; [I Wanna Be a Swan], and her other clawed hand; [Futile Galvanism], shredded them. At the same time her voice caused the ribbons to passively take damage. There was never a moment where her battle cries failed to inspire them.

[Transpired Instincts] caused her body to create an afterimage that blended in with the ribbons. Her battle form was like a delicate dance. A ballet of death. Her long hair followed gracefully, and her black dress glowed with the light of a moon as her emotions rapidly climbed.

Unlike the others, Ber actively sought after Ignis’ tentacles. Ignis did not attempt to tether her directly. Ber was too fast. Rather, she sent her tentacles where she believed Ber would be. The two, however little they actually knew each other, were frighteningly in tune.

It was a certain bond that caused the Blood of the Covenant to unleash a barrage of attacks.


< [Bond Splitter] >

< [Bond Splitter] >

< [Bond Splitter] >

< [Bond Splitter] >


< [Assimilating Assimilation] >

< [Impassioned Rally] >

< [Corrosive Binding] >


“For family. For survival. Currency was of the same blood that ran in our veins. We turned on one another for the sake of ideals. We knew it was wrong, but we were too blind to see it. Consequences… were only seen at the end of one’s life. Poetic.” The White Wing recited, adoring their battle prowess. “You’re exemplary Moons. Ignis…”

“Please… Let me focus!” Ignis growled, humoring the Angel.

“You are quite close to level 200. I suggest immediately reaching it however you can. The Nexus is generous for those that reach the same heights as the Moons. Although…” The White Wing placed her bare hand onto Ignis’ head. Not in a distracting manner, but rather, in a motherly kind of way. “… I am eager to see if you can go further than being on par with a Moon. Weaponized Symbiote. You would be the first of your kind if the Archivist were to ever invite you into her Library.”

“I am not eager to become a Beholder! I just… want to keep being with everyone else!”

“Keep my words in mind. Maybe one day it’ll be a necessity~ Your bonds are strong but look closely. It has yet to test it to its fullest capacity. No one alone can beat it. That much was proven by… What a terrible time to recall it.” She shuddered as the black ball took upon its spade form.


< [Collective Illusion] >


 

“We’re all fundamentally the same thing. It’s a shame that we value each other so differently. I won’t say there isn’t truth behind it, but the way they did it was despicable.”

The Blood of the Covenant hollowed itself out, the blood pouring from its pores becoming water. Suddenly, a ball of barbed wire was spat from its hollow center, fired far ahead of Snap.

It steered clear, fearing for the worst.

Moments later, the ball exploded with thousands of ribbons, each carrying the body of a Scarlet Logic force along its tip like a harpoon. Unlike the deranged ones they dragged along…

“Help us…”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Please… just end this misery.”

They were alive. Their mouths were slit wide, and their jaws were rearranged to match a shark’s. But they were still very much alive, and they despaired over their blindness. They were used unwillingly to fight, both in the past and in the present.

“Isn’t it sorrowful? They’re blinded. Many know it’s wrong but they’re under the misconception; the mass belief that everyone around them agreed to it. But in reality, many do not.” The White Wing explained, grinning at their misery.

Barbed wire wrapped them in their false bonds. It was sewn into their skin, organs, and bones like serrated string. Each movement they made caused it to dig deeper into their flesh as screams suddenly filled the air.

Res was the first to begin eliminating them. Without remorse of course. Even if they were technically victims, it did not dismiss from the fact that they had committed irredeemable crimes.

She could not take them all down.

And so, Ber, turning towards them in the height of her swing, unleashed a spectacular, black slash.

[Singing Wingslash].

She bisected hundreds in one fell swoop, and their bodies dripped with the most watery blood they had ever seen.

            

    
        282. Time Manipulation?

    
    
    
    
                Emotions ran high. Snap took drastic measures and began to orbit the Blood of the Covenant as the Collective Illusion made it nigh impossible to move onwards without being struck. Its protective, fleshy armor courtesy of Ignis would have protected it through thick and thin, as the attacks of the Corrupted ranged between 2,000 to 7,000 ATT and MAG ATT.

Its strongest attack was its defensive veil. The invisible Big Black Spade. For Snap, danger was mitigated so long as it kept moving. Cer, Ber, Res and even Ignis had accumulated considerable damage in the two hours that had already elapsed.

Res was missing a hand and several fingers on the other. Cer had lost an ear and her tail was hacked into pieces. Ber’s back was riddled with deep lacerations as she struggled against the mental turmoil of the Corrupted’s goal to break every last bond they had like the bodies of the Scarlet Logic forces it captured.


Ignis | HP: 120,000 | 260,000

Cer | HP: 20,000 | 50,000

Ber | HP: 75,000 | 120,000

Res | HP: 32,000 | 50,000


 

HP was their major vice. Having lost half of their HP already caused some of their movements to become sluggish as blood poured from unhealed wounds for hours on end. The amount of blood a Moon possessed was far more than the ordinary. But this was not because their blood volume was higher. Rather, it was the rate at which powerful beings such as themselves could replenish it.

Bleeding out was only ever an issue when one accumulated multiple lethal wounds. The absurd resilience to death a Moon possessed was precisely why they were the perfect weapons to fight the Corrupted.


< [Collective Illusion] >

< [Collective Illusion] >

< [Collective Illusion] >


 

The barbed wire bombs were flung in every direction. The once stray strands quickly became a thorny hedge, severely limiting their maneuverability. Ber cleaved away the screaming thorns that were the Scarlet Logic using [Singing Wingslash]. Her electrified claws alleviated much pressure, but they still could not scratch what was akin to an insurmountable mountain.

“What a pain! They sent Impurtas to distract the Ateliers from something only they can take down together! It’s like they knew this was going to happen all along!” Cer cried, shouting louder than usual due to her degraded sense of hearing. “Then again, Carpalis is too busy moving everyone she can from the flames. Hey… HEY!”

“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU SCREAMING FOR!?” Res shrieked.

“You think Frost is trying to help us!? Her column of fire is headed right this way!” Cer pointed out.

Indeed. Frost’s flames had breached far into C4. It would reach them in under an hour. The speed of that fiery twister was easily greater than Snap’s. Flaming shockwaves and breaks of the atmosphere followed, incinerating all in its path as C4 was set ablaze.

The once green plains had become a hellish meadow.

“Maybe… Maybe she’s subconsciously wanting to claim the Corrupted!?” Ber exclaimed. “And besides! That’s totally a Frost thing to do! Wanting to help even while she’s in that state!”

“I’m fucking worried, because how the fuck are you or Ignis supposed to damage the Corrupted if she comes any closer!?” Cer roared, right before another cloth-like whip lacerated her stomach.

Had it not been for Ignis’ tentacles, she would have lost her entire lower half.

Cer was an upstanding Moon that laughed in the face of certain death. After distancing herself she became eerily quiet. Fear lodged itself in her throat, silencing her temporarily before she regained her bearings.

“… This is the thrill of the fight. If I show weakness here, then what the hell does that say about my own self-worth?” Cer grumbled, clasping tightly onto Ignis’ tentacles, summoning courage from her bonded friend. “I am a Moon. I am a Moon. I am never going to let myself submit to a damned living nightmare!”

No one heard her aside from Ignis, whose tentacles could transmit sound the same way two cups and a string could. The vulnerable Cer was a surprise, and the internal conflict she faced caused her to constrict the wolf unexpectedly, almost snapping her already weakened bones.

Res also expressed certain vulnerabilities of her heart, but she backed it with the fact that she understood where her heart laid, and that her heart was hers alone. Ignis envied them a little. It was a disgusting sensation stirred by the Corrupted. But within the mud of her ugliness was a lotus of truth that blossomed.

Ignis herself struggled with the concept of bonds. Because she saw herself as one of the thorns among the hedges. Someone who only hurt others by her childish neediness. She was young, but she conducted herself like an adult. That freedom she once had brought misery to so many she loved.

The Covenant of Blood unleashed one last attack as its cloth-like tentacles suddenly retracted into its main body.


< [Watered Covenants] >


 

It became stationary as both Ignis and Ber were drawn into a dazed trance, causing Rer and Cer to panic as Ignis’ tentacles loosened.

“Hey – HEY! IGNIS!” Cer shouted, desperately grabbing armfuls of tentacles to keep herself afloat. However, at the sight of a falling Res, she freed herself and embraced her sister.

“It’s not that far of a fall! Is- Is it happening now!?” Res managed to shout moments before they crashed far below.

It was only a hundred meters up, so there was no risk of injury. Regardless, Cer was compelled to rescue her. After everything they had been through, she was not going to take the one-off chance of something happening.

“I… Tch – It’s gotta be! That’s six skills now right!? The Heart of Ours used eight! The only other two would be the one that empowers them! And… that.”

Laying on the ground, Cer and Res stared up from the desolate fields, basking in the light of Frost’s distant flames as the invisible Big Black Spade took form. It was no larger than the Big Red Heart. In fact, it appeared like an upside-down version of it. The entity stood in place, pores now forming along its outer shell like a giant colander.

Water surged from these holes instead of blood, flooding the plainlands in an instant.

Then, suddenly, two thick ribbons were ejected from its center mass: one rapidly approaching the hovering Ber, and another for Ignis.

“DON’T LET IT GET TO THEM! RUN AWAY SNAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAP!” Cer roared, flinging electric bites at it but to no avail.

“Break it!” Res fired as many Electric Lances as possible, only to watch them explode upon impact, leaving nothing behind but a small puff of fumes as the stumps of her hands physically steamed.

Its DEF was absurdly higher than the others. These ribbons were the amalgamation of all it possessed. Only the massive sprawl of razor wire remained with its chorus of suffering playing like the organ of a cathedral.

Snap could easily avoid it. Since Ignis still held onto Ber, Snap was able to drag them both around with relative ease as the two ribbons gave chase. However – Snap’s legs unexpectedly locked up as it skidded along the grasslands.

“SNAP!?” Res was shocked by Snap’s sudden failure.

The friction alone should have torn its legs apart but that did not seem to be the case. For a brief moment Snap was seemingly invulnerable as it ploughed a mountain of dirt aside. It tumbled and rolled like a flipped wagon.

And yet miraculously those aboard never moved an inch. They were welded to Snap. Not a single arm or hair moved until seconds later where Snap began to mechanically whimper.

“Brrrr! *Snap* *Snap* *Snap*  Zzzzt!? BBBBRRRRRRR!?”

“GOOOOOOOOO! MOOOOVE! SNAP WHAT’S THE MATTER!?” Cer screamed, only to hear the voice of the White Wing respond to Snap’s cry.

“Can you feel it? If this magic was better used… and in the right hands, we wouldn’t have had to undergo so many cycles. It’s beginning. You can see fragments of the past, hmm? These polaroids… are quite polarizing.”

In the White Wings hands were a set of three polaroids, each with an image of herself and a young Elysia. She used them to compare it with the current Jury, and to her humor:

“Only one looks just like the you now. Long, long ago before it all went downhill. Little spider. ‘Observer of Hope’. I’d be careful prying into my past.”

The air lost its scent of grass. It disappeared as quickly as the air began to change around Jury. Blades of grass were lifted. The surrounding gravity hadn’t changed, but even so the blades of grass defied all that should have been impossible.

Then, the green confetti sporadically hailed right back into the ground. The upheaved soil collapsed back into shape as a powerful ticking overcame Res and Cer, to the point where it was all they could feel and hear. Their bodies felt light, and the wave of light blue caused Res to wince and hold her stubby hands in front of her face.

And when her eyes fluttered open, she was greeted with a complete set of fingers.

“… I was healed…?” Her complexion changed in an instant. The miracle caused her to pinch each finger individually to ensure it wasn’t just a dream. Even with the strongest healing magic her severed limbs had returned far too quick.

Rather, it was in a state of less damage rather than being completely healed. A moment of herself during the battle was restored, and the only person capable of such absurd phenomenon was Jury.

“She’s… not a healer… So how…?”

“I know this is going to sound crazy Res, but I think time just got reset. Forget that! Ber. What about Ber!? BER!?” Looking up, they saw Ber suspended in midair, tangled by the strands of both Ignis’ tentacles and the black ribbons.

And likewise, Ignis found herself mummified by them. Her tentacles wrapped around her throat, constricting herself until air could no longer be drawn.

Cer and Res prepared themselves to fight back. To at least aid them in whatever way they could now that they were back in their prime thanks to the perversion of time.

Their Mana, however, was not something that time could replenish.

The White Wing echoed this as she implored for them to stand down, flicking her watch from her breast pocket. All hands spiraled out of control as the gears within began to smoke. Her thumb clicked a button, and from its center grew a pale stake similar to the ones belonging to Iscario.

But it was brighter. Deadlier. It was a weapon the triplets could not begin to analyze. The back of their minds was stung by a numbing pain, causing the prompts to corrupt and show nothing but senseless characters.

The same kind only found within the books of the Eternal Library.

They gulped, for they knew that they had set their eyes upon something forbidden.

“Your answered name will determine whether this falls into your hands, Jury, or will penetrate that heart, Elysia. The rational Corrupted undergo their moment to become bonded. But it seems like we’ll be having company soon.”

Finally, she fixed her gaze upon the unhatched Frost.

“You said it yourself, Elysia. The egg is a world. Let’s hope that this world you’ve shamelessly named after yourself doesn’t become their egg again.”

            

    
        283. Jury’s Memories

    
    
    
    
                A metaphorical locked door appeared before Jury.

It silently screamed “Please open me!”

It was a relatively normal walnut door with a bitter yet sweet odor that could be smelt from several meters away.

Jury had suddenly found herself standing in a barren hallway. Ahead was this door and when she turned back, she found nothing but an endless corridor behind.

She took several steps back, trying to acclimatize herself to the strange world. Those steps taken did not distance her from the door. Rather, they seemed to draw her nearer.

The walls rose higher than the eye could see. A fragrant light shone from above. It was ethereal, carrying dream-like qualities. It confirmed that she was, for the nth time, taken aboard for a whimsical ride in her mind.

Jury dreamed like no other. Her dreams were violently visceral. Vivid, and she was always lucid within them, just without the control that usual accompanied such dreams. In a way, her dreams were always a lucid nightmare due to this, but she adored them, because they always did tend to reflect her desires.

Her imagination was powerful, honed after years of nothing but living in her lonely Black Forest. So it came as a shock to her when she found herself in this place all of a sudden.

This isn’t the Eternal Library. A doorway to what? My mind? My past?”

The latter seemed likely. Jury remained hung on the thought, expecting the input of a familiar, monotone companion. But in here, she was reminded of her loneliness as seconds of silents elapsed, feeling like hours to her.

Nav is also going through something. Everyone is.

Jury wasn’t someone who backed off easily. She was headstrong, steadfast, and conducted herself with a smile. But it was different here. A part of her dreaded finding out who or what she was, but at the same time…

I want to know what’s in there. I have to know. It’s not like I can run away from here.

Jury tested walking backwards again, only to find that the door had inched closer after blinking. A sudden thought invaded her mind as she took a step forward, reading out the name written in a language she should not have been able to decipher.

‘Elysia’. Who or what did I represent in the story of the Black Forest? What happened to me for the last 14 years prior? I have to know why the White Wing looked so angry. Did I do something wrong?

Her hand grasped onto the round door handle, and she stared into her distorted reflection along its silver coating.

Frost. I hope you’re also doing ok wherever you are. I’m sure… you’re also thinking the same thing about us. Mm.

“My name is Jury.” She affirmed.

And with a single twist, she barged into the door and stepped into a world of darkness.

Then, there was light.


* * *


In a magical garden found within the ruins of an industrial complex, a little girl with tiny wings reached out towards a woman with pale hair and golden eyes, and a tall man with black hair and red eyes.

The woman was unmistakably the White Wing. Gabriella. And the man was…

Jury, seeing through the eyes of the little girl, could not remember this person’s name. It was Frost of course. Anyone could tell just from the face alone. What Jury didn’t know what this version of Frost’s name.

Suddenly, Jury cutely pouted.

“My name is… my name is…!”

“She doesn’t have a name?” Frost wondered, speaking to no one but himself. “… right. You’re not here anymore, huh. Hey. Are you ok?” He leveled himself with the tiny Jury’s height.

He wielded an aura of superiority, but he cut through it with his overly friendly conduct.

“The fire didn’t touch you or anything, did it?” He added as the little Jury shook her head, saying ‘no’. Or so she thought. As it turned out, the little Jury didn’t know many words at all.

Just like herself inside of the Black Forest. Looking around, she saw the white forest Frost had saved her in a previous memory burn to cinders. Only the blackened trees remained in this magical, luscious garden.

“Still hearing Lailah’s voice again? Or are you mentally ill after spending your ‘upbringing’ this city? Children of the City tend to become insane from your parts.” Gabriella jabbed, joining Frost as she crouched, squinting at Jury.

The little Jury suddenly took cover behind Frost’s shoulder, shyly peeking at the White Wing.

“A bit of both. Can’t say you’re any better. And don’t scare her! Don’t bring your murderous intent down here.”

“You think I can help it? What if she’s a Faux Angel like the black blob that ate all her sisters? She’s practically the last of our kind.”

“Meaning she’s not a Faux Angel. Seriously… how did one even end up in here?” Frost was baffled, but he was far more concerned about the wellbeing of the child.

“You saw the state of this place? Lucky for you I was available. I’m not even supposed to be down here. Michaela will pluck one of my wings if she also knew I entered the 20 meter zone of avoidance around you.”

“But you did the right thing, no?” Frost sighed as Jury began to sniffle. “Hey. It’s ok. It’s… that’s right. Lailah’s not around to remove her memories.”

The White Wing sounds different here. She’s more… vibrant. Less intimidating. Did time change her or did something happen?

Jury wanted to smile. Seeing them both so carefree, yet equally as serious was endearing to her. Likewise, the caring Frost she loved hadn’t changed at all, and it gave her hope that her past self was the same.

“Believe me, physical trauma to the lateral part of the cranium is equally as sufficient.” Gabriella pulled out a tiny, pale baton from thin air.

“Lateral is too dangerous. Skull’s too thin there. You risk rupturing a pretty dangerous blood vessel. Dorsal is the best option – but forget that! Look! You’re scaring her!”

… Frost… still has her – his medical knowledge. But I don’t get why his eyes are red. They were brown when we first met. Strange…

“Name…?” Jury trembled, grasping onto Frost’s arm.

“How annoying. Her meek voice sounds like a squeaky trumpet. Raphy or Trumpet Bearer would be a good name. She’s got one tail too.”

“Meaning?” Frost cocked his head.

“She’s weak. Not really fit to join us, but I think Michaela will make an exception considering she’s likely the last of our kind. Take a good look around. This place is… out of commission. I hope you also weren’t reminded too heavily of your past here.”

“I thankfully don’t remember much. Largely thanks to Lailah. Besides…” Frost turned to the young Jury with solemn eyes. “… you poor thing. Everyone she knew and loved is gone. Angels live for a long time. Do you remember much when you were born?”

“Hardly. I don’t keep track of every little thing like humans do. You should break that habit. No point playing mimicry. Not like you’re actually a human.”

Suddenly, Frost cupped Jury’s ears as his eyes suddenly glowed with fury.

“… you can be really fucking rude, you know that?”

“A-ah… That’s my fault. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it like it’s a bad thing. It’s just the nature of living a long life. Clinging onto every moment, whether happiest or sad becomes cumbersome. Humans tend to live for a hundred years, so memories are precious to them. Their time is fleeting. Ours… is eternal.”

… mature. She looks saddened saying that. ‘Mimicry…’ that tipped Frost off. But I don’t understand. I thought this memory was supposed to be about me. So does it seem so focused on Frost and the White Wing?

“Name?” Jury asked again.

“Got a good name for her? She seems awfully attached to you. A given for an Angel.” Gabriella said, reaching out to touch Jury’s head.

Jury winced, unsure if she was going to harm her. However, she was pleasantly surprised to feel the motherly strokes along her pale hair.

To think she used to be like this…

Suddenly, Frost answered after a short moment of thought.

“Elysia.”

“Elysia? As in a shortened form of Elysian Fields?”

“Sort of. I’m thinking something more along the lines of paradise considering this was where she was born.”

“So why am I not called Elysia?”

“Do you want to be called Elysia?” Frost sighed, fixing the buttons of his military garbs.

“It sounds tacky. But it’s not bad. Meaning paradise, hm. Wouldn’t finding a place like that be nice, little Elysia~?” The White Wing grinned.

“… Elysia. Elysia!” Jury exclaimed, her eyes becoming moist. It was unclear if she understood the meaning of her name or was just repeating words for the sake of trying to convey her sadness given that she had lost everything.

“No child should grieve. But that’s the kind of world we live in. Now to get her out of here. This place is going to be under Michaela’s control again. For good this time. Elysia. C’mon. Let’s go.”

“Home?”

“It’s… Your new home. I’m sorry. You won’t be able to see this place again.” Frost found it difficult to speak afterwards. After the rampage of the Faux Angel, Frost had burnt down the forest she was born in.

An entire section of this paradise was left as a charred, black forest of dead trees. The unrecovered bodies of the many Angels were left behind. The scenery reminded her of the Black Forest, but not enough to link it with the concept of the Hung Juries.

The Innocent on the otherhand were easier to draw connections with.

That being said, the world faded to black again, and when she came to she found herself within another corridor with a closed door ahead. This time, the door had pictures. Pictures of what she could only describe as her happiest moments.

I don’t recognize anyone except for the people I’ve seen in the present. The White Wing. Frost. The Archivist… and who… is this person?

Jury was intrigued by the picture of a woman with golden eyes and short, blue hair.

The name written in red underneath the polaroid was ‘Lailah’, and the image depicted them bearing a gargantuan, fiery blade.


* * *


Jury remembered the sadness in those moments. She lost many loved ones to the beast that terrorized her home. Frost was compassionate enough to understand her misery, and she recalled many nights spent living with Frost to try to gain her bearings in this world she once called home.

But her upbringing did not solely revolve around Frost. In fact, Frost was rarely ever in the picture from what she could remember. They were two worlds apart, brought together by circumstances and a shared dream to save their dying world.

She was suspended in darkness. And from within, she heard a feminine voice speak to her.

“If there’s one thing you shouldn’t touch, it’s the light. It has wish-granting properties, for simplicity’s sake. For Angels, it can fundamentally change the world as we know it. The world, and ourselves.”

“What does it look like!?” Jury asked with enthusiasm.

“Your sincerest desire. We originate from that same light. Everything does. Thus, we must never taint it.” The feminine voice answered.

“Hypothetically speaking, what would happen if it did get tainted!? Or if we let a Faux Angel get to it!?” Jury cried.

“I’d rather not try to think of how much of an existential crisis that would devolve into. Everything that has the smallest, most insignificant semblance of life would fall victim to it. That’s the nature of it.”

… this person is the Arbiter, isn’t it? She doesn’t sound like the White Wing at all.

“So why are we given so much freedom if that’s the case?” Jury asked a sensible question.

“Freedom? No one is given as much freedom as you. It’s what he wishes, and I will respect it. That’s why I am warning you, Elysia, to maintain your distance with him. To stay away from the gardens beneath. To resist the urge of taking hold of GEN-00.”

“Angels can’t be with humans, right?” Jury did not seem to understand what was so special about Frost.

In her eyes, Frost was just a regular human.

“Angels can’t indulge because we of all things would never know when to stop. Like you and food. There used to be more like us before they lost their wings and became those creatures we call Demons, indulging in their vices.”

Suddenly, she felt someone place a hand onto her cheek. She couldn’t see who, but this warmth was familiar to her.

Demons… were in this world too.

Then, the woman sincerely whispered.

“Elysia. I would hate to put you down. You’re my personal trumpet. A gift. To see at least one Angel able to spread their wings like you gives me hope that we may be able to restore this world.”

“Only the best!” Elysia laughed.

“Precisely. I enjoy that energy. Therefore, I’d hate for you to become so miserable. A one tailed Angel can only do so much. But you’re incredibly capable. Please… no matter what happens, heed my words:”

An Angel with seven tails leaned forward into the light and pulled Jury into a pleasant embrace. Her pale garbs were soaked in blood, whereas Jury’s were pristine. Her warm breath fell upon her ears as the Arbiter then whispered her more sincere words of caution:

“You must not fall for its temptation.”

… what was my relationship with her? We seem so close. I wonder if I was like this with everyone. ‘Elysia’ is a name the White Wing used to love. Now, she despises it.

Jury didn’t know what to think. But she could already tell that something went terribly wrong.

I did the deed, didn’t I?
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                Each door revealed further fragments of her past. The entirety was never shown to her, so gaps in her understanding are bound to remain unplugged.

However, it was just enough for her to know that she messed up somewhere, and that people like the White Wing were closer to her than she could ever imagine.

And before long, after watching moments spent with a smiling White Wing, and shorter fleeting moments with Frost, Elysia began to narrate her memories as she entered the darkness of the fourth door.

This door was bloodied. But the pictures were thankfully intact.

“We had dreams. All of us did. There wasn’t a time when we didn’t struggle trying to make sense of them. Those moments we spent together were our happiest. He granted our wishes. But we couldn’t do anything about his.”

Heat.

Jury suddenly felt a rush of heat engulf her. When she came to, she found herself standing knee-deep in rivers of blood. Streets were flooded with crimson liquid.

The skies were dyed red by flames. The world had seemingly ended as buildings burnt like candlesticks.

And there, sitting in the sky where the sun should be a black amalgamation of golden eye, and in the center, buried deep within its cavity, was a burning man. It reminded her of the One Thousand Eyed Bird. Only vaguely, however, but it was enough to elicit an uncanny sense of familiarity.

That person was a humanoid-organ within its body spewed flames across the burning city. Black ribbons slithered from its main body. It captured the few that survived, snatching sections of buildings and cars filled with crying families.

They were crushed; grinded into a liquid slurry that spilled from underneath the colossal black beast. The crimson liquid she stood within was made from countless thousands of lost lives.

Jury was trapped within this body. Within the perspective of an ancient her with memories she could not decipher.

“That dream was never realized.” When Elysia spoke these words, chaos broke loose.

“Elysia! Elysia! I… I can’t do it! I can’t… bring myself to! That’s ___!” The White Wing cowered, shaking as she held a pale stake in both hands, unable to bring herself to strike the beast down.

… his name is still blanked out.

“SHUT UP GABRIELLA! That’s not ___ anymore! That’s a Faux Angel!” Another Angel, whose hair carried golden strands cried, wrestling with Gabriella for the weapon. “Give me that! The Spear of Annihilation is used exactly for this! HOW ELSE ARE WE GOING TO PENETRATE ITS SOUL!?”

“’It…? Don’t you dare call him it! You… know nothing! Elysia! Please!” The White Wing begged her as Elysia gripped a spear of her own.

This thing. Why does it hold so much power? Frost was impaled by something similar. But it was nowhere near as powerful as this. It’s vibrating. It’s alive. It’s…

“GEN-08 was the only thing in our arsenal that could take him down. All that hatred. All that effort wasted only to realize that there was no way to change things. It broke him. He reached an epiphany that broke something inside of me.”

Elysia was hesitant. The bickering between each Angels never ceased. And because of this…

“Warning. Warning. Warning. Warning. 6 Bodies are destroyed. It won’t stop beeping in my head.” An Angel grimaced, struggling to keep herself on her feet.

Incomprehensible noises filled Jury’s head. Beeping. Screaming. It was if she could hear every living being and machinery at once.

“Death toll: 77,230,203,000… are you happy? Is this the so-called dream you wanted Elysia!? ALL OF YOU!? THROW IT! THROW THE SPEAR! IT’S NOT TOO LATE!”

“DO IT ELYSIA! I’m losing my resonance! That… Pillar is hurting us!”

Elysia’s grip tightened. The consensus was split. Elysia of all Angels was the most proficient at hurling the Spears of Annihilation, which were weapons designed to combat Faux Angels and beings born from the light. From the blood. From the stones.

It was a weapon that could pierce the very lattice of the soul.

Jury’s vision waned as tears began to fall down her cheeks.

“… why… couldn’t you uphold that dream…? Why… are you like that? I thought you wanted to save this world. So why are you destroying it? Please. Come back. Please…”

“On that night which turned into day, I realized how lonely the world was without you in it. Our dreams fell apart. Our wishes died on that day. The girl who wanted to archive the world died, holding onto what was left of you. A burning diary. The city was nearly destroyed. We could fix it. But without everyone… without you in it, then what was the point?

I wish… that I could turn back time. This guilt. It crushed me. I lost everything. Everything that mattered to me was lost.”

The spear was never thrown. Her vision faded to black. She imagined the aftermath and wondered if anything could have changed. Jury saw the similarities of the memory with the current state of Frost and began to worry.

She heard the sound of hacking. Screams. Friends begging. Friends questioning. Friends that cried. Elysia was among them, and she cried the loudest.

“Our cozy resident librarian who amounted to so little. The magician who tried to keep our spirits in check. The director who tried to orchestrate your rescue. The Arbiter who died sitting on the summit of her pride. There were so many more. Like those stars you told me about… it all just faded. What was supposed to be a trickle became a hailstorm. Then a monsoon. My nights became eternal. Your woes changed everything. It brought upon an apocalypse… and our precious paradise was lost.

I always thought you were human. I never knew what you were. I never understood you.

Suddenly, she found herself within the desolate gardens, gracefully cupping onto an egg of light. But to Jury, it looked like an apple. Elysia’s body was blood-soaked. Unbelievably so. Like a snail, a trail of fluids followed unsteady steps as the feathers stubbornly clung to her apparel.

These feathers did not belong to her.

“I believed I could change things. I… had to. I…”

Standing in the place she first met Frost, Elysia brought the ‘egg’ to her mouth.

“I took the forbidden bite. To this day I still don’t know if what I did was right or wrong. What mattered to me most was seeing them all again.

When the clock turned back, I fondly remembered Michaela’s face. How it contorted when we met again. I unleashed something unnatural from that day forward. People could now break down just like him.


 

* * *


“Elysia! Elysia! Hey~! I had a weird dream the other day! That we all died or something! Turns out everyone’s had that dream.” The White Wing exclaimed, cheerfully waving at Elysia in a colorful meadow. “What’s with your wings? And your tail! You need to start washing yourself more. It’s good practice.”

Suddenly, the world devolved to chaos once again. The White Wing was left bleeding in a pool of her own blood.

“I’m sorry… Don’t cry. I’m sorry… that you have to see me like this. We couldn’t… do anything.”


* * *


“Elysia! Everyone’s talking about you. They think the dream’s real, but I think it’s just a case of grand delusions. People need to be careful with that nowadays. Lose yourself for a moment and you’re a monster in the next second.”

… what’s happening?

Jury was confused. A severe sense of deja’vu struck her as she watched familiar memories play with only slight alterations. They flickered like the pages of a picture book, and the result would always end with the total loss of their world.

She watched them for what felt like years on end. An endless, monotonous repetition of her failures. It was always focused on the White Wing. But slowly, she began to notice that her body was slowly changing.

Then she realized something.

Time… is being reset…

“I failed. Over and over again. Everything that was important to me was also important to this world. I had to fix it.”

Then, as if Elysia was also present, a prompt appeared before Jury’s eyes to narrate the number of repeats that transpired.


< 20th Reset >


“Elysia. That’s… not a dream anymore, is it? Elysia… what’s going on?”


< 42nd Reset >


“Elysia. Please. Something’s not right with you. Your wings are so withered. And your tail! Please… please just listen to me. The others don’t want to talk to you but I… I know you! Since you were so little! I… you can trust me, can’t you?”


< 120th Reset >


“Elysia. Why do I remember so much pain? I don’t even know if these memories are real or not.”


< 432nd Reset >


 

“Elysia. The Pillar of the World is so much larger than before. It will only keep growing! You can’t keep doing this! What’s going to change!? You’ve killed your younger self enough times! Us too many times! It’s… it’s not too late!” The White Wing was at her breaking point.

“Angels and the Primordial Demons could never forget. Others had already resorted to Lailah’s memory erasure. But she… she was one of the few that held onto the belief that I could be saved. I… wonder how much could have changed if I had only just listened. With each reset, the cost grew exponentially. A day when I could no longer resurrect this dream would one day come. This wish… was my curse.”


 

< 648th Reset >


“Elysia. Please just end it already.”


< 1,235th Reset >


“Elysia. You won’t give up. If I find you again, then I’ll make it my mission to end this myself. Why is that you’re allowed to indulge when the rest of us have to suffer!?”


< The Last Reset >


 

“Elysia. The next time we meet… I’m going to kill you. I missed you when you were innocent. I missed you when… when you’d just stuff your mouth. This isn’t what they would have wanted. You damned everyone with your dream, but you truly believe that it was his. Maybe he was right. This world isn’t worth saving. Maybe it’s for the best that we indulge. You… I see. You're worse than when we first met. You've lost your ability to speak."

The White Wing was identical to the one she knew today. The aura she wielded caused the meadow to wilt. The White Wing lost all faith in Jury at the very end of her tale of inevitable self-destruction. Jury, being in Elysia’s body, was wracked with guilt.

Her hands were chained together. Elysia no longer appeared like an Angel. Neither was she a Demon. She was an abomination of life. The White Wing took out a familiar pocket watch and showed Elysia its hands.

“It’s not perfect. But we’ll be heading back. So far back that this world may as well be a barren rock. You… don’t deserve a second chance. But your copy… no, she won’t be you. If she does, then I might as well just die on the spot. You’ve become the opposite of everything our light was.” The White Wing hummed, smiling devilishly with moist eyes.

“She’ll get all the second chances in the world. I’ve made arrangements. It’ll be a matter of her making contact with the Pillar of the World. Our nexus. Goodbye, Elysia. Lailah will erase these forsaken memories. I want to live out my own dream now. And if it succeeds, then maybe there was a silver lining with your selfish wish.”


* * *


“… this is who I am…?” Jury suddenly found herself suspended in the darkness again. Her body was horrific. Her eyes were dull, and her tail carried infected warts that oozed with noxious puss.

The mental toll of the revelation nearly broke her. Jury didn’t know just how catastrophic her history was. She realized that she was the one that began the Corruption. She was the one that caused the misery of many. That she perverted the dream of saving this world, only to damn it over and over again.

The past was still fragmented. But it was enough to paint her a villain. Jury was tidally locked with her past despairs as she floated in this empty space of self-reflection. Maybe this was where she was for those last 14 years.

“This world is not a new world. It’s the same one as the old one.” Jury lamented. “Things must have carried over. It was never a true reset. I… did… I…”

Did horrible things. Was what she wanted to say out loud, but she recalled Frost’s words as she wallowed in this pit of despair.

“Learning what I was won’t change who I am now. Frost… thank you.”

Frost’s words were like a strand of light. A hope that she reached out for and pulled into her chest, missing the warmth of her lover.

“… my name… is Jury. This… isn’t my past. I refuse to accept it!”

Her sudden outcry caused warts to shed from her skin as more of the light flooded into her.

“This world… why does it matter that it’s the same! I was born here! THIS WORLD IS MY HOME!” Jury shouted her affirmations. Her heart steeled, and her soul warded away the corruption that was Elysia’s grasp.

Jury was Jury. She knew it. And it would be the first thing Frost would tell her. Even if her past was full of misery, it did not change that she lived in the present. The putrid, rotting mass continued to shed. Soon, her tail returned to its fluffy form, and her eyes regained their vibrant color.

“ALL MY EXPERIENCES! ALL MY TROUBLES! ALL MY FRIENDS! AND EVERYTHING I LOVE IS HERE WITH ME! Don’t drag me down to your level, ELYSIA!” Jury villainized Elysia as if she were present. As if she was the one who tried to bend Jury. To transform her into something she was not. “I can’t be held accountable for what happened! I will not let anyone do what the Impuritas are doing to Frost! I did nothing wrong! Because –!”

She felt herself begin to rouse awake, and the moment she was greeted with the light of the Piece of the Fallen Star, she cried out at the top of her lungs.

“– I AM JURY!”
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                Jury’s affirmative shout caused the world to resume. The ticking in her heart stabilized as a subtle throb could be heard playing like a deep bass. It reverberated throughout her body, her world, and it traveled up the hands of the White Wing who stared down into those vibrant eyes.

The White Wing’s face expressed subtle surprise. But considering everything Jury knew about her past, those small creases conveyed everything she needed to know. Although it was only for that one instance, Jury was greeted with a sincere smile as the Angel’s unctuous demeanor faded.

A hand brushed along Jury’s head, pushing the hair aside so she could further drill her eyes into hers.

“So that’s who you are. Jury is a weird name. It could be worse. So much more worse. If there was one thing Elysia did right, then it was sparing you. Oh. And don’t look at me with such eyes. Sympathy should be shared by close friends.”

The White Wing stated before setting her gaze elsewhere, almost longingly before they reverted to their original, insincere hue.

“Elysia did everything wrong. She tried to shoulder the weight of the world and its sins on her shoulders, forgetting that she was only one girl.” The White Wing stated, storing the spear into a tear in space as she moved her head out of Jury’s field of view.

Frost’s flames were close now.

So close that the moisture in the grass began to steam. Snap was forced to move further ahead, playing tug of war with the Blood of the Covenant for Ber. Cer and Res held onto Ignis, begging her and Ber to wake up. An unknown amount of time had passed due to Jury’s influence on time, and when she finally gained her bearings, she noticed a prompt suddenly appear before her eyes.


< Jury. Can you… hear me!? >


 

“Nav? NAV!? Is – is that you!? Are you ok!?” Jury gleefully shouted.


< Going by the general definition of ‘fine’ in this context, I would say I’m doing well. I had a strange trip down memory lane. I can only faintly sense you all, so these prompts are my only means of communication until further notice >


 

< Until then, know that I am currently inside of the Advent of Desire with the little Frost! Please save your questions for me later. There is something calling for me ahead >


 

< But for now, you have gained several unique Beholder Active and Passive Skills. The beat of your heart is reverberating throughout your body. I will list them shortly >


 

She melted at the news of Nav’s state, elated that they hadn’t lost their precious friend. Nav’s manner of speech was different. She could not hear it, but somehow, she felt like she could through its prompts.

“As long as you’re ok. Nav. Is Ignis and Ber alright!? Can we do anything to help them!?”

“Asking the right questions! That White Wing isn’t as assuring as the real deal!” Cer exclaimed. “There’s only one Angel in this world for all I care!”

Ignis and Ber were chained by red tentacles and black ribbons, mummified as the cloth was draped over their eyes. Jury lifted an arm, reaching out for Ignis only to have her heart rapidly tick once again.

But it was not an unpleasant ticking. Quite the opposite in fact. Her uncertain expression prompted the White Wing to explain the phenomenon.

“You’re a Beholder exposed to an Advent. The same can happen with Nex. They tend to accelerate the melding process. That heart was probably never yours to begin with. But now… what you’re feeling might be akin to an acceptance. A budding seed. Not bad. Certainly nothing like Elysia’s, but…”

The White Wing suddenly placed a glove on one of her tails and brushed it against the tails of the triplets.

“You have more shoulders at your disposal.”

“Nrgh! I’ll take all these complaints to Frost! See how you like it when you’re violated by the Amalgam’s teeth!” Cer snapped.

A Demi-human’s tail was one of their most sacred places, and to have it touched by an already despised Angel caused her to bare her fangs.

Meanwhile, Res glared at the Angel, wishing she could pluck out her last wing. The White Wing did not discard these gloves. Rather, she stowed them away into her back pocket.

“I’d be honored. Now, be a good Demi-human and watch closely. Can you feel it?”

“Fuck off with the rhetorics already!” Cer spat.

“What do you see!?” Jury tried viewing the world in the same lenses.

“The fluctuations of Nex. It’s a shame that we can’t visualize it like a certain Color. Your friend Ber is about to manifest something exhilarating.”

The battle had finally reached its final phase. It was now just a matter of waiting for Ber and Res to attain their special temporary passives. In the meantime, the twister of flames finally engulfed the Blood of the Covenant. They burst through dense urban lands again, leaving nothing but ruin and broken dreams behind.

Suddenly, Jury’s vision shifted from a shade of red to a vibrant blue as Nav listed her newly acquired skills.


< The Heart of Time Reverberates >


 

< Book of Elysia >

< Excerpt >

< “What was will be what will be was. Time could not move all. It was never the perfect remedy for all ailments as I believed. Please use it with caution.” >


 

< Beholder Skills Gained >


 

< ACTIVE: (S) Isolation Sphere >

< What was used to keep dire evil trapped within mechanical amalgamative orbs >

< EFFECT: Construct an invisible, spherical barrier capable of altering the lapse of time compared to the external world. Timescale may be increased or decreased >

< LIMIT: 10x slower than real time, or 10x faster than real time >

< COST: 10,000,000 NEX per 1km3 >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////

< Isolation Sphere is susceptible to proliferating Corrupted Zones or hijacking by the Corrupted, or those with significant NEX generation >

< Please treat the Isolation Spheres as Corrupted Zones >

< Isolation Spheres may be entered freely, but there may be only one established exit >

< Owners may freely manipulate it >


 

< ACTIVE: (S) Angelic Kiss >

< Bless them with your love. Who could ever reject it? >

< EFFECT: Grant the Invulnerability Condition to anything you kiss whilst invoking the effect. A thin layer of their Time will make them impervious to all. Does not remove preexisting conditions. The Soul is unaffected >

< DURATION: 1 second >

< COST: 12,000,000 NEX >


 

This caused Jury’s jaws to hang in disbelief. She could use the unfair Invulnerability Condition at will. Although, she wondered what it meant by affecting one’s time as opposed to the soul. Whatever the case was, she required a substantial amount of NEX to make it anywhere near worthwhile.

She wondered if NEX generation would have to be a focus for her moving forward to utilize her abilities to their maximum strength.


< ACTIVE: (S) Turn Back the Clock >

< The wish to turn back time. The ultimate healing mechanism >

< EFFECT: Reverse the time of selected entities to a previous state. Seconds as infallible healing magic >

< RESTORATION LENGTH: 1 hour >

< COST: 50,000,000 NEX >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////

< Cannot bring the dead back >

< Does not alter memories >

< Lost NEX and Mana cannot be restored >

< Cannot prevent Corruption Events or similar >


< PASSIVE: (E) Time Seer >

< If the world is a story, then time travelling is just a matter of turning back a few pages, no? >

< EFFECT: Able to see the physical origin of Nex. Traumas may be unveiled, and recent sites of accidents can have its past unraveled. Further use cases cannot be listed. Please experiment. May be used in conjunction with Isolation Sphere >

< DURATION: Unlimited so long as NEX is available >

< COST: 25,000,000 NEX per minute >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////

< Wrongful uncovering of trauma may inadvertently begin a Corruption Event >

< Aberrations of Elysia may intervene >


 

The mouthful of information was delicious. Jury was slowly shaping up to become a powerful Beholder. And, just as Ignis began to utter words to herself, Nav suddenly released a prompt for her feline friend.


< Ignis Has Reached Level 200 >


 

Not to forget about Ber either.


< Ber Has Reached the Fifth State >


It was time to end this.
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                Ignis’ life wasn’t always so bright. As an only child she never really understood what it was like to be close with someone. Her father was the only person she knew, and her mother died the moment she was born.

Like Ber, she never knew the warmth of a mother. She was fascinated with the heat of fire. Subconsciously, it was a mechanism for Ignis to cope for the loss of someone she barely knew. Ignis was a needy child as a result. She pestered others in the inn she frequented with her father, asking for milk whenever they had the chance.

People in her city cared for her. They loved her like she was their own child.

Even after she set fire to the tree her mother slept underneath. Ignis remembered the flames. She remembered the people she had hurt as her sense of reality shifted. The smiles she once saw on others looked pained, and the warm fire that she used to be became one that injured others.

Ignis didn’t know any better. When her father disappeared, she could only blame herself for being so needy. ‘I Am Fire’ was better suited to belong to her. Her past was rife with broken bonds and burned bridges. It was the basis of why she became Corrupted in the first place, and it resurfaced all of a sudden, grasping at her throat and covering her eyes like her falsely perceived reality.

Ignis’ heart ached as she dabbled in these thoughts, unable to break free from the bounds of her tentacles and the Blood of the Covenant. The voices of her friends were muffled as the ribbons crawled to cover her ears, wanting to keep Ignis in this state of self-ridicule.

Her thoughts focused on her father. How he went through such lengths for her selfish happiness. For a moment, Ignis dabbled on the thought that maybe if she could just sever all bonds, then no one close to her would be hurt again.

However –

“Even though I’ve hurt them…” Her mind turned to Frost. She remembered when she was a crying Corrupted. How Frost desperately embraced her on that fiery day that began it all. She was no one but a stranger to Frost, and yet she did everything she could to save her.

“… everyone stuck by my side. I never used to speak like this. I was afraid that I’d say something selfish…” Ignis’ memories flicked through moments shared with Jury, the triplets, Snap, the Alter Frosts. Everyone.

Something began to well in her heart. Her black bonds dug into flesh, but her brewing conviction prevented it from drawing blood. Instead, the ribbons began to bleed water as fibers split.

“I am not like the kid I was. Because of them – because of all of them – I realized that I was never hurting anyone! I realized that I can do more! I have people I cherish! I can’t keep making them worry! I want to be the one who protects them! And if I can’t –!”

Ignis’ bonds were cemented long ago, and so long as she was alive, she’d never allow herself to turn against her friends. The falsehoods of her past, which depicted her as someone who could only bring harm was vanquished by the flames of her conviction.

Because so far, ever since she joined them after Divas Pass, she had been saving people. Perhaps more than even Frost herself by now. Ignis’ tentacles tightened around everyone’s waists. She knew in her heart that she was not unwanted, and so, like the Ber who relinquished her woes with a shout at the top of her lungs, she roared as the black fabric shredded entirely.

“THEN I’LL BE THE ONE THAT KEEPS US TOGETHER! I can’t do it better than Frost! But I can do it physically better than anyone else! These are my bonds!” Her voice was heavenly, and before she realized it, her tentacles were suddenly coated with a metallic deposit. “My bonds made me grow! My bonds gave me my first friends! My bonds… aren’t as easily disposable like yours!”

Suddenly, a metallic shard was spat out of her chest into the flaming Corrupted as her vision finally readjusted. More metal shards deposited along her tentacles, and some along her arms much to her surprise.

She was greeted by the sight of Frost’s inferno and the delighted faces of Cer, Res, and Jury as she gained the Blood of the Covenant’s special Condition.


< [Bonded] >

 

< You has become Bonded! Your stats have been temporarily sextupled for this encounter >


 

“Nav!” Ignis exclaimed cheerfully. “You’re back!”


< I had some altercations with my memories. Ignis. Please focus on the task at hand. Ber will be joining you shortly as a Bonded >


 

< Before that, I must congratulate you >


 

< The Fourth Milestone Level Has Been Reached >


 

< Candidate to become a Moon or Star >


 

< HP and MP have been greatly increased >

< New Professions have been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >


 

< However, the Nexus seem to be undergoing some form of malfunction. The rewards are incomplete. I apologize >


< The cause cannot be determined >


< A new title has been granted >


 < The Symbiote >






	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
< The Symbiote >


	 
	 



	NAME : Ignis
	HP : 380,000 ^20/Min
	
MP : 35,000 ^10/Min


	AGI : 65
	RESIST : 550



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 2,700
	
ATT DEF : 7,500


	O : 170
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	MAG ATT : 2,400
	
MAG DEF : 6,500


	S : 40
	E : 0









< These are you base stats unaffected by the Bonded Condition >


 

< The most notable Active, Passive and Ability you have gained is as follows >


 

< Symbiote has become Budding Symbiosis >


 

< ABILITY: Budding Symbiosis >

< Rather than devouring and being many encompassed into one, the organism sought to selflessly spread itself to others >

< EFFECT: Weapons created with Weaponized System may be used by others. Items created by your cells may also be used by others. Use with caution >


 

< PASSIVE: (S) Detoxification >

< To remain as pure as possible >

< EFFECT: Minerals from unprocessed Biomass can be deposited to increase the quality of your accumulated Biomass. Higher quality Biomass will open pathways into other Systems >


 

“So that’s what the metal is!” Ignis shouted, grabbing a shard of pure iron. It was far harder than regular iron, for she struggled to crush it in her bare hands.

“First you can summon skeletons, now metal. Later, you’re going to be riding a metal skeleton into battle. Heh. I can get behind that!” Cer grinned.

“… for once, I think I agree with that stupidity of yours.” Res reluctantly admitted, finding a metal skeleton cool.

“Really!? Took you long enough to get in tune with us!”

“Cer. Stop it. Res’ brain is turning into mush by the second.” Jury ordered, glad that Cer was still comfortable to bring humor even in their most dire moments.

An electric spark jumped onto the piece of metal, causing Jury to squint as she stared back and forth between Ber, Ignis and Frost.


 

< ACTIVE: (E) Gene Expression >

< Machinery of life >

< EFFECT: Create basic organic items using your Biomass. Simple organs may be created >

< COST: 30,000 MP per 1cm3 >


 

Suffice to say, Ignis didn’t understand a single thing other than her new Passive. Consulting Frost would be a necessity to get the most out of her Skills, as well as the plethora of others she previously possessed but never really dabbled into.

That being said –

– Ber, just like Ignis, had an unrivalled affinity for becoming ‘Bonded’. The cocoon of red and black that covered Ber was split by rays of light originating from within. They quickly became a dark colored light as Ber screamed at the top of her lungs:

“LIKE HELL I’M GOING TO TURN MY BACK ON THE PEOPLE THAT DID EVERYTHING THEY COULD TO BRING ME OUT OF MY FUCKING RUT! I AIN’T LIKE YOU SCARLET SCUM! I AM NOT SO PETTY THAT I’D TURN MY BACK ON MY SISTERS!”

Ber was furious. Her voice caused the air to shudder, their apparel to flutter, her sisters to stare in awe as the White Wing eagerly waited for her to hatch from her cocoon.

“Ber…” Res whispered, her eyes becoming moist.

“IF WE GOTTA BREAK BONDS JUST BECAUSE OF THAT, THEN HOW CAN WE MOVE FORWARD!? WE ALL SUFFERED! IT WASN’T JUST ME! DON’T FEED ME WITH THE SAME LIES I FED MYSELF FOR THESE LAST 30 YEARS! I AM NOT GOING TO BE CHAINED DOWN AGAIN! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!”


< [Resounding Voice] >


< [Roost of the Knowledgeable Swan] >


A black, oversized wing suddenly protruded from the top of the cocoon. Ignis’ tentacles were miraculously spared. The blade-like wing was easily in excess of 30 meters. It unceremoniously fell like a guillotine, splitting the cocoon into two as a pair of wings dragged the angelic-like Ber into the darkness of their world.

Ber’s wingspan was as long as her bladed left hand, and her right hand was an oversized, feathered claw. Now that Jury realized it, the claw was similar to hers. Moonlight dazzled from each individual feather as Ber became the artificial moon of their false night.

The stray feathers that fell instantly became black javelins – the Shackles Removed – which perished at the mere breath of Frost’s flames.

“Is that what a full manifestation looks like? It’s… it’s beautiful.” Cer was at a near total loss of words.

“Like a black-feathered Angel. Jury. Anything you can tell us about Ber!?” Res was flabbergasted. A part of her wanted to celebrate. To throw a first into the air in excitement for her sister.

But the aura of Ber’s form caused her to hold her breath.

Jury briefly passed on Nav’s explanation. Ber had fully manifested the might of the Black Swan, meaning she had full reign over its Corrupted Skills, as well as looking the part. Ignis did not need to hold onto her any longer, for she was capable of flight. Ber essentially wielded a Corrupted part of herself, and because of this, there was a risk of it consuming her if handled poorly.

Basically, it could take over Ber and temporarily turn her into a true Corrupted until she could be stimulated awake. The ultimate power of an Eternal Night Corrupted came with its caveats, but it was hardly a hurdle, for Ber wielded all the conviction in the world.

The Blood of the Covenant’s speed increased all of a sudden as the False Spade melded with Frost’s flames, making it nigh impossible to approach even for Ber who thrusted her oversized wing into the flames, only for it to catch alight.

“DAMMIT FROST! GET THE HELL OUT OF OUR WAY! One second we have the advantage and the next we lose it!”

Ber’s stats took upon a temporary form.






	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
Ber
< The Black Swan >

AFFINITY : Desire


	 
	CORRUPTED



	NAME : Ber
	HP : 320,000
	
MP : 60,000


	AGI : 75
	RESIST : 700



	AGE : 43
	ATT : 7,500
	
MAG ATT : 6,500


	O : 200
	D : 150



	ORIGIN : Trauma
	ATT DEF : 5,000
	
MAG DEF : 5,000


	S : 50
	E : 210









She was recognized as a Corrupted through and through. Her stats were insane, and combined with the sextupled multiplier, Ber was an unstoppable force. However, it did not change that she failed to penetrate through Frost’s flames. Both she and Ignis were more than capable now of eliminating the Blood of the Covenant in one fell swoop. Its Big Black Spade was insignificant to them.

“Shows just how hot those flames are. WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU TRYING TO DO FROST! GET AWAY FROM THE CORRUPTED! JURY! DO SOMETHING ABOUT HER!” Ber’s emotional swings were like Frost’s. As unstable as she appeared she was completely in control of her Corrupted, and she shot several glanced at Ignis, as if to check if she was ok.

Ignis responded with a beautiful grin; the kind that could make anyone blush. Ber took this as a good sign and wrapped her tail around the bundle of tentacles that were still coiled around her waist.

“Bonded in here!” Ber punched her chest, then plucked the tentacles with her tail like a guitar string. “And right here! Ignis! I might look cool and all, but Frost’s making it impossible to get anything through!”

Suddenly remembering the metal shard she spat out, Ignis shouted:

“Wait! I can make metal! Spears! You can use the electric metal attack!”

“You’re a genius!” Ber grinned.

The metallic deposit oozed from Ignis’ chest. It opened like the maw of a colony of worms, reminding all and Ignis herself that she was no longer a Demi-human. Just a biological replica of one. It did not hurt, but the sensation was akin to someone tickling her ribs.

Her skin lost a little of its reddish hue as she formed a 20-meter spear made from the deposited iron.

“Is this going to work!? If a Beholder couldn’t get through, then what makes you think that can!?” Res argued, but Ber wanted to try it first.

She held it over her shoulder, the claws wrapping it loosely as it hovered perfectly centered with her fingers. Black electricity bounced from each feather as she conjured a spectacular lightning storm.

“IT JUST NEEDS TO PRICK IT ONCE!” Ber let loose of battle cry as a concussive explosion threw her feathers in all directions like shrapnel.

“SNAP!” Res took cover, with Cer diving deep into Snap’s fur. Ignis created a protective shield using bones, only barely catching the black thorns and her stray, serrated feathers.

Unfortunately for them, the spear dissolved halfway through.

If only they had an extra split second for it to reach the Blood of the Covenant.

Jury deeply inhaled.

Snap’s maneuvering was second to none. The fact that only so few were embedded into Ignis’ shields was a testament to its speed.

By now they were less than an hour away from reaching the Piece of the Fallen Star. The White Wing’s attention befell the growing tower of reaching, putrid hands that sought to taint the Advent. On occasion, she’d turn back to face the embryotic Frost with fond eyes.

“Let’s hope this Faux Angel comes from the Advent of Wrath.” She wore a serious look for once.

“Hmm?” Res turned when she felt Jury touch her shoulder.

“YEAH JURY!?” Cer cried.

“GIVE ME YOUR NEX! AS MUCH AS YOU CAN!” Jury pleaded. “WE HAVE A WAY TO BEAT IT!”

“We do!?” Ignis lended an ear, watching Cer and Ber place their hands onto Jury’s body.

“… fuck it. FUCK IT! TO HELL WITH OUR NEX! Frost’s going to be in our debt for the rest of her life after this!” Cer, after a short moment of reluctance, transferred everything she had to Jury.

“If Frost is going to take over the Nexus, then we can trust her that we’ll be allowed in without paying. Get ready Jury! A hundred million Nex is coming your way! What’s the plan!?”

Every last drop of Nex was left in the process of transferring. All they had to do now was wait. Jury did not require all of it. She just needed enough to fulfill the need for one of her newest Skills.

“I can make the next spear invulnerable! If one second is all we need, then I can grant it! Don’t worry about the details! Just trust me!”

No one said another word. They exchanged glances and immediately knew what needed to be done. A spear was quickly constructed as Jury was brought to hang alongside Ber.

“Are you going to be ok!?” Ber was worried. Her lightning could severely injury Jury, but the woman remained determined, placing her entire faith in her abilities. With a smile she hummed:

“What do you think Frost would say if you said that to her?”

“Hah! Alright. You’re the Beholder, not me!”

Black currents filled the air once again. Ignis positioned them as close to the Frost’s flames as possible. Jury leaned against the furthest end of the stake, and with Ber primed:

“GET READY! THROWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWIIIIIIIIIINGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG!”

Jury planted a kiss onto the metal spear, and then, onto the back of her own palm.

            

    
        287. Frost’s Woes

    
    
    
    
                Machinations of war haunted Frost.

Aberrations of death and conflict appeared in the bloodied reflections. No matter where he looked in his crimson purgatory there was always someone silently screaming at him, bleeding tears, and pleading for their lives to be spared.

They should have been silent. Frost could hear them. The phantom wails of misery were more real than the nightmare he was trapped in.

They were the victims of the flames. Both in the past and present. The many discarded lives sought to guilt him as he kept his gaze levelled with the endless horizon. Looking down only showed the female version of himself, following like a spectre. That form he grown so comfortable in seemed so lost compared to him. Frost was too focused on finding a way out. A reason for this madness, whereas his reflection was more concerned about the bodies.

Frost didn’t think much of it. Rather, he’d be lying if he said that out loud. It was as though his present self was aware of what she had done. The Frost now, wearing the skin of the old, still hadn’t a clue of what his sins truly were.

Aside from burning our city.

“This is getting me nowhere. Shit… please just stop talking to me.” Frost muttered, half expecting Nav to speak to him as he casted a glance to the left and right, hoping to catch a glimmer of golden eyes and strands of white hair.

The memory felt something like Ber’s state of mind. A primordial part of Frost that caused him to feel more like a stranger in someone’s world than his own. But he knew this was his. Later on, following an arbitrary direction for what felt like days on end, he found small monuments sticking out from the shallow sea.

Each step caused calm ripples to endlessly expand. Similar monuments were reflected in his female self’s version of this damned world. They were wooden pillars. Some made from bricks. It was not until hours later when he realized that these monuments were the concrete foundations of buildings.

Steel rods protruded from them; half melted as the world became populated with ruins. He could see structures far ahead. At times he wondered if he was moving at all due to the immense stretch of this world. The silence was agonizing. It was torturous for someone like him, who took comfort in the presence of others.

“What is this place trying to show me? I know my hypocrisy. I know how many people I’ve inadvertently killed trying to get rid of Scarlet Logic. I know it can’t be justified. I know I need to make amends.” Frost self-reflected upon himself in both meanings of the word. “… I but don’t know if there was any other way. I wonder if they’ve done it. Really. No. What the hell am I trying to say? I’m sure… everything’s fine on their side.”

Frost was always the kind of person who saw the light in the dark. Who would find a silver lining in his own darkest maelstroms. It was, in a way, his way to keep moving forward. He slapped his face, pinched himself, but he never dared to smile as he set foot into the ruins of the city he once called home, wondering where it all went wrong.

No.

He knew exactly what went wrong. Frost had already seen it firsthand in Elysia. That violence was the only way to stop the atrocities. Flames lit the ruined buildings like candlewicks, melting them down as molten slop sunk into the blood.

The screams of terror and despair became stronger, and he wished he could just make it all stop. He was oddly calm. A part of himself knew that thrashing out would change nothing in this world devoid of things to fight. The truth was laid bare before him. To fight them would mean to lie to himself.

This was perhaps Frost’s flaw. The guilt burned more than the heat of the flames, and it clung stronger than congealed blood that sept into his apparel. He looked down expectantly, as if his reflection would magically reflect a simpler version of himself.

“It’s a monster!”

“Fire! Fire! Put me out!”

“Extinguishers won’t work! Water just spreads it!”

“Everyone’s on fire! Please let me in – no – don’t go! Please bring us with you –!”

The voices only drove the blade of guilt deeper into Frost’s chest. There wasn’t a proper moment to ever lament the deaths of those he caused. He never believed himself to be accountable for the ones in this old world. Frost knew who he was. What occurred before mattered little.

The present mattered more.

“That reflection is the only me I care about. This past is just context… a fucked up context to use me as a scapegoat for whatever damned wish they have. I hate them. I hate the Impuritas… how much easier would things be if we didn’t have to shed so much blood? I hope… I can change things for the better. So Elysia doesn’t have to look like this.” Frost made these promises, marching ever forward.

He stopped running at some point.

“Not even I can justify this. A part of me wants to. How much easier would it be for me if I could. I don’t want to forget about my roots. Those roots… are exactly what brought us together… but…”

At the same time, in this current world, how much longer will these bonds last in a world like Elysia? Ber was almost taken from us. I… fuck. Don’t think about it. They’re strong enough as is. I know they are…

Bodies scattered these waters. Age. Race. Human. Machine. It did not matter who it was. All were slain. Finally, the horizon seemed to come to an end. The redness of the horizon was not due to the reflection of the waters. Neither was it due to the light.

The horizon was a wall of flesh. A mountain of corpses. Though they were dead, Frost’s first instinct was to wince, hearing phantom voices come from every single one of them. Frost, however vague it was, knew that he was responsible for their deaths.

It became harder to walk. A part of him would have rather that he couldn’t. The wall encompassed his field of view, stretching out further into the horizon. At the right angle, he almost mistook them for stars.

“… In…”

A static voice crackled, and with it was the accompanying ticking. It didn’t come from his mind. He followed the static, moving over the body of a pale-haired woman, whose wings were shriveled down to the bone. They were like branches rather than wings.

It was an unspecified Angel. Judging from her skin color, it was thankfully not Ju…

Not Elysia.

“… the aftermath…”

More Angels were found along the way. He counted a total of five, each brutally murdered as he stopped by one who bared three tails. The static called for him from within her faceless skull.

He reached in, shoving aside senseless organs unbelonging to a human. He had seen and handled enough to know that an Angel’s innards were unique, yet somehow ever familiar. In a way, those organs were like mock organs, containing nothing as if serving only to mimic the image of a human they took after.

Within was a biological radio shaped like a thyroid, protected by its cartilage, with the prominence – the Adam’s Apple – oozing a thick, golden liquid through damaged cracks. Retrieving the object, Frost moved closer towards a felled black entity, pushing through debris as he scoured the world for Elysia’s body.

“… billions were lost. Dreams were followed. All were left unfulfilled.” This voice undoubtedly belonged to Elysia. “… Our starless world shined so brightly. Was this the dream you wanted? You told me that stars used to populate the skies. That they were like the wishes of people in the world, hanging above us… like the toys that dangle above an infant’s cradle.”

Frost assumed that it was a prerecorded message, left to share their tale with whoever uncovered it. Yet somehow, he could not help but to believe that it was recorded only for him to hear.

A spear could be seen embedded within the black, thousand-eyed entity. No. There was more than that. There were hundreds, riddling its body like the spines of the Righteousness.

“… That the world’s loss of it was a metaphor for their lack of aspiration. Our shattered dreams, fallen like stardust from the cosmos you so loved… Our dreams were never realized. It was all for naught… I don’t blame you for judging them. I regret my lack of courage. I regret never taking a stand. I regret that I could not be your jury, for you lost your way and became a blinded judge and executioner.”

One stake protruded from the waters. It was the only one that did not strike the entity, and when Frost approached it, he vividly recalled the agony of having been skewered by Iscario. But there was something more to it. An inconsolable, underlaying sadness accompanied it.

“The Pillar of the World reacted. Your woes took form. It ate you. I – Elysia, the Angel of Temperance and healing – indulged in my gluttonic vice. I killed him.

I killed Sinder to protect the world he tried to save!”

The static abruptly cut, and the biological device exploded, sputtering blood across his body.

“… Sinder… was my name?” Frost wanted to laugh.

He wanted to cackle. But instead, he fell to his knees, staring down into a cavity of the entity where an organ of some kind used to reside.

“What a joke… what a sick… fucking joke. Sinder. Frost… my name is just the opposite. This isn’t a game. This world isn’t a story. My life… can’t just be full of coincidence after coincidence. What – the fuck – AM IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII!?”

Frost shouted till his voice became hoarse. Until the breath in his lungs were emptied. And even then, his existential cry dragged on as he tried to understand the nature of his existence.

Frost was a name he chose by chance. The mere fact that it was the polar opposite of what his previous name translated to cause a sudden burst of emotions to blow like a steaming kettle. ‘Light’. ‘Star’. ‘Forbidden’. These roundabout names came to mind and Frost cried out once more, holding back tears.

None could console him, save for the sounds of the damned.

But eventually, Frost caught a glimpse of himself deep into the cavity where blood pooled. Within he saw his female reflection. The very same one from the forest of the Village of Virt with brown eyes.

A more innocent version of whatever he had become. Within the pool was a fake, diamond brooch made from hard plastic. An accessory belonging to the Archivist.

Somehow, even without her presence, the Archivist had managed to pull him out of a dangerous place.

“… my name… is Frost. Jury. Ignis. Cer. Ber. Res. Snap –” Frost recited every name, every person, and everything she had come across, ending with a groaned: “I know who I am. This… doesn’t change anything. When I return… everything will be ok. The war will be over. All of this… all of it will be behind me. I can just focus on restoration. Yeah. With everyone…”

Frost’s voice gradually became feminine. The clothes he wore became looser as his body reverted to its female form. However, her chest felt slightly heavier, her hair every slightly longer, and her body just marginally taller. She didn’t know if it was a trick of her mind, or if she had actually changed. Whatever it was, Frost cared little as a bright light shone from within the cavity.

She smiled at the light, however pained it was, and realized that this nightmare…

… would be ending soon.

            

    
        288. The Egg Is A World

    
    
    
    
                The world watched in stupor at the small band of Demi-humans. Showers of light sparkled in their eyes as people funneled past the guarding Liquidators, leaving the safety of their bunkers to witness the birth of a legend with bated breaths.

It was like a firework viewing. Places as far as the City of Diamonds witnessed the birth of an ethereal moon in the shadow of the Nexus. For just one moment, the fighting across all Sectors of the City of Clubs ceased. Sounds of clashing steel and the pulverization of bones were relinquished. The eyes of many Ateliers and Impuritas stopped to watch the miracle of who they believed was the Black Dove.

The many hands reaching for the Piece of the Fallen Star cramped.

Ber’s metal rod flew like a comet, hailing pale particles of light. The torrent of flames failed to devour it this time. It pierced through the membrane of the Big Black Spade, causing it to turn transparent as it revealed the central orb, which mashed violently with Frost’s embryotic shell.

The spear did not degrade. It did not fragment. A vacuum formed as it cut through the unbearable heat. Ber’s accuracy was frightening, and before one could even blink, the rod pierced through the Blood of the Covenant, safely exiting from the other end coated in watery blood.

It popped. Its protective Big Black Spade transformed into a giant ball of water, flooding the city as none could believe that they had just witnessed the defeat of a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted by merely a handful of individuals. Frost’s flames came to an abrupt end, as if extinguished by the water. Steam enshrouded both orbs, and as the shadow of the Nexus finally passed they witnessed her shell devour the Corrupted, attaining the 4th chapter of the Book of Cinder Civitas.

Only one more chapter remained now.

Ber floated there motionlessly, still holding the same throwing stance. She couldn’t believe that it worked so flawlessly, and to her surprise, Jury was indeed unharmed thanks to her Invulnerability Condition. None shared a word. Only breathless pants left each of their lips, including the White Wing who was impressed by the spectacle.

She glanced over at the Advent of Desire, suddenly biting her lip in abrupt disappointment.

“Inferior materials…” Was all she could utter before Frost’s shell expelled light, rivalling that of the Piece of the Fallen Star.

Ber instinctively shielded herself and Jury using her wings. The light Frost summoned could be seen as far as the distant continents of Elysia as the Nexus rung with another hollow hum like that of a trumpet before her embryo flung past them at a speed that distorted space.

It hurdled somewhere to the side closets to the walls of the Nexus in C4, crashing into the urban sprawl like a meteorite. When the flash of light subsided, it became their mission to retrieve Frost now that her flames had disappeared.

“It’s… is it over?” Ignis wondered, losing the Bonded Condition as Cer regretfully shook her head, pointing her fangs at the animated mound of flesh ahead.

“Not until something’s done about them. Hey. White Wing. What the fuck was that?” Cer growled, right as Ber and Jury made the abrupt decision to leave ahead without them.

“There they go. Are they leaving it to us?” Res deeply exhaled, exhausted from the ordeal. “… ‘inferior materials’. You sound like you’re with the Librarians. What the hell do you know?”

“That no wish from beings like Jury and myself will be granted in full. Look at them pitifully reach for another’s wish. They’re just Nex and they don’t even realize it. It’s concerning. That a Faux Angel has yet to arrive.”

“Sounds like you were in on this war because you wanted to have your wish granted. I knew it! You’re a fucking enemy!” Cer spat.

“Believe me, I will be the least of your concern.” The White Wing assured, scouring the skies with sudden desperation. “I’m hating this by the second. Why hasn’t anything arrived? A Faux Angel should have appeared by now...”

She ignored their protests. When Cer attempted to scratch her, her nails simply bounced off the White Wing’s apparel. The Angel gave Snap a fond pat, then Ignis, and regretfully was unable to touch the other two.

She stood, suddenly turning her back to them to hide her growing concern.

“… take care of yourselves. Something is terribly wrong.”

With that word of caution shared, she disappeared, leaving behind speckles of luminous feathers. Snap took a sudden turn and ran into the direction of Frost after it received a message from Nav.


< The Advent of Desire is under the control of the Archetype of Desire >


 

< No Angel or similar entity can interact with it so long as I occupy it >


 

< It must be removed before further harm to the city can be done. Lesser wishes are being granted across the Nex Megalopolis. Until then, please leave this endeavor to me >


 

< Please, go to Frost! >


 

* * *


An unnamed city square became the impact site of the pale embryo. The densely built structures crumbled as the faint sounds of distant screaming could be heard.

The eggshell cracked. Those screams roused the being within. Shards of pale stone collapsed as black strands of hair fell through its cracks. Eventually, a clothed woman broke free, crawling into the world with the same strength of a newborn chick.

Frost couldn’t stand yet. Her body felt numb. Her baggy clothes fooled her into thinking she had shrunk, but in reality, she felt a little larger. All she could see was the cobblestone. All she could feel was its coldness against her cheek.

The air of this world was welcoming, and the screams ceased before she had the chance to notice them. For a moment, Frost’s eyes glistened with moisture. The world she saw was unaffected by war as far as she could tell. Her many invisible eyes couldn’t see much, like they had yet to open.

“… did they do it…?” Frost asked herself, smiling fondly as sensation slowly returned to her body. Gradually, she was able to push herself up onto her feet as she followed a tall wall for support. “Where… is everyone? Nav? Jury? Hello? Is anyone here?”

It was not until she reached a window that she saw her changes. Nothing was substantial aside from her eyes, which glowed a vibrant red, as if she was possessed by a spirit of wrath. The trauma of the memory was still fresh in her mind, but seeing the world left mostly untouched instilled her with hope.

Her legs began to move faster. The skies were still hard to see with all the buildings obscuring it. The city was like a maze, capable of housing many. But she could not find a single soul.

Confused, she knocked along doors only to be answered with silence. Eventually, she barged into one house only to find it ransacked, with belongings taken like someone had left in a hurry. The same was true for every following home.

Suddenly, she was greeted with the sight of death after she turned a corner. Bodies laid buried beneath fallen debris. Her gag reflexes kicked in for the first time in what seemed like years, and her stomach twisted to the horrific sights of death.

… Is it not over? Is this the aftermath? It… it has to be the aftermath.

Suddenly, after several more corners, she ran into a healer of all people. She was soaked in blood, and the moment her eyes fell upon Frost the woman began to weep.

“You’re alive! Finally… I’ve found someone that’s alive!” She ran towards Frost with open arms, having seen unimaginable horrors.

A healer. Poor thing… another of them died over there.

She noticed the body of another healer. It laid almost hidden away within a cart. The pale strands of hair made it clear that it was indeed a healer. She guessed that it was her friend judging from how distraught she was.

And so, Frost weakly accepted the offer to comfort this healer.

“Thank you. It’s awful! Dungeons – they’re everywhere! I couldn’t heal anyone!” She complained, confirming to Frost that the war was still…

“… it’s still not over? How… long has it been going on? Hey… hello?” Frost slowly asked, feeling the hands of the healer suddenly snake their way behind her back.

“Not long enough~”

“Huh –?”

Frost’s gasp was not one of pain, even though the needle of a Serum vial had just touched her neck, as did the tip of a dagger. Both shattered upon impact, shocking the healer almost as much as Frost was with her sudden assassination attempt.

“N-no way. What the fuck!? HEY! There’s a strong one over here! OBLITERATE IT!” Her unapologetic scream caused Frost’s heart to wrench as she looked back at the felled healer, watching as other false ones barged through, flipping the wagon to reveal the naked, violated body of this world’s equivalent of an Angel.

And it was not just one or two. But more than a dozen healers were collected and routinely stripped of everything they owned, including their life.

“… I don’t believe it.” Frost was already at her wits end.

Their deaths and the unapologetic cheer of both Scarlet Logic forces dressed in civilian wear, and Impuritas entities caused something to shatter within Frost. It wasn’t a metaphorical shatter. It was the literal destruction of her mind. Frost’s gaze disappeared behind the veil of her hair as projectiles, acidic bile, and all forms of magic bombarded her.

But their relentless effort to purge her was in vain. Not a single scratch was left. Not a single strand was cut. Frost could only stand there, wallowing in every through, every memory, and every event that had led up to this one moment.

“She’s not dying!”

“Got a clue on what that thing is!?”

“Kinda looks like that black Angel we saw earlier! Hey! Ain’t that heartbreaking! She’s crying!”

“You think she’s a healer? By a normal person would have retaliated.”

“Hey, they’re not pale enough. I think some are still alive. Quickly, get the containers. We need more of their blood!” One beaconed, injecting a thick needle into the base of a healer’s skull.

“A healer with black hair? Don’t make me laugh. Not a scratch. Monster… just – die for our mission already!” The same false healer spat, thrusting a blade straight for Frost’s face, only to have it snap in half. “A-again!? Where the hell are the Midnight Teams when you need them!?”

Frost grasped onto her hand, locking her in place as her crimson eyes stared back at her through the strands of her hair. Their voices soon disappeared. The bombardment may as well not exist. Frost fell into a state of mental turmoil, trying to make sense of their actions as imagery of the many innocent lives she had claimed came back to haunt her.

The woman struggled. She tried to flee. To cut herself loose but her body violently regenerated even before the blade could sever her arm clean. A kaleidoscope of every single one of Frost’s woes of civilization played in her mind endlessly.

She despaired not because of her actions. But because of the way these people responded to their own actions. Where Frost lamented them, these things… these impurities reveled in it.

Frost recalled her moment within the cavity of the Express Train to Hell. How she wished she could just… burn it all down. Slowly, she brought the woman close, holding her face into her palms as tears fell down Frost’s cheeks. Her reality shattered before her eyes. The woman in her hands did not even appear like one anymore.

The Nexus throbbed with a low-pitched thump.

Everything was unforgivable. Frost couldn’t even hear herself think in the cacophony of revolving memories. The guilt was insurmountable.

“Why… can’t we find another way? Why… does everything have to be like this? Why is there nothing we can do to change it? In this endless cycle of repletion… Why is that people like us who want to end it are made enemies?” Frost wept, speaking through her tears as her body began to change.

She could not even see the familiar faces that arrived at the scene. Her mind had become her world as shades of blue began to creep into the environment. Gradually, the woman in her hands was molded into the shape of a green suit of clubs, Frost’s body shrinking until she became no taller than a child.

Their voices did not reach her. Their voices carried little weight.

“… That I am the cause of all of this? I just wanted to help. I wanted to end this. I was villainized for it. I wondered time and time again why we couldn’t just speak. Why is it that violence… is the only thing that can stop it from breeding?”

The Nexus throbbed again, and its pale exterior turned to a shade of black for only a moment, the golden veins turning red like it was infected with a disease.

Frost, in the back of her mind, heard the words of Elysia as her body became blue. As she fell to the floor in the middle of a blue crossroads, holding onto the green club like a frightened child.

“The bird fights its way out of the egg. The egg is a world. Who would be born must first destroy a world.”


 

< All I can feel is regret >


 

 < Every street I’ve walked was lathered in blood. Every unturned stone hid a body >


 

< I trampled on them with my good intentions >


 

On each signpost above her was the symbol of each suit of cards, aside from clubs. The largest of the signs was one of a burning crown. Everything within a 10km radius was transformed into a blue-tinted city, with four major paths intersecting where Frost knelt, weeping into her green pillow, still assaulted by barrages of magic.


 

< Why was it only me who cared? >


 

< I sat at the crossroads of morality, wondering how else we could have dealt with it. Was there truly no other choice than bloodshed? >


 

< Innocent lives lost >


 

< This caring me is a shackle, isn’t it? >


 

< Motivated by greed; the Ateliers will turn a blind eye >


 

< Motivated by the heart of one; people will justify their wrongs for their unified cause >


 

< Motivated by nothing but conflict; bonds will be forever broken >


 

< Is there no other language than violence? >


 

Frost’s weeps echoed throughout the manifested city as her grip tightened around the cushioned club.


 

< I hold onto what’s left of my humanity. Without it… I will become no better than them. This is my courage. Please don’t take it away from me >


 

< We… no. I discarded many >


* * *


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

THE AMALGAM’S BREAKDOWN EVENT HAS BEGUN


 

These were the words Jury and Ber feared the most. The one person who should never have despaired broke down, and now, the world would feel its wrath. Ber had believed her manifestation of her Corrupted was arbitrary considering how quickly things had ended.

But unbeknownst to them was that this was only the beginning.

            

    
        289. We (I) Discarded Many

    
    
    
    
                //////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< TRICKLE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET BECKONS >
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< Moral compass fallen asunder >
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Jury gagged. Her stomach nearly twisted itself clean apart from the rest of her organs. An unrelenting, unforgiving agitation in her abdomen nearly threw her off balance as she and Ber arrived at the scene.

“FROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOST!” Ber slaughtered every Impuritas, and every Scarlet Logic force within the immediate vicinity, impaling them one by one along each claw. “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER! WHAT DID YOU DO TO FROST!”

They gargled on bloody words. For the first time for many, they despaired their inevitable fate. Ber held them high above like a trophy. To onlookers, her form took after a distorted, dying tree with bodies serving as its fruit.

“WHAT DID YOU DOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!?” Her emotional anguish was not even a fraction of what Jury experienced, as she stumbled along the uneven path, desperately trying to come to terms with the Corrupted Frost ahead.

“No. Please no. Frost… Frost! FROST!” Jury screamed, rushing straight towards the child-like Frost. However, no amount of speed or desperation was enough to bring her even a meter closer the moment she entered a 10-meter proximity of it. “CONDITION!? What’s the Condition! Frost she’s – she’s –!”


< As difficult as it is, I implore that you calm down. Unlike Frost and Ber, your emotions cannot be weaponized. I do not want you to fight if your mind is clouded… >


 

“There’s no way I can do that right now!” Jury argued, activating [Doppler Strike]. Her afterimages and absurd speed were not even enough. More than 40 after images followed as earth was excavated underneath her.

The smallest shrapnel was enough to obliterate entire sections of walls within this illusionary city. No. Illusionary was wrong. This place was as real as anything else. Jury’s attacks converged into one point, never able to reach Frost as a massive ring of earth sunk from the sheer force alone.

The 10-meter dome around Frost was untouched, and her platform stood like a pillar above the newly formed chasm. Localized Entropy and Retrocausality came to mind, but she suddenly came to terms as she abruptly held her claws mid-slash. She had focused on removing the barrier and assumed that Frost wouldn’t be injured or killed in the process.

She hyperventilated, panting from both physical exhaustion due to Doppler Strike, and mental strain at the realization that she could have killed Frost. Her desperation and blindness from the concoction of emotions had blinded her. Nav’s warning became a lesson for her.


< … because I don’t wish for the same to occur to you! >


“… then – what can we do!? Just stand around and wait!? What are the Conditions!? Frost is… I can’t… bear to keep seeing her cry! Aren’t you the same!? I can’t even hold her! I was supposed to be there for her! Ber!”

“LET ME CLEAN THEM UP FIRST UNTIL THE VOICE CAN START LAYING OUT THE MISSION!” Ber, populating her giant claw further, closed her grip and reduced tens of bodies into a fine paste, like a sharp net slowly constricting its victim until there was nothing left. “IF IT WEREN’T FOR YOU – FOR ANY OF YOU THEN FROST WOULDN’T HAVE HAD TO BREAK!”

She did not wish to give them a quick death. Ber’s hunt for retribution was known to Scarlet Logic and the Impuritas, who upon witnessing their might began to flee like the roaches they were.

“If it weren’t for the Impuritas then we wouldn’t have had to forsake so many! And even now – it’s still us that’s fighting! They’re all cowards! Every single one of YOUUUUUUUUUUUU!” Ber howled at the Nexus, activating [Resounding Voice] which levelled multiple streets as a shockwave blasted through.

In the meantime, until Nav could form an answer, Jury moved to the healers, whom were still miraculously alive and attempted to heal them using her time magic. However, the damage had already been done. They were barely clinging onto their lives, eyes weakly begging Jury to help them, and… help Frost.

Even in their dying moments, the healers sought to devote their lives helping others.

“… I can hear ticking…”

“It’s so loud…”

“Do you… require healing…?”

Somehow, when Jury checked their stats, their HP never dropped below 0. It hovered at precisely 1. Something prevented them from dying. Jury turned to the trail of paste that followed Ber and was horrified at the sight of pulsating flesh. Where death became an impossibility, suffering became an inevitability.

Death could not occur within Frost’s Corrupted Zone. Like Frost’s state of mind, everything existed in a quandary state, unable to decide whether they were dead or alive. This world was Frost’s moral purgatory.

Suddenly, Cer, Ignis and Ber arrived at the scene without Snap anywhere in sight. They rode along the roofs, joining Jury with a panicked shout.

“FROST! You – You weren’t supposed to fail! You were the last person this world needed to become a Corrupted!” Cer, like Jury, expressed herself like she could not control her body. Her movements were wild. Aggressive, and uncontrollable. “Not again. Not again! Not like Orth and Thras! Frost! Get off me! We gotta – HELP HER!”

“Stand up straight! We can save Frost! Just like how she saved Ber! Conditions!?” Res embraced Cer, seizing her arms to stop her from collapsing.

It was the first time anyone had seen Cer breakdown. No tears fell, but they knew how desperately they wished to tumble down those cramped cheeks.

“Not known. Nav is figuring it out.” Ignis answered, looking down at the breathless healers. “I can hide them somewhere. I’ve never seen Frost cry before. It’s like… seeing a parent cry in front of you. Jury.”

Ignis, taking the healers under her protection, tugged on Jury’s mantle.

“Don’t let her cry anymore. Frost is… someone we can’t let cry like this. I’ll be back!”

“Mm! Please, come back soon. We’ll need everyone on board!” Jury hugged Ignis before the feline Demi-human dashed away, leaving Jury and the triplets to deal with Frost. “Conditions… please Nav! Hurry!” Her eyes were plagued with liquid anguish.

The three pushed onwards, surrounding the untouchable, Corrupted Frost. Her manifestation wasn’t an addon to herself. Rather, the Corrupted had taken over her as Frost began to speak from her heart into theirs.


< “Directionless I lay, my compass of morality broken by faults not that of my own.” >


 

< “Does it not bother them? That needless suffering can be justified? I fell into the same trap. I tried to protect innocent lives. But they became victims to my wrath.” >


 

Everyone could hear her. From the triplets, to Scarlet Logic and even the Impuritas. So long as they were within the 10km Corrupted Zone they could hear her sobs. Impuritas cackled at it. Scarlet Logic screamed profanities and judged the voice as a coward. Ber brought down her claws of justice upon them, purposefully grinding down bone, knowing well that they could not die if they even wanted to.

To them, Frost was but one chosen in a sea of a million. An ordinary person. One of the many they had discarded. But similarly, she was also like them.

She was the one who discarded many… and the only one who tried to find her way in her moral conundrum. The signs of the crossroads began to glow, all the while the club in her tiny arms became dull.

Cer trembled after hearing Frost’s words and attempted to break into her shell regardless of Jury’s warnings. She wasted magic and precious mana attempting to save her friend. Her desperation was deadly, and she nearly reverted to a feral state.

“Give me Frost back! Frost! Come back! The Frost I know wouldn’t have fallen like this! The Frost I know… she shouldered everything. Where is the voice when you need it!?” Cer screamed, her fangs of electricity never reaching Frost.

Instead, it only seemed to frighten her. Frost wept, hiding her face behind the cushion.


Humanity

LEVEL : 10 ORIGIN : Trauma HP : 1


< “It’s tender. So long as I have this then I know I’ll make the right choices, right? Right…?” >


 

< “Which way is the right way? My compass from my world does not work here. My north is their south. My south is their east.” >

            

    
        290. Greed Counter

    
    
    
    
                Just like the We Discarded Many of the past, it could not be defeated in a traditional manner. Or perhaps defeated at all. No matter what they used, no matter how many buildings needed to be levelled or blood had to be spilled, they could not reach Frost.


< CONDITION : We Discarded Many seeks to find another way >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT : When We Discarded Many’s HP reaches 0… >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT : The Girl Desperately Clinging onto Courage must walk down a chosen path… >


 

The Conditions did not make any sense. The Requirements were just as vague. For an entity that could not be damaged they could only wonder how to suppress it.

“The difference being between Suppressing Frost and Subjugating Frost!?” Jury demanded an answer, reaching for her distant lover, only to clasp at the air.


< Unknown. Subjugation implies a defeat. But no one present is the Girl Desperately Clinging onto Courage. That title likely belongs to the Archivist >


 

< I fear that we may require access to the Nexus to save Frost >


“That’s in 6 to 7 days!” Jury complained. “Unless – Nav! Ugh! GET OUT OF OUR WAY! Nav! My Isolation Sphere! Can it accelerate time in here!?”

“What for!? You trying to starve us to death!?” Cer barked.

“Look around idiot! Open your eyes!” Ber punched Cer along the jaw, mounting her as she took hold of her collar and violently shook her. “NO ONE CAN DIE IN HERE!”

“You think I’m that blind!? I want to distract myself! Let me be this phase of the moon! Or do you want me to sulk and brood again!? Serum G’s gone! I… have to go through these phases of my moon!”

“GET OFF HER RES!” Jury despised their infighting and roughly separated the two using her tail. Ber, on passing, threw a cloud of smoke over them as bolts of lighting shot from her wings.

When the cloud disappeared, all three were greeted by the end of her claws.

“Will you two stop for just one second!?” Ber roared, causing Jury to take hold of one of her claws and push it away.

“Listen to me! Frost can hear us! The Corrupted can hear everything! If she knew you were killing each other for her then what hope do we have of brining her back! If even one of us disappeared, then there’s no saving her!” Jury became the voice of reason for the group. “Don’t get emotional now. I know I’m a hypocrite for saying this, and I know I out of everyone can’t afford to lose my head, but we need to pull our hearts together more than just our heads!”

“I know that! That’s exactly why I’m frustrated. We don’t have a way to stop Frost. All we can do is prolong it. I can’t stop trying. With a Beholder… why are we still so powerless?” Cer growled. “We’re Moons dammit! Fuck them! Fuck the Impuritas! I just want to save Frost!”

“We all do!” Ber said, lowering her claws.

It was difficult trying to come to terms with Frost’s Corruption Event. In a way, they all felt like they had failed Frost. More than just frustration, it was guilt that ate them. In truth there was little they could have done to prevent it, but even so, they still could not help but believe that there must have been another way.

Standing on the crossroads of the direction of the heart, the group sorted out their differences and woes, melding their hearts into one. The requirements were too vague to fulfil, and Jury took it upon herself to activate her Isolation Sphere.

She currently possessed 150,000,000 NEX. With Ber’s contribution, it soared up to 240,000,00 NEX, or 240 Greater Nex; 240gn. With 100,000,000 Nex she could erect an Isolation Sphere large enough to encompass Frost and her Corrupted Zone.

As a Beholder, she wondered why her, or Carpalis’ presence did little to affect Frost’s Corrupted Zone. Nav only answered with:


< Unknown. You have yet to develop one of your own. But it is indeed strange. Good luck… >


< And I mean it. May we see each other formally once this is over >


 

No one knew what Nav meant by it and assumed Nav just wanted to return to their heads. However, Nav somehow spoke a little too fondly about it.

That being said, as if responding to the bloodshed carried out within the blue city, the Corrupted Frost strangled her humanity as she slowly moved up to her feet, limping in the direction of the blood. The sign of the fiery crown caught alight.


< “When I speak, it feels like my voice can’t reach them. When I listen, it feels like all I hear are lies and excuses.” >


 

< “Let me find another way. Let me seek answers. When I walk down this path, all I can hear is the sound of ridicule. Am I really a monster for trying to seek alternatives?” >


 

Suddenly, her Humanity caught alight, and Frost’s HP rapidly dwindled. Her body burned as she walked down the path of the fiery crown, passing through mounds of flesh until her Humanity was reduced to cinders.

The city began to shake. Gold slowly began to bleed into the blue as Jury channelled her intentions into creating the Isolation Sphere. Through it, a single elapsed day within would have caused 10 to elapse outside.

By then the Nexus would become available.

Because they knew in their hearts that they alone would not be able to take down this existential crisis.


We Discarded Many | HP: 1,000


< “This self-immolation spread to others. I forever lament the path I took. With my humanity no longer, and with everything I had brought fire to, I still desperately seek for answers in this world of impurities.” >


 

We Discarded Many | HP: 500


 

< “Please show me that we have other methods to fix things.” >


 

We Discarded Many | HP: 100


< “Prove to me that we are civilized.” >


 

We Discarded Many | HP: 10


< “That violence isn’t the only answer.” >


 

We Discarded Many | HP: 1


< “Please… I don’t want to destroy our home!” >


 

Frost was reduced to cinders, crying out one last time before her body broke into a thousand particles of light.


 

< We Discarded Many has successfully been Suppressed >


 

However, the Nexus throbbed once again, as if to warn the world of an impending danger.


 

* * *


To the rest of the world, it was as if the city of blue had vanished into thin air. But unbeknownst to them was that a colossal barrier concealed its contents from the prying eyes of the world. It did not stop stray Impuritas from approaching, or Dungeons from forming within its proximity.

However, if only they had known what lurked within then they would not have spiralled into the depths of despair. The city of blue had turned into gold, and the Corrupted child transformed into a soldier in black, with golden embellishments dangling from her body.

She had become identical to her Hired Arm. However, embedded into her chest was a blue diamond, and one hundred blue arms exploded from her back like worms. They took the form of wings as she aimed a Victorian era rifle at her foes; a pale Justica Arm with a bored barrel.


< “Ateliers never allowed themselves to stop. All in the pursuit of Nex.” >


 

< “When quotas were threatened lives were tossed away.” >


 

< “Why is it that we must value one another based on strength?” >


 

< “Why must we surrender morality in pursuit for greed? For a wish?” >


 

< “I have been counting this greed…” >


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >
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        291. Heart of Ours

    
    
    
    
                < CONDITION: Greed Counter seeks the Empowered. The value of all will be undermined. Greed Counter takes significantly less damage from those that are not Empowered. Only the Empowered may Suppress it >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: When Greed Counter’s HP reaches 0… >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Nil… >


 

< LIMITATIONS OF THE ISOLATION SPHERE >

< May only imprison upwards of Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted. Apocalypse and above will destroy the Isolation Sphere >


 

Frost became an anthropomorphic version of the Greed Counter. The crossroads were paved with golden bricks as she remained in the center of it all, firmly cemented on her two legs as the ethereal-blue Touch of Golds split the skies into two.

The second phase caught them by surprise, almost as much as Jury’s Isolation Sphere. It manifested as a sudden dimming of their world; the skies becoming nothing but pure black. The stark contrast of the golden world and the eternal night was sight to behold, but none could afford to appreciate it. Not when their friend was masqueraded by her emotional turmoil.

“100 million Nex gone just like that… and you wonder WHY Beholders need so much of it!” Cer shouted, clasping onto her torn collar as her body began to profusely sweat. “Is this heat also a byproduct of your barrier!? I can’t think straight!”

“I don’t feel a thing! Maybe it’s targeting you with something! You were Empowered during our fight with the Greed Counter!” Ber brought up as Frost took aim into one of the four major streets, picking off emerging Impuritas entities with expert precision.


< [Stacking Wealth] >


 

< “I have the resources to make a change. The people above me in that proclaimed paradise carry mountains more than me. Would it hurt to throw it around to help others?”


 

< “My aid – my helping hand – has become so lethal.” >


Many dungeons began to take form within Jury’s Isolation Sphere, attracted to it like flies to a corpse. The phenomenon reminded her, although briefly, of how the Impruitas were attracted to the ImpulseWorks sites.


< Jury, please keep in mind that I can partially read your thoughts like a semi-coherent book. This is no time for stray thoughts to impede your judgement! >


 

“It’s an observation, Nav!” Jury defended, brandishing her claws as she vehemently dashed towards Frost, slicing the very molecules of air as a violent storm followed. “ONLY 200 AND A HALF THOUSAND HEALTH! EVERYEONE! PILE ONTO FROST BEFORE SHE CAN GET THE CHANCE TO USE THE REST OF HER SKILLS!”


< “All this greed displaces the value of ourselves. People can’t just be churned like resources…” >


 

|| DOPPLER STRIKE ||


 

Jury’s compressed attacks connected with Frost. Her claw met with her chest, as did another 30 afterimages. The combined attack totaling a colossal 240,000 damage. It should have been enough to almost eradicate the Greed Counter Frost, however, only a violent rush of air left the unmoving Frost.

It was though she had clashed with an unmovable mountain.


Greed Counter | HP: 200,000


“Don’t tell me –!? Nav – there’s 90% reduction of all damage!?” Jury, in spite of this, followed through with her claws, throwing off the Corrupted Frost’s aim before she backed off, allowing Cer, Ber, Res and Ignis to bombard Frost.

“You’re kidding! What the hell is that kind of bullshit!?” Cer grumbled, lashing out at Frost.

As expected, Cer was the only one whose damage wasn’t affected by Condition, absolutely because she was the Empowered Frost sought after.

“You’re not making this any easier for us Frost!” Ber’s [Resounding Voice] did passive damage to Frost. She had to time her attacks well with the others, for hers enveloped meters of land.

They worked like a well-oiled machine, and Ignis summoned forth two bone-like blades, one on each arm. When it was her turn to attack, she’d employ cat-like maneuvers, twisting herself in homage to Ber’s beautiful movements.


Greed Counter | HP: 160,000


Frost hardly had a moment to react. The sudden onslaught seemed to catch her off guard. As a Corrupted however, it was impossible to tell if this was actually the case. Suddenly, after depleting her bullets upon all life within the lane she faced, she threw her Touch of Golds into the air, creating the skeleton of a giant umbrella.


< “Wants precedes needs. Am I the only one that sees the value of others?” >


 

< “Hypocrisy also plagues me. I understand it. They do not. There are beings I cannot see as valuable, because they themselves don’t see the value in others.” >


< [Corporeal Value] >


 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” The demented scream of the Corrupted Frost rendered the minds of those within a 100-meter radius, causing blood to pour through all bodily orifices.

Brains were rattled like the beads within a maraca, reducing the still abundant Scarlet Logic forces to breathing sacks of meat. Then, their bodies were obliterated by the coin-shaped bullets of her pale rifle.

“Values! Check your heads!” Res blurted out as numerical values appeared over their heads, most in the blue hundreds of thousands, with many of the panicked stray souls in the deep red.


< [Mangled Coins] >


The Touch of Golds target them, and to their surprise, they also prioritized Cer. Their colors changed into a brilliant gold, thrusting towards their targets like streaks of light. Those they caught were brought straight into Frost’s diamond chest.

One could imagine a body being violently forced through a small hole. No matter the size or orientation, all that were captured were hungrily devoured.

“Tch! I got a gold value here! Sorry Frost! For once I’m going to have to reject your advances!” Cer fled from the scene as dozens followed suit, only to be severed by the others who desperately resumed the fight against Frost.

Luckily for them, the Touch of Golds left them alone. They sought after only those with miniscule values and Cer specifically. However, they had an additional attack to now deal with.


< [Hired Arms] >


 

An array of Justica Arms surrounded Frost and began firing bullets at only those with blue values. Res was easily at the highest risk of death due to her being significantly weaker than the others, and so, Ignis spawned tentacles along her stomach like the maw of a beast.

“Res! Let me protect you!”

Res didn’t argue. Although, there was a tinge of instinctual fear in her eyes. Not because she was faced with a monster. Rather, it was because she knew her tail would be subjected to all manners of slimy, warm flesh.

Regardless, she allowed the tentacle Ignis to attach herself onto her back like a parasite, turning both hands into bony shields. Res was hardly effective in the fight due to Frost’s DEF stats. Cer at least could deal damage since she was Empowered and was not subjected to the 90% damage reduction.

Ignis was in the same boat, hence why she defaulted to a defensive fight.

Either way, neither of them allowed this to get the better of them.

Jury, although a little late, conjured perhaps her greatest skill of all.


|| RETROCAUSALITY – SMITE ||


 

Thankfully, it took upon the form of the massive beam, known to deal a flat rate of 2,000,000 ATT and MAG ATT damage. It trivialized the fight, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. However, as the gargantuan weapon descended from a rift in the sky and fired its ray of pale death, she was abruptly reminded of the Condition.


< Only the Empowered may Suppress it >


Greed Counter | HP: 1


< “Greed is but one language used universally. But it’s also ill understood by many. Probably for the best.” >


“You’re surprisingly light.” Res said to Ignis, their world suddenly illuminated by Jury’s beam. “I think I can still run around. CER! Don’t stop moving!” Res warned.

Then, as the light disappeared, her eyes widened at the sight of still standing Frost.

“How the – Frost is still standing after that!? Jury!? Care to explain!?”

“I AM NOT AN IDIOT YOU KNOW!” Cer screamed. “Retrocausality couldn’t kill Frost!? Does it have to be me!?”

“She’s not an idiot Res!” Ber backed her up. “Still – DON’T STOP MOVING CER!”

“WOULD IT KILL ANY OF YOU TO ANSWER!?” Cer cried.

“… Greed Counter won’t die unless it gets Cer. But we can’t risk that. I can’t bring anyone back from the dead!” Jury proclaimed, causing Ber to lash out at the nearly defeated Frost in a fit of rage.

“THERE IS NO WAY YOU ARE TAKING CER FROST! WAKE UP! WAKE UP! WAKE UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUP!”


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Negative Nex Detected >

 

< Please maintain Positive Nex Ber! Too much and you will become at risk of being temporarily devoured by the Black Swan! >


Nav’s warning was taken into consideration as all efforts were now placed onto hacking away the Touch of Golds that pursued Cer. However, they spontaneously regenerated and repeated the endless cycle.


< There is a major issue at hand. It appears that because we did not fulfil the initial requirements with the We Discarded Many that we are facing this conundrum. It’s unclear if Cer must land the final blow or if something must occur >


 

< “Can someone please show me that there exists an inherent value? That we don’t need to be judged by countless. I don’t know why I was betrayed. For whose greed or motivations that I became the villain of many.” >


 

* * *


Cer turned through every conceivable corner within the sprawling city, leaving behind toppling structures as the Touch of Golds followed the shortest path.

“She’s not fast! Galvanic Current’s not easy to match!” Cer howled, running on all fours before cracking a grin. “But she’s not stupid either! What’s with these pincer maneuvers!? Don’t you dare try to read – A MOON like the value over my head!”

Cer zipped from building to building, crashing through walls and windows without a care in the world. Still lives of abandoned rooms and halls surrounded her as she moved in what seemed like slow motion.

“… but I get you, Frost. I get what you’re so mad about.”


< “Morality remains broken. The people so many worships as Gods see them as nothing more than resources. Their evil counterparts fair no better.” >


Cribs. Unfinished paintings. Bloodied beds. Running water. Half-eaten breakfast plates… Cer deeply understood the root of Frost’s anguish. Normalcy was impossible when life itself was valued too little.

From house to house, Cer seemingly refused to damage these things, for they were the only proof that these people once existed.

“Moons like us aren’t valued that much either. No matter where you go, you’ll always have a price tag attached to an ear like some livestock or Demi-human. I know that better than anyone else. The kid was washed up on a riverbed, beaten till purple because she couldn’t get herself sold off.” Cer dabbled into her distant past, her voice trembling lightly as she dug a claw into the ground, twisting herself straight towards Frost with bared fangs.

As the others said, she was the only one who could end this.

“Tail cut. Ears gone. Jaw broken. Skin taken and flailed to expose the lies written along her ribs. To them, the life of that kid meant nothing. But to herself… it meant everything in the world. If you think the world is full of people incapable of understanding their own worth, then you’re wrong. You’re so wrong! Your living proof is RIGHT HERE IN FRONT OF YOU –!”

Cer sent her bites at Frost, but even so, she was incapable of taking further damage. The Greed Counter sent everything it had against Cer. Every Touch of Gold chased her now. Cer’s eyes drooped. The memories of the past caused her ears to fall as well, and her tail to sadly fall.

She lowered her guard for just one moment.

“… but people above try to put us down. Serum G functioned like that in a way. But I can’t blame them for it. I’m really grateful you feel so strongly about it. Makes me wonder what would’ve happened if you took Galia’s place. Maybe this little me wouldn’t have turned out so despicable…”

That one second of self-loathing ruined Cer.

Her value fell to 0.

“… huh…?”

*Crackle*

“CER!?”

“CEEEEEEEEER!?”

“No… way…”

“Cer…”

The Greed Counter monopolized her.


< [Unvalued] >


 

< “In the end, even I can be subjected to such a twisted perspective. People with value will only make this cleanse so much harder…” >


 

Cer didn’t even realize it before her body was swallowed by a blue diamond. Her body wasn’t violently torn apart like the countless others. Rather, the blue diamond from Frost’s chest burst forth, expanding its maw to completely encase her.

Then, like a balloon held by an invisible string, it hovered above Frost.


 

< “Therefore, please remain with me… my bundles of irreplaceable courage. The last remnants of morality. Bearers of my humanity.” >


 

< “This is my greed. It’s uncountable. You will be safe in here… by my side.” >


 

< [False Diamond] >


 

Cer had become the Greed Counter’s False Diamond. A small, handheld, diamond-shaped crystal with a tiny Cer suspended within. In that moment, the Greed Counter exploded into countless particles of light all the while the others screamed out Cer’s name.


< The Greed Counter has successfully been Suppressed >


The world then turned red, and in the ashes of Frost’s death emerged a version of her wrapped with an armor of myocardial tissue, and an overgrown heart exposed in the center of her chest. Veins wrapped around her body as her eyes cried blood.


< “My mind and heart are two different things.” >


 

< “Our hearts should be one in the same.” >


 

< “I hated that people were incapable of making their own choices.” >


 

< “Such was the unfairness of this world.” >


 

< “Therefore, like the heart that overrides my mind, shall we all come together? Like my precious diamond?” >


 

< “This heart of mine… let’s make it ours.” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET WAILS >


 





	 
	 
	
Heart of Ours
Frost


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Our tiny hearts matter little in a big world of bigger hearts. Abandon all aspirations. We take theirs as our own, so we can continue gasping in our dreams or personal wishes >

AFFINITY : Civilization


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	
HP : 1,200,000


	ATT : 20,000
	MAG ATT : 12,000



	ATT DEF : 5,000
	MAG DEF : 6,000
	
MP : 100,000


	RESIST : 750
	AGI : 0









            

    
        292. Blood of the Covenant

    
    
    
    
                Cer was no longer among them. Her fossilized form invoked unprecedented horror. Ber and Res were immediately thrown into the depths of despair, calling out her name as Jury and Ignis desperately reached out for Nav, seeking an answer to quell the delayed shock.

The world turned red. Buildings rose higher than ever before. The concrete jungle blocked the light above and their horizon. The crossroads never changed, and Frost remained in the center of it all, now with a compact Cer floating above her head like the overheads prompts of the little Frost.

Distraught could not even begin to describe the emotions that coursed through Ber. She vomited, staining her beautiful dress and feathers in murky fluids all the while Res, whilst also wracked with despair, tried to bring her sister back together.

“Crystalized… Is Cer – Cer can’t be… B-Ber!?” Res wished this was all just a dream. A nightmare. But their unchanging reality caused it all to sink in as the Corrupted Frost set her bleeding gaze upon Jury and Res.

“GET OFF ME! CER! CEEEEEEEEEER! CER!” Ber shouted, her emotions at an overwhelming high. They dictated her movements now, throwing her forward headfirst at the stationary Frost, whose heartbeats reverberated within the chests of every living being within the Isolation Sphere.


< [Aspirating Aspirations] >


 

Her body was far more developed than usual, akin to the size of the Big Frost. The Heart of Ours began with perhaps its most powerful attack, dominating the hearts of all with self-destructing insecurities spawned from fruitless aspiration.


< “For the Atelier. For our masters. For them. Never for ‘us’. In one way or another people never operated on their own accord. When they did, they were disposed of from the collective.” >


 

< “People in the Derma Layer. People in Scarlet Logic… people beaten down by the throbs of one collective heart, never to know the sound of their own.” >


 

Ber was the first to strike. Thanks to fully manifesting her Corrupted Persona, her base ATT and MAG ATT were elevated enough to at least inflict damage upon Frost. [Aspirating Aspirations] only further fanned the flames of her mental anguish, generating substantial Negative Nex.


| < [Futile Galvanism] > |


 

| < [I Wanna Be a Swan!] > |


 

The electric claws gashed at the pulsating Frost, causing bloodied tears to further stream down her face. An attempt was made to reclaim Cer, but the crystal that encased her was unbreakable, only causing her claws and colossal, winged blade to be violently repelled.

“GIVE HER BACK! GIVE CER BACK! I’m coming for you Cer! I’m right here! Don’t take things away from us like you’re one of them Frost! You’re not like that! You wouldn’t hurt Cer like this! Cer is… Cer is…!”


| < [Desperate for Love] > |


 

It ate at Ber. But it also ate at the others as much as herself. Her claws increased in size by tenfold, enough to squash Frost like a bug. She brought down her oversized hand to enact her unholy smite, and yet Frost remained unharmed as the immediate 50 meters of stone and concrete shattered in an instant.

Each transformation reset the landscape. The world was molded to Frost’s whims, shaped into the form of a distant memory. Frost’s face seemed to sadden in response to Ber’s assault, and as her heart raced with the beats of a thousand hearts, it suddenly burst forth with hearts-like projectiles.


< [Gushing!] >


 

< “One Atelier. Many phantom hearts, tethered with invisible veins all to one central cavity. Pumped full of poisoned blood. ImpulseWorks Workers easily accepted that they were expendable, even though they have dreams of their own…” >


 

< “I’m here to listen. So please… just talk to me.” >


Ber, with her wings, defended herself as she nearly lost half of her HP in that one instance. The shotgun of hearts that burst from her chest each dealt 20,000 ATT, breaking off the feathers from her wings like thorns from a hedge of black roses.

[Roost of the Knowledgeable Swan], the Corrupted Skill that caused her feathers to bombard the world like fallen black needles became a deadly shower. The Shackles Removed eliminated Impuritas as she fell back, giving Cer’s crystalized body one last glance.






	 
	
Unvalued
Cer


	 



	 
	
< False Diamond >


	 



	HP : Infinitas
	
ATT DEF : Infinitas


	MAG DEF : Infinitas









“JURYYY! YOU CAN FUCKING DESTROY FROST IN ONE HIT, CAN’T YOU!?” Ber shouted.

Indeed. Retrocausality in combination with Jury’s Determined boost would easily smite Frost. After all –


< CONDITION: Heart of Ours seeks the Determined. The will of all will be undermined. Heart of Ours takes significantly less damage from those that are not Determined. Only the Determined may Suppress it >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: When Heart of Ours’ HP reaches 0… >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Nil… > 


“FIRSTLY, GET OUT OF THE WAY! Brooding isn’t going to bring Cer back! Cer wouldn’t want to see you like this!” Jury shouted as Res assaulted Frost with a relentless array of [Electric Lance]s, illuminating the world as structures caught within were instantly vaporized.

The scent of ozone was pungent, and it melded with blood, grime, and the scent of pure dread. What remained of Scarlet Logic disappeared. They resided along the rims of the Isolation Sphere, unable to break free as they entered an eternal loop in their futile attempts to escape.

Impuritas perished as quickly as they arrived. Unlike their group, who possessed incredible resilience considering they had experience with embracing their aspirations, the Impuritias were subjected to the torment of Frost’s Corrupted Skills.


< [Beaten Desires] >


Their hearts rampaged within their chest akin to a rabid animal seeking freedom from its cage. Those without hearts were relatively fine, others were instantly enslaved by Frost’s heartbeats, which became a palpable, red wave.

Crimson Hunger and the musical Maestros of Flesh, who were mangled, humanoid beings carrying instruments were hit the hardest, for their concept of existence coincided with Frost’s woes. In a way, Frost did exactly what she wished for. To cleanse this city – this world – from impurities, hence why they and the stowed Healers did not seem to be affected as much.

However, it did not change that Frost was dangerous beyond comprehension.


< … I can no longer hear that one’s voice. It is hard to put into words how I am supposed to feel when I cannot express such a thing >


 

“IS THAT ALL YOU CAN SAY!? GET A HEART! FROST TOOK CER AWAY!” Ber spited, creating distance from the Heart of Ours as more of its Corrupted Skills ravaged the crimson city.

“Can – Can we get Cer back!? Jury!? Jury…!? Hey! Cer’s not… she’s not…” Res begged Jury – anyone – for an answer. For a sliver of hope as her heart crumbled under the weight of Frost’s.

Even though she was supposed to be Determined, her will was chipped away by the chisel that was Frost’s heartbeats.


< [Unwilling Unity] >


 

The bodies of the heartless and the bursting hearts meshed into one, becoming abominations that crawled towards the Heart of Ours, melding with her flesh. Individuality perished. Like a collective organism, Frost acted as its Queen, drawing the lives of countless. They were highly aggressive against the others, but they were of little match.

“It’s possible! I believe we can still save them! Both of them! Steer clear of the middle! And Ber!”

“What!?”

“You’re scaring Ignis!”

“… Don’t tell Nav to get a heart. Being a cold machine must be sad enough.” Ignis defended Nav. But she never judged Ber, nor scorned at her. Rather, she was just saddened by Ber’s raging emotions.

Nav did not come with a proper conclusion. Cer’s state was unknown for the foreseeable future. Whether dead or alive seemed to matter little to Nav, and Ber suddenly despised its monotone voice.

“Tsk… Tch… Fuck this world for taking things away from us. Fuck everything for trying to keep us down!” Ber groaned, holding onto Res as her sister clutched at her heart like it was about to burst.

“… my ambitions

Seeing Ignis in such a state calmed her down somewhat as the skies tore open once again, this time from the side. The barrel of her grand weapon pointed straight at Frost as clumps of flesh began to leap into the sky, forming giant meatballs that then fell…

… onto Frost.


< [Collective Leap] >


 

< “Their lives were not their own. They say talk and they bark. They say farewell, and they die. Our sense of self has degraded. An Atelier is but one heart, as are the Impuritas. When they go against the gradient their ambitions drown them.” >


 

< “This destruction of self. The destruction of ambition. Drowning in aspirations. Beaten by desires… Come to me. My heart is open to ease those pains.” >


 

Frost’s heart became a gaping maw, lined with thousands of tentacle-like teeth, expanding many meters in all directions. The clumps of flesh were devoured as her heart grew to the point where her body was insignificant in comparison.

Frost’s tears became crystal clear for a moment. The overgrowth was the physical representation of Frost’s will to carry all on her back, and the rendition of this Corrupted showed just how painful it was.

Jury hesitated to attack her, but upon hearing Ber and Res’ wails, she followed through, uttering with sullen eyes.

“I couldn’t help you after all. All this time I thought that I was also holding onto that burden. I didn’t realize just how heavy it was… all that on your back. All those lives you want to protect….” Jury’s will wavered at the sight of Frost’s destruction.

The mounds never stopped. Even after the glow of [Retrocausality – Smite] obliterated the collapsing mass, the parasitic heart still remained untouched, eating away at Frost.


Heart of Ours | HP: 1


< “I carry the weight of countless lives. I am the center of many aspirations. Please let me keep you all afloat, lest you all drown.” >


 

Frost’s voice was less distorted than usual. Jury and Res were the only ones to react, for they could hear this distinction. Frost was calling for help. Their hearts were ruined, and Jury’s mind was filled only with Frost’s cries.

Silence lulled the world, the mass growing infinitely larger until it reached a critical point, throbbing as if ready to burst.

Jury trembled, as did Res. Neither tried to attack Frost anymore as both fell into a sudden reflective state. The same that had claimed Cer prior.

“I know where my heart is supposed to be. With everyone. The Stuffed Teddy Bear took everyone away from us. I promised myself that I wouldn’t allow it to happen again. Heartache after heartache… we all saw what the world was. Everyone wanted me. So I know how you feel, Frost, to be at the center of it all… I…”

Res paused, gazing into Frost’s teary eyes as Ber’s heart dropped.

“Don’t do it! PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER!”


< [Shattered Dreams] >


 

“… just want to be surrounded by people I love.”

Res’ desire was twisted in a way that made her seek to become one with the Heart of Ours. To become one with Cer. Her senses were violated, just like Cer’s and as a result –

“REEEEEEEEEEES!”

“No… Not you too!”

Res exploded into nothing but black clouds. The same clouds ate at Jury’s chest, and they frothed from her eyes. Jury too fell into the same trance, her heart no longer belonging to her.

It belonged to the Heart of Ours.

“This dream of helping people… I wanted nothing but to see you happy. I hated it whenever you cried. Stop crying. Please just… stop crying. Frost. I failed. I… failed to save you. You were always there for all of us. It’s suffocating…”

“Ju…ry…!?” Ignis reached out for her, but her tentacles only entered a caustic black mist as Jury also exploded, leaving behind but white feathers. They fell like snow, and soon, it was only Ignis and Ber left alone to face Frost.


< [Suppressed] >


 

< “Just… let me be the boat the keeps you afloat. This heart of ours is rife with prejudices of my own. But I will make it the most comfortable place of all, even if it means ruining myself.” >


 

< [False Heart] >


 

Above Frost, joining Cer, was a red, crystalized heart containing both Res and Ber. They clutched dearly at their hearts, sleeping blissfully in their eternal prison before Frost shattered into a million golden particles.
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< False Heart >


	 



	HP : Infinitas
	
ATT DEF : Infinitas


	MAG DEF : Infinitas









< The Heart of Ours has successfully been Suppressed >


 

* * *


Ber broke.

Ignis collapsed onto her knees as crackles of electricity formed around a Ber whose eyes glowed a violent red through the shadows of her hair. Dust. Rock. Debris. It all began to float by her side as black electric currents soon lifted entire slabs of concrete and granite.

The world turned black. Hideously so as a Frost wrapped by the brambles of razor sharp, black cloth floated in the air. The mass bondage kept her in place, wrapping each limb until a web spanning the entire 10km city of skyscrapers was formed. Frost was blinded, her mouth gagged by the bounds as one eye wept tears of blood, and the other tears of sadness.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET WAILS >






	 
	 
	
Blood of the Covenant
Frost


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< Blinded by others, we preyed on those with blood like ours. In time, blood tasted no different from water. When connections ran as deep as ours, the blood spilled so readily. To this day none of us knew why we fought in the first place… Can you show me what a real bond looks like? >

AFFINITY : Civilization


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 210
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	
HP : 30,000,000


	ATT : 32,000
	MAG ATT : 30,000



	ATT DEF : 25,000
	MAG DEF : 25,000
	
MP : 200,000


	
RESIST : 1,000


	AGI : 450









Unlike the previous Corrupted, The Blood of the Covenant possessed a Corrupted Zone now that Jury was no longer present. It took control of the Isolation Sphere, turning the distant backgrounds into one of a dark, thorny forest. Those that tried to escape were enveloped by it, bounded. Their bleeding bodies were like roses in Frost’s thorny garden.

The fight would be insurmountable.

However…


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

UNSTABLE CORRUPTED PERSONA

 

< BER HAS BEEN CONSUMED BY THE BLACK SWAN >


 

Ber’s face was no longer hers. A shadowy beak filled with teeth replaced her head, and her beautiful feathers had become nothing but ragged blades. Her field of electricity extended to over a kilometer away, causing buildings themselves to rise.


<><><> [UNSTABLE: I AM A SWAN!] <><><>


< “Don’t judge me. Am I hideous? That can’t be right… I can only be beautiful!” >


 

This voice did not belong to Frost.

It belonged to the insane Ber.

            

    
        293. Two Woes Don’t Make a Right

    
    
    
    
                There were two states regarding a person that wielded a Corrupted Persona.

A Stable and an Unstable state. Frost did not have this problem when it came to manifesting her Corrupted Personas, likely due to her being the Amalgam. The sample size was miniscule, however. Ber and Frost were the only known individuals capable of manifesting the powers of the Corrupted.

Nav however, understood that Ber rode between a fine line of sanity and insanity.

Even prior to her entering the First State. So long as she possessed a Corrupted Persona, Ber needed to avoid generating an excessive amount of negative Nex.

Because of how new it was, Nav was uncertain until now. And they were still largely uncertain of its underlaying mechanics. However, if there was one thing that was for certain –


< Ber >

< “Come dance with me underneath this moonlight. You’ll love my voice.” >


 

– It was that this phenomenon would become a greater deal moving forward.

Ignis became no more than an observer in a world of chaos. The violent spectacle left no time for her to shed tears for their fallen friends. She watched the last of her friends spiral into self-destruction, baring fangs, claws and levying everything they had onto one another.

The infested world of black barbed cloth animated like a belt sander, slicing buildings into giant chunks as Ber’s field of electricity was not caused by [Supercharged Field]. Rather, it was solely generated by her ability, Galvanic Blood. All else, including her Skills of the sane Ber were stripped, leaving only the ugliness of her Corrupted’s hideous form.


< The lower Ber’s mana becomes, the more her sanity returns >


< MANA REQUIRED UNTIL SANITY IS RESTORED: 250,000 MP >






	 
	 
	
< UNSTABLE >

Ber
< The Black Swan >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
AFFINITY : Desire


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Trauma
	
HP : 1,920,000


	ATT : 45,000
	MAG ATT : 39,000



	ATT DEF : 30,000
	MAG DEF : 30,000
	
MP : 360,000


	AGI : 250
	RESIST : 4,200









After revealing the significantly buffed Ber, Nav then brought up the Conditions required to defeat the Blood of the Covenant.


< CONDITION: Blood of the Covenant seeks the Bonded. The bonds of all will be severed. Blood of the Covenant takes significantly less damage from those that are not Bonded. Only the Bonded may Suppress it >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: When Blood of the Covenant’s HP reaches 0… >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Nil… >


 

“Nav! Are you saying that this isn’t even the end!?” Ignis cried, interpreting the Suppression Requirement as such.

She hoped in her heart that she was wrong as Ber took flight, her wingbeats generating monsoons as she charged straight for Frost. Her wings were spread like that of an arrowhead, with her bladed hand pointed high above, and her claws reeled backwards, primed to eviscerate the bounded Frost.


< I am uncertain. But the Archivist is desperately trying to arrange something in the Nexus. I have forwarded all relevant information. So long as you are still within the Isolation Sphere, then help is bound to arrive in due time! >


 

< … and good luck. A machine like myself does not understand the concept of prayers. They are meaningless. But I will clasp my hands regardless and offer one for you >


 

Comparatively, Ber was stronger than a Woe of the Fallen Star given her buffs. So much so that the head on collision of both unstoppable entities caused their surroundings to ripple. Ber, like an aggressive cat, latched onto the bounded Frost and concealed her within her wings, singing loudly as she held up her claws.


< Frost >

< “People will turn their backs against friends. When the ‘mission’ or ‘ideal’ is greater than the bonds we make, then can we truly trust the people around us?” >


 

< Ber >

< “Ahaha! Watch my dance! How it spins! You can’t get away from my moonlit embrace!” >


 

Frost spoke and was followed by Ber’s distorted voice. Their conversation as broken as the world. A nonsensical exchange of words by two minds that had lost control over oneself. Ignis herself was useless. At least in her twisting perspective.

Her ATT and MAG ATT were not enough to make a tangible difference outside of defending herself from the sweeping ribbons. However, her DEF stats made her largely immune to all forms of damage, both from Frost and Ber.

She was in a way just as monstrous.






	 
	 
	
Ignis
< The Symbiote >


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Original
	
HP : 2,280,000


	ATT : 16,200
	MAG ATT : 14,400



	ATT DEF : 45,000
	MAG DEF : 39,000
	
MP : 210,000


	RESIST : 3,300
	AGI : 200 (Limit)









< [Corrosive Binding] >


 

< [Bond Splitter] >


 

Corrosive Binding created the black ribbons, endlessly regenerating them from external balls called Watered Bonds. Unlike the previous iteration of this fight, the cloth themselves had no name and were easily broken down. In exchange, they proliferated endlessly, like parasitic worms bursting from the abdomen of an insect.

These things were what kept Frost chained. The bonds of water gagged and blinded her as Ignis made it her mission to take them down.






	 
	
Watered Bonds


	 



	HP : 1,200,000
	
ATT DEF : 3,000


	MAG DEF : 3,000









In the meantime, as she wielded boney blades in both hands to sever the sapient cloth, Ber’s clawed hand began to spin like a drill. Black lightning struck her spiky shell where they both resided before it plunged down straight into Frost’s chest.


<><><> [UNSTABLE: FUTILE GALVANISM] <><><>


 

< “Dance, dance, dance dance dance dance DANCE under my moonlight!” >


 

Blood of the Covenant | HP: 29,400,000


Ber had dealt 600,000 damage to Frost in that short time span. By now roughly an hour had elapsed since the battle had started. With the way time worked within, an hour equated to 10 hours beyond.

It also went without saying that this battle would last significantly longer than all the previous combined.


< [Impassioned Rally] >


 

< Frost >

< “The last thing I’d ever want is to break the bonds of the people I’ve come to love. Rather, I wish I could just keep them close like this, bounded as one.” >


 

Pure hatred wriggled into Ignis’ heart, like a worm into the core of an apple.

She bounced from building to building, scaling their great heights as they were uprooted from their very foundations. She zipped across the world, running around the city in search for the Watered Bonds. The backdrop of the two warring giants captivated her as much as it caused her to despair.

I hate the Corrupted. I hate that it’s turned you both into that. Out of everyone, it’s you two who shouldn’t be fighting against each other. Frost. You’re gentler than that and I know it. No one else tried to help me, Ber or anyone. And Ber… you’re the one who feels the strongest about our bonds. We’re part of your ‘flock’ right?

Approaching a black sphere, Ignis extended her bony blades, using them like stilts as she impaled them from above, watching a thick mixture of water and blood burst from its seams. In the meantime, she avoided the whips of cloth, and danced around the ever-expanding web.

            

    
        294. When Woes Collide

    
    
    
    
                Minutes ticked like hours. There was no reason to eliminate the Watered Bonds. They had no effect on Frost’s vulnerability, and neither were they required to be defeated in the first place. But something ate at her as she watched the ribbons take hold of countless people and Impuritas alike, bleeding them as screams filled the air.


< [Collective Illusion] >


These people were rendered down to a thin, watery liquid as she began to rapidly breathe. Her pants and bouts of panic were unlike her as the seeds of despair continued to slip deeper with each Watered Bonds she vanquished, all the while Ber revelled in the madness, her form no longer like one of a wolf, but of a monster hellbent on the destruction of everything she deemed ‘ugly’.

No.

That wasn’t right.


<><><> [UNSTABLE: DESPERATE FOR LOVE] <><><>


 

Ber, using the cloth, dragged herself close to Frost once again, wrapping themselves into a black shell made from her feathers. This time, her clawed drill expanded by fivefold as she tried to excavate Frost’s very heart.

The bonds unravelled around Frost’s chest, exposing the untouched flesh beneath as well as a black spade.


Blood of the Covenant | HP : 28,800,000


 

< Ber >

< “Validate this beauty of mine. Tell me how beautiful of a black swan I am!” >


 

Ber merely sought for others to perceive her as beautiful. Now that she realized it, those who averted their gaze or could not acknowledged Ber were slaughtered. Frost’s blindfold made her Ber’s mortal enemy.

Ber, like Ignis, was highly mobile. Her AGI was insane, and Frost’s was even greater. Ber’s monstrous beak seemed to smile no matter how many times she was struck by the sweeping whips. Innocents. Impuritas. Scarlet Logic forces, and suddenly, at one point –


<><><> [UNSTABLE: SINGING WINGSLASH] <><><>


 

< Ber >

< “Look at me! I am the moon hovering in your darkest night! Do not – AVERT YOUR EYES!” >


 

– Her bladed hand extended to over two kilometres in length. The size caused Ignis’ heart to drop as she watched the blade strike her unexpectedly, blocked only by her bone blades as she was dragged through hundreds of buildings, and flung to the outermost rims of the city.

Ignis tried to catch herself, converting both hands into tentacles, but her momentum made it impossible. She stared at the distant clash of purple and black, her crimson eyes reflecting the moonlight of a false moon.

She collided with a Watered Bond, and she stood atop its injured shell, allowing it to futility attack her as she solemnly watched the battle. Even from kilometres away she could feel the vibrations of combat. The shockwaves of each clash, and the demented roars that brought back the horrific memories of Divas Pass.

“… I’m not useless…” She assured herself, slashing the bonds away.

Endless booms akin to an erupting volcano endlessly played as secondary shockwaves devastated everything within a 1km radius of Ber. Everything was flattened. No foundation or rock larger than one’s hand existed along that zone of annihilation.

Only sifting gravel did. They moved like leaves caught in a wind, acting as bullets which obliterated rising Dungeons in mere seconds. That was if they weren’t already killed by the black lightning.


< Frost >

< “I despised how blinded people were. Scarlet Logic knew what they were doing. The Fodders did. But they couldn’t fight back. They were bounded by circumstance, blinded by ideals imposed by a greater body. But that does not make what they did excusable… >


 

< [Collective Illusion] >


 

Again, Frost bled every being she could, as if seeking for an answer. Ignis tried desperately not to cry, remembering the moments Frost tried to wring out answers from their enemies.

No one ever did say anything…

Ignis lamented for Frost, but in the grand scheme of things, her emotions mattered little. Her heart was corroded with the darkness of hatred and self-doubt as she feared those closest to her. Those whose bonds were supposed to be unbreakable.

In a way, as her ears slowly drooped to a close to keep the screams away, she realized that it wasn’t Frost who was severing the bonds. It was Ber. No. That wasn’t right either. It was both of them in their own twisted, malevolent ways.

Insecurities come bubbling up and there’s nothing you can do about it… There’s one person I never wanted to experience what we did, and that was you Frost.

Ignis returned to her monotonous endeavour to remove the tumours that were the Watered Bonds. At this point, it was to keep her mind straight. To assure herself that she wasn’t useless as the wails of the present blended with the ones of the past.


* * *


Ignis’ sense of time made it feel like things had been going on for days on end.


<><><> [UNSTABLE: TRANSPIRED INSTINCTS] <><><>


 

< “I’ve abandoned the old and embraced the new. Can you do the same and accept me for who I am!? Love me! Ahaha!” >


An additional pair of wings grew from the lower half of Ber’s back. She was like a black star rather than a moon now. Every inch of the city suffered severe damage as Ignis uprooted every last of the Watered Bonds, sniffling as she tried to keep her composure.

After all this time, her shell chipped away at the sight of losing her loved ones. It never fully settled in until now, and she could not help but to believe that…


< Ignis. Please. I’m still here >


 

“So is everyone inside of my head! They keep yelling and screaming and crying! I can still hear the kind lady from the Inn! The gardener from across the street! The fisherman who’d bring me snacks!”

Ignis, perhaps out of everyone, suffered the most from this. After assuring herself in the last iteration of the fight that their bonds were unbreakable, it shattered her very sanity to see it all crumble away just hours after.

“How come no one’s here to help again? The White Wing disappeared. Everyone I know is slipping away. I know that it’s not my fault. But how can I think otherwise when it’s happened again!?”


< I cannot say for certain that I know what is occurring on the outside. But there is a chance that this person you call the White Wing may be lending a hand >


 

< I have still yet to encounter danger. I walk a purgatory of black and white. By staying here, no wish can compromise Frost >


 

“W-Walking…?” Ignis returned to the healers, following a series of staircases that led into a cellar. “What do you mean?”


< My wish may be – >


 

Nav’s prompt cut away unexpectedly as the world shook.

The healers rested within, whom of which appeared in a considerably better state. Thankfully, there was a proficient healer amongst them, and they kept the others well and alive.

Seeing Ignis brought smiles upon their faces. The reason why she returned was to prove to herself that she wasn’t alone in this city. Although, she knew deep down that it wouldn’t matter in the end.

If people like Jury and the triplets were susceptible to being consumed by a false narration of their values, then so could she. Ignis didn’t speak to them. Nor could she hear them. Instead, Ignis severed her hands with much hesitation, offering them the bone blade for protection.

None of them touched it. Not until Ignis personally handed it over to one of them, and to their surprize, it latched onto their hand. A stray rat ran into the room, and before the healer knew it, the blade split the rat into two.

The blade was somewhat sapient, carrying a part of Ignis’ will to protect these people. Or in Frost’s terms, the blade was genetically coded with such a purpose. Ignis didn’t realize it immediately, but her mana had disappeared. She had unintentionally used [Gene Expression] for this purpose, and as a result, only two weapons were made.

… healers… can be protected like this too… Frost will praise me, wouldn’t she? Frost will scratch my head and say thanks… Papa will…

Ignis didn’t hear their words. Her hands didn’t regenerate, despite how hard the healers tried to help her. She simply walked away, back into the chaotic winds summoned by her broken friends as her body slowly began to melt away.


Blood of the Covenant | HP: 8,200,000


Ber’s Unstable [Roost of the Knowledgeable Swan] and [Resounding Voice] caused black thorn to rain, all the while her screams of being beautiful played over and over again like a broken record. Frost could not stop brooding over her despairs over how people were so blinded, and how quick they were to turn on their own.

Impuritas. The Ateliers. People…

Frost had tried to speak to them.

But in the end…


< Frost >

< “There was only violence…” >


 

“People turned a blind eye to us. I remember seeing them. The Midnight Teams. Floating and buzzing as they watched our home fall. It’s happening again.” Ignis monologued, returning to a familiar form.

No. Formless.

Ignis became a slime with the characteristics of a cat as she oozed water.

She recalled her memories as a Corrupted.


< [Assimilating Assimilation] >


 

I’ve become lost. A thorn in this garden of roses again. People around me are gone. How can I be sure that I’m not the problem? I… don’t know what I should do anymore.

She was caught by the cloth. Somehow, despite it being made of fabric and strings, she could feel Frost’s warmth woven within. Frost felt just like her, and Ignis felt comfort knowing that she wasn’t alone.


< Frost >

< “The crossroads pointed in all directions so clearly. I am not indecisive. I’ve gone down all paths. Explored each street..” >
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< [Watered Covenants] >


 

Ber’s form had slowly decayed over time, revealing small snippets of her real self. The struggle of her dual identities made it appear like the Corrupted was a parasite, desperately trying to reign control over her psyche.

For a small snippet of one’s personality to become large enough to consume its owner was but one of a million horrors of Elysia. And right underneath Ber’s nose, Ignis was swallowed into the expanding spade along Frost’s chest.


< Frost >

< “But I still feel so lost. I am…” >


 

Ignis didn’t feel a thing. Instead, it was somewhat liberating to be held so closely by Frost. In her final moments, the slime-Ignis dreamt of a future where their bonds would be unbreakable, unlike the Scarlet Logic and Impuritas she sought to erase from the face of this world.

I also feel so lost…


< [Directionless] >


 

< Frost >

< “There is only one path left to explore… and it’s the one I loathed the most. But therein lies a language known to all. And it’s the one I’ve grown to become the most fluent in.” >

            

    
        295. The Bird And Another Egg

    
    
    
    
                Ber’s sanity returned much later. An unknown amount of time had passed, and her mana had become small enough where her body returned to what it once was. Her recollections were messy, but she understood the general gist of things.

The Black Swan’s Unstable features disappeared in a burst of golden light. They retreated into her chest as she saw the devastation of their world.

Not a single building was left standing, and underneath them was a crater filled with blood. Black spears riddled the world, appearing like a forest of black, charred trees.

Frost no longer attacked her for an unknown reason. Just like before when the Blood of the Covenant retracted its tendrils, it did the same here. Frost floated atop this sea of blood; her body bare for the world to witness.

The only piece of cloth left on her were the ones that covered her eyes and mouth.
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Ber floated above her, her wingbeats causing ripples to endlessly flow to the crater’s edge. She looked in all directions, searching for Ignis but found no one besides themselves in this bleak world.

“… are you happy, Frost?” Ber inadvertently spoke, blaming Frost for this, even though she knew that they had no say in this matter. “Is this what you wanted? Your version of bonds? All this blood means nothing if it ours that you’re going spill. The blood of the covenants don’t mean anything in an Atelier. Adventurers will do the same to save face outside of this place. I’ve seen it, Frost. Too many times.”

Ber was mentally defeated as she came down from the high of her Corruption. She knew that there was no other way to beat Frost.

“It’s unfair. One moment I thought I broke through all my chains, and the next I have one wrapped around my neck.”

Indeed. Ber didn’t see it earlier, but there was one last strand of cloth in this world. And it was the one that connected her with Frost, wrapped gently around her neck like a leash. Ber tried to sever it. To snip it with her claws but to no avail.

She realized that she was already enraptured by Frost’s spell.

And frankly speaking, there was no other way to end this.

Strangely enough, she wasn’t devoured immediately. She was given the time to think for herself, as well as to speak with a familiar blue prompt.

“So you have some sense to at least let me go out with some dignity and closures. Nav. What happens after I let Frost eat me.”


< It is unknown. But right now, the Archivist claims that her book, Cinder Civitas, won’t stop burning. She theorizes that maybe through this – >


 

“– We get the last chapter? Some closure? Is this how it’s supposed to work? None of this really fitting into my head. Would be easier to just solve things with fists. But it’s because of this mindset that Frost is like that… Say, Nav. Was Ignis afraid of me? I lost myself there. So I want to know if did something to her.” Ber politely asked after holding back a claw meant to stab Frost.

Ber already knew the answer, and she could feel an instinctual urge to be eaten by Frost. Her heart never surrendered. The others never did and she knew it. She knew her sisters more than anyone. But it was the one, split second of vulnerability which has costed them their…

“… let’s hope this isn’t the end. Frost. You’d sacrifice yourself if it meant saving me. If I die here and you come back, then… tch. Nav… hurry up and answer me!”


< Ignis was afraid >


 

Nav didn’t lie to her.

But she wished Nav did.

Nav was a machine after all, unable to read between the lines. To bless Ber with one last comforting lie.

A single tear fell into the pool below, and the blood turned into water.

“I’m sorry…”

An opening in her heart formed, and Frost took the opportunity to finally devour her. The black spade gobbled her like a venus fly trap, forming a crystal that entombed a tiny Ignis and Ber, both locked in an eternally cold embrace.


< [False Spade] >


 

All three crystals were in Frost’s possession.

Aside from the green club, which had burned ever since the beginning. Frost sunk into the depths of the water, her face the last to descend as she uttered one last thing before the water turned pitch black.


< “Violence is all we’ll know, and all we’ll ever know… It would be better if...” >


 

These were spoken in Frost’s true voice. One without the distorted echoes.

She disappeared for good, the black liquid forming a colossal dome within the crater. The egg-shaped object pulsated as the darkness of the Isolation Sphere disappeared, revealing the outside world where the Advent of Desire still shone.

The light cascaded over the world. One would expect a flower, or life, or something to bud in this hell.

But nothing did.

The light only revealed nightmares one would wish the darkness forever kept.

There was no hope in this plain of desolation.

All aside from the egg.


***


Two figures suddenly approached the edge of the crater moments later.

“The usual scenery. I had hopes that Jury would be able to save them. Unfortunately, this is how it always used to end. Never as dramatically as this. As it turns out, the Faux Angel Act X warned me of was misleading. I suppose even the Sect of Gears can sabotage their interpretations.”

The White Wing spoke to a certain grey-haired Demon, glancing at her blackened arm.

“Are you sure you’ll be ok here?” She added. “Demons can’t heal with healing magic.”

Carpalis kindly smiled.

“I am aware. This hand that failed them will be put to the test again. With or without your concern. I’ve been complacent long enough. The Sectors are somewhat stable. Thanks to you. Why the change of heart?”

“Think of it as debt. I’ve said it to your friend Jury that I wish to make a good impression on the Amalgam. But as it turns out, there might be one more person I can make a good impression on.”

She gazed upon the Piece of the Fallen Star, smiling fondly before they returned to the heights of the black egg.

“Carpalis. I’ve told you about Faux Angles in the past, haven’t I? They’re made from the Advent of Wrath. Beings that seek the light. To make their wishes come true. That’s only half of it. Faux Angels – notably the most dangerous of them all – are born from the light they seek. I will ask you once more. Do you wish to stay?”

Carpalis took a step forward, her hand dangling like a burst sausage as she tenderly stared at the egg, as if able to see the sleeping Frost within.

And with a voice of motherly conviction, she uttered as she extended her Faustian Bargain –

– Her only hand left.

“I will do what I wish was done for me. No more. No less.”

            

    
        296. The Meaning of the Piece of the Fallen Star

    
    
    
    
                4 days had passed since the White Wing left Jury and her companions to deal with Frost. The reason she left them to fight alone was never uttered, even to the curious Carpalis who tagged along now that the situation outside was manageable.

Much had occurred within such a short period of time. The White Wing’s reasoning for lending her hand was also draped in mystery. Her sudden change in heart caused her to redirect the Golden Index towards seemingly obscure locations dotted around the City of Clubs.

By now Scarlet Logic’s forces were dead. Only their gambit teams remained, as did their false healers. The 6th Branch had only just recently joined the fight, sandwiching the Dungeons and Impuritas between the existing forces within the City of Clubs, most notably in C5.

The only place that was not defended was the Piece of the Fallen Star.

Carpalis admittedly knew little of what was going on. The White Wing knew significantly more than she was willing to claim, made obvious by how she directed both Justica Arms and the Golden Index towards imminently emerging Dungeons.

Normally, Dungeons could be predicted ahead of time using Caldera Industries technology, as well as Act X’s predictions to a certain extent. However, in the thick of their shared silence, the White Wing slid a hand into her breast pocket.

“2 days, 3 hours, 21 minutes, and 37 seconds until the Hyperlink returns. Sooner is likely. But we only have 2 days until we have a Faux Angel on our hands. 10 times acceleration of time within this Isolation Sphere, if I recall its name correctly. Quite insignificant. Slightly less than 5 hours until it hatches. How awfully reminiscent. I could cry~”

She removed her gloves and placed a hand onto its thick exterior, sensing the vibrations within as a guttural snore ran through her fingertips, her golden eyes reflecting its darkness in a matter that made them appear like Carpalis’ demonic ones.

In contrast, Carpalis’ eyes were somehow more golden than the White Wings, as if she carried more Angelic traits than an Angel herself. She fondled the egg. Groped it. She violated it with her fingers, caressing it as she dragged a finger around, eagerly running them over each growing vein with a fond expression until they ran over a series of circular veins, isolated from the rest of the system.

Their forms were nonsensical. The scribbles of a child best described them. Closing her eyes, she suddenly paused and began to speak with Carpalis.

They had time to spare, after all. There was no sense of urgency. Both had seen enough horrors to become desensitized to what nightmare potentially awaited them. More than that, Carpalis simply wished to extend her hand again, and as for the White Wing?

“Do you know why it’s called the Piece of the Fallen Star?” The White Wing asked, turning towards the Piece of the Fallen Star as she openly ridiculed the desperate Impuritas, who flutily reached for the unreachable light.

Carpalis responded with a slightly confused twitch of her fennec-ear-like horns.

“I don’t blame you~ It’s prone to misinterpretation. Which star does it reference? Why is it a star of all things? Such useless questions. Hah… Did you know, beings tend to put meaning behind the most meaningless things. If only they knew the origins of their world. But some things are better kept a secret. We called it an ‘Infohazard’ back in our world.”

“I was not aware that you came from the same world.” Carpalis gently spoke, neither shocked nor impressed by the revelation. She simply accepted it as fact, her concerns focused more on the situation.

“The same reason there are special scabs Beholders will try to guard. Yourself included. You could call the Advent a star because of its appearance. ‘To wish upon a star’. A fragment invites the notion of ‘incompletion’. Coming from something that was once whole. As expected of you, Carpalis my dear friend, you’re taking this easily.”

“I’ve heard stranger tales. My origins are a few of them. Hehehe… I might be married to misery… Oh White Wing – my dearest friend – would you be so kind to tell me what the true interpretation of the Advent of Desire is?”

“Exactly what it states. A piece of the fallen star. You see, our world has had no stars for the longest time. But one day, one fell into our world. Maybe it was there all along. Maybe it appeared from thin air. Who knows. What we do know, from history’s sake, is that it began a series of events that boiled into whatever world we ended being born into. That light which we called GEN-00 is intrinsically tied with Frost.”

“Frost is a star?” Carpalis’ left arm shivered as the White Wing kindly took hold of it, slowly bringing it towards the egg.

Her digits cramped. All sense of touch was seared by Frost’s flame, and all forms of fine motor movement were forever lost. Some semblances of gross motor movements remained. A Beholder having taken enough damage to lose a limb was not uncommon when it came to fighting the Corrupted, particularly those of the Apocalypse category.

Beholder E. was one such example, having lost every organ and every limb, left with only a small piece of their brain. Beholders were beings that rode a tormented path of blood before they ever had the chance of entering the Eternal Library. They were broken beings, saved only by an ideal they bared, complemented by their technology.

Such as Carpalis’ will to offer others her hand, hence why she received the Faustian Bargain.

She did not show it, but a small part of her was saddened that her left arm was left in such a miserable state.

“Wishes came true if you put your mind to it. Stones carrying reality-altering properties could be formed when the light was stimulated enough. You’re aware of these things, no? The Genesis Stones. Another component of GEN-00.” The White Wing never paused to allow Carpalis to properly digest this.

“You see, we lived in a city like this. Housing over a hundred billion, sprawled throughout the world, separated by walls and arbitrary classes made by those fortunate enough to be among the top brass. Before mana, we used electricity. Inside of a giant reactor capable of creating the energy output of a star. A mass fusion reactor. But…”

The White Wing, after an agonizingly long moment of silence, dragged a finger to what appeared to be an arrangement of beads and looping rings. They formed a childish drawing of a solar system.

“… little did the world know that they actually did hold a star. They captured a star, and its pieces were slowly wrung from it. Ripped from its very seams. It became the ultimate object of desire, trapped inside of a black shell in its hell paraded as a paradise. A purgatory of sorts, generating Nex, the Genesis Stones, and the primordial ooze people had no qualms feeding on.”

“Is that what the Amalgam encapsulates? A true, complete whole?”

“I couldn’t care less. Seeing this egg hurts me, you know? Being at the center of so many things. The object of desire for countless. Having seen the greed firsthand. The wars waged around them… having lost their way in which way is right, they resorted to the one thing the world only knew. Bloodshed.” The White Wing sopoke fondly of Sinder, placing Carpalis’ hand back beside her as gently as possible. “Don’t lose that arm.”

“I wouldn’t be able to give a hand anymore~ Gabriella. Does this, in your mind, pardon you from leaving this to Jury and her friends alone?”

“I thought that maybe if it was Jury, then she’d be able to change things her own way. Besides, this works either way. So long as we can deal with them until… She arrives.”

“Our beloved Arbiter?” Carpalis hummed as the White Wing brought a bare hand to cusp the Demon’s cheek, brushing away leftover grime from her encounter with the Infusions.

The White Wing stood only a hair shorter than her, and their fond exchange hinted a more intimate relationship than what met the eye.

“If there’s one thing I want from you, my Carpalis, it’s to never let her know that I was here.”

“Hehehe. Angels don’t get along?”

Gabriella’s small smile faded as she stared at the Piece of the Fallen Star through Carpalis’ eyes.

“That is no longer. Worry not of the Piece of the Fallen Star. All wishes will be as the Advent is. Incomplete. Just a small, fledgling, demented piece. Meaning nothing will go as planned. Only beings like us traverse their physical plane to have one grand wish granted.”

The black egg throbbed, the pocket watch ticking incomprehensibly now.

“It’s exactly what you think it is. Those wastes of life?” Gabriella pointed at the mountain of Impuritas. “Their orders to attempt something so futile were not by accident or by blind faith. It was all in the hopes of powering the Advent of Desire, but we severely miscalculated its cost. If you think about it, a certain fallen Star would also be here to claim it if this weren’t the case. A shame. I was looking forward to stabbing that one. I suppose that proves Act X is ultimately correct.”

As the egg continued to express activity in the form of moving veins, Gabriella summoned her pale stake and pricked its outer shell.

“Our 10th Act awaits.”

            

    
        297. The Archetype of Desire

    
    
    
    
                The purgatory that was the Piece of the Fallen Star had no beginning or end. The lightshow forever filled the empty skies as Nav walked its endless expanse with the little Frost in hand.

Her internal clock matched the outside world as she manually counted it by the seconds. Her demeanor never changed. An expressionless guise was all she could muster, even when she could no longer hear the voices of the people she considered ‘friends’.

Nav could not express her grievances. She didn’t even know what she was supposed to feel, and she doubted she had the capabilities to begin with. Her cold exterior matched her artificial innards, made specifically to mimic the living. But even so, there was a strange tickle in her chest that drove her legs forward.

Her mobility was still a work in progress. If the little Frost so happened to walk in front of her, then she’d inadvertently collide with her, unable to stop her legs less she wished to fall onto her face.

It had already happened more than once. Five times, actually. The little Frost orbited Nav, never walking in a straight line like a moon around its mother planet. At each orbit the little Frost would show an emoji, mostly of a smile as she pointed towards the light.

“There is a presence ahead. The Archetype of Desire, I believe. Bizarre that you can sense them.”

The little Frost cheerfully nodded.

“I still have yet to understand why the Alter Frost’s exist in the first place. You do carry similar characteristics as Frost, but there are multiple of you. A little Frost and a Hired Arm. I speculate there are more of you in the wild. Is this deduction correct?” Nav spoke succinctly, as the little Frost abruptly stopped to make a cheerful gesture.

“Alter!”

“Yes. Alter.”

“Frost!”

“Is that a yes?”

“Yeah!”

If Nav could sigh, she would have spent the next few minutes expelling her lungs of air. If anything, frustration was really all she could feel, and somehow, moving towards the light only drained her of what little emotions she had.

“So there are more of you. Intriguing. I imagine Jury would be ecstatic to hear this news.” Nav tried to trick herself into feeling a sense of loss but failed to illicit a single response.

She still felt something inside of her, however little it was.

Her desire on the other hand was warm. She sought for the light like a moth to a flame. By now they were completely alone. No entities could make it any further. She speculated that the deeper one ventured, the bigger the wish that was granted. She based it solely on her observations.

Those that transformed when she first arrived compared to those at the terminating line were drastic, and in her judgement, were more ‘complete’. There were more abominations that arose than man and women with slight abnormalities or defects, if one could even call them that.

“Do you believe Frost is ok?” Nav suddenly spoke, neither in an utter or whisper. The cold voice seemed to hurt the little Frost, who worriedly twiddled her fingers.

“Hurts.”

“You can sense how she feels, I deduce. Meaning the Hired Arm must be aware of what's happening.”

“… mmmmm…. Mmmmm! MMMMM!” The little Frost groaned, placing both hands on her head, thinking hard as Nav temporarily stopped for her, nearly tripping on her own feet.

“I can’t believe that world was advanced enough to make androids, but not advanced enough to iron out the defects.” She grumbled. “Is there something on your mind?”

The little Frost couldn’t properly convey her thoughts as an assortment of images popped over her head until smoke was all she could show, overheating after the immense mental strain. Her eyes spiralled, and Nav could only speculate just what exactly she was trying to convey.

“Enough. Take this. I find it unnaturally irritating to imagine you making another few hundred revolutions around me.” Nav offered her a hand, and the little Frost gladly took it.

A little too hard. She stuck by her side like glue, hugging her arm like a spoiled child as Nav’s movements became natural all of a sudden. Her eyes widened as if having reached a world altering epiphany, and she gazed down at the girl with intrigued eyes.

“I see. You make a good crutch.”

“Right!”


* * *


Nav could communicate with the Archivist strangely enough, as well as hear the faint, silent call ahead. Like Frost and Jury, she possessed incredible eyesight, attributed to her golden eyes. As vague as the voice was, she could tell they were making a steady pace now towards the light.

It was a beacon of light, rising higher than one could fathom. It matched the description of the Nexus, missing several black and golden parts that were described to accompany it. The sight was mesmerizing, but it never took her breath away as she relayed everything she could to the Archivist, including fragments of Frost’s woes that managed to reach her ears.


< “This is the world they made, and the world I tried to change.” >


 

< “From then and now. Nothing’s changed at all.” >


 

This voice did not sound like the Frost Nav knew. On the other hand, the Archivist expressed that this voice was far more familiar than Frost’s. Nav had the impression that Frost had either broken to the point where she lost herself, or something else had arisen to take over her.

Whatever the case was, it brewed within a cursed womb.

“Everyone’s rushing now. I’ve never seen so many Beholders gathered at once before. So this is the Arbiter’s Council…” The Archivist uttered, mesmerized by the sight Nav could only imagine.

No. Nav could imagine such a sight. She had nothing to draw from aside from the monsters and this endless expanse of nothingness. Therefore, she could only picture a little Frost surrounded by monsters.

“Is Scarlet Logic’s Beholder present?”

“Marduk was found dead a while ago. But they’ll just be reborn from what we know. N-Nav. Do we know what’s going to happen to Frost?”

“Unknown. But I highly recommend staying inside of the Floor of Civilization.”

“The Arbiter said the same thing to me. Just as a precaution. But I want to help…”

“You’re helping enough by leaving your Library. Your steps taken have aided tremendously. Please do not forget that.”

“… T-thank you. I’ll do my best then. It’s just that… this book won’t stop burning. It’s everything to me. Frost’s history is all written inside. I’m scared that I’m going to lose it soon.” The Archivist expressed her woes in silence, as if to not speak over the Beholders and the Arbiter, who had finally taken matters into their own hands now that they could leave the Nexus in due time.


< “From the people to myself. I’m still somehow in the center of it all.” >


Nav, whilst listening to Frost’s woes, wondered what the world beyond looked like. What mountains and valleys waited to be seen. She vividly remembered the moment when she, Jury and Frost first left the Black Forest and set their sights upon the world beyond.

How she wished she could have also seen it with them.

Nav held multiple wishes. One was to remain in her body. Another was to be with the others. The next was to see the same sights that they could all see. When it all boiled down, she shut her eyes and whispered to herself, condensing her wishes into the one thing she wanted the most.

“To be with them in person.”

Suddenly, she felt a warm light cast over her.

“Sure…?” The little Frost asked, wondering if that was the truth of her wish.

When Nav opened her eyes, she was greeted by the foot of the light. Somehow, they had travelled an immeasurable distance in an instant. As the Archetype of Desire occupied this space, she speculated that they must also control it.

That being said:

“I believe it is. But it would also be nice to understand what emotions are. I have a suspicion that the full extent of my wish cannot be granted.”

“Incomplete. Fractured. Not whole. Us. Same.” The little Frost said, showing a picture of a pie chart, each populated with multiple other, strangely looking Frosts.

She could have sworn one was a Frost with cat ears, and another dressed in pajamas.

“There was a saying on Earth, wasn’t there? The sum of the parts is greater than the whole. Maybe the Alter Frosts are like that. The physical embodiment of fragments of herself. Then, would that mean you’re the innocent part of her?” Nav suggested, and the little Frost only shrugged before she pointed at something behind them.

Turning around, she was dazzled by a sudden flash of light. Standing before her was a girl almost identical to the little Frost, except her long hair was colored white like an Angel’s. Her form seemed to radiate a subtle glow from an organ within her chest. Her dress was radiant, and the more Nav studied her, the more she realized that this perhaps wasn’t a girl at all.

They were androgynous. A being that merely existed, just like the light it emitted.

And moments later, she pulled up its stats and uttered:

“The Star Child…”
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        298. The Most Violent

    
    
    
    
                Their very existence was like a luminous piece of a star, having taken the form of a human. Nav did not know what to call it, so it defaulted to her given their long hair for simplicity’s sake.

It was also due to how eerily similar it appeared to the little Frost, and Frost herself in general. If she didn’t know any better, then she would have believed this to be another Alter Frost.

“Are you an Alter Frost?” Nav immediately asked, and the child placed a finger on the bottom of their chin as if to ponder on whether they were or not.

“Piece.” The little Frost answered but garnered zero response.

The child didn’t appear to be able to hear. They were deaf, and its pondering was merely coincidental. Instead, it began to draw images of light with a finger above their head, all the while the little Frost communicated with her overhead emojis.

The sight was surreal. It was like two children having an imaginary standoff, as the little Frost threw angry depictions of herself in response to what appeared to be complex mathematical equations that not even Nav could decipher.

Because those equations were merely arranged in a manner that depicted images. Like a collage of multiple symbols. Realizing that their message wasn’t getting across, the Star Child began to draw scribbles in the air, mostly of circular objects.

They were planets, and she seemed to want to show them to Nav like she was a...

“Parent. Could you be the light I was tasked to watch over in our distant past?” Despite being ‘deaf’, the Child promptly answered Nav, like it was the only voice in the world it could hear.

It caused the little Frost to pout.

The Star Child drew multiple exclamation marks and nodded her head furiously, having some semblance of her memories about Nav. Compared to the other Archetypes, she was certain of the fact rather than confused by the overwhelming sense of familiarity.

However, the Star Child also shook her head to say ‘no’, drawing a picture of what looked like Nav but with long hair, and a feathered coat very reminiscent to Frost’s.

“I could have a trillion computational units, and I would not be able to decipher what you’re tying to tell me. Regardless, I imagine you’re the one who brought me here in the first place.”

The Star Child nodded, as the little Frost threw up a thumbs up emoji to confirm it. Nav struggled to decipher the Star Child’s images, but the little Frost made it digestible with her own.

She showed the picture of a star and a chibi Frost reaching for it, depicting the act of a wish.

“You invited me here to have my wish granted?”

The Star Child drew a ‘50/50’.

“And the other half is to block the wishes of others, I believe?”

The Star Child nodded again, fondly smiling at Nav as she reached to take her hands. The warmth of their tiny paws was ever so familiar to her. She recalled her memory of the light the Arbiter gifted to her, and she realized that this being was almost certainly that light.

Almost because she didn’t know if Frost was also it. Or maybe this Archetype was just a piece of Frost.

“A piece of Frost, acting as the Archetype that governs Desire and an Advent that’s no more than a fragment of its whole. How poetic. Is this place truly granting the wishes of many?”

15,000.

This was the number the Star Child drew as she began a messy, incomprehensible breakdown of what wishes were granted, why they were granted, how they granted – it reached a point where the overlapping light made it impossible to stare without damaging the eyes of the little Frost.

Nav could only marginally comprehend it. The way the Star Child conveyed their ideas made little sense to her, and the little Frost was severely limited with her vocabulary.

“Why do all the Alter Frosts, and even the young Jury suffer from aphasia or some form of asperges syndrome?” Nav grumbled to herself. “I suppose I can’t judge. My perceptions are also inaccurate and difficult to put into words. Experiencing and seeing is different from knowing. I’ve found that out mere moments ago, so I can understand your limitations.”

The Star Child only smiled, as did the little Frost. Neither thought too hard about it, but Nav couldn’t help but feel like those smiles were odd. Like they didn’t know why they were smiling for.

Nav didn’t know what else to say or do. The children continued their picturesque conversation, like they were old friends. The contents were unknown to her, but more than anything, it seemed like they were studying one another.

“… I wonder if the Demi-human triplets look like that when they bicker.” Nav had a sudden stray thought.

The urge in her chest was like an untouchable itch. A fuzzy, warm sensation when she thought of meeting the people she had come to know by their voices alone. Her eyes narrowed. Something stung her eye, but no matter how much it developed, no liquid ever fell down her cheeks.

She sincerely hoped from the bottom of her heart that she would be able to finally see them all, and the sights Frost had promised her ever since that day. Until then, she watched over the two, wondering what was left to do until she heard Frost’s voice shatter her comforting silence like a dreaded roar.


< “The concept of Civilization as we knew it was corrupted.” >


 

< “I discarded many to try to fix it…” >


 

The world began to rumble unexpectedly.

Frost’s woes resonated with the Advent, but most importantly –

“Nav –!? The Nexus – it’s – It’s shaking!” Through the Archivist’s voice she could hear panic ensue in the background. “The Floor of Civilization is… its doors are opening by itself. And my book is – the pages are flickering! U-um –!”

“Please return to the Floor of Civilization!” Nav exclaimed as she checked on Frost’s state. Even though she could no longer communicate with her, she could still gauge her stats.

But when she did, she realized that an additional name had appeared beneath Frost’s.






	 
	
Frost
< Sinder >


	 



	
LEVEL : ???


	 
	ORIGIN : ???









Nav could not unveil the rest of their stats.

Not yet.

 

< “Because I saw the greed with my own two eyes.” >


 

< “I knew that their hearts were never truly theirs.” >


 

< “How easily that bonds of blood were diluted like water…” >


 

< “The girl who tried to record everything was cast aside. The languages we build in our civilizations were extra steps towards yet another mountain of corpses. No one tried to hear another out.” >


 

The more Nav listened, the more she realized something.

She was listening to the woes of two Frosts. One of the past and one of the present.


 

* * *


The Nexus turned black as dusk settled in. The orange horizon seemed brighter than ever before as the silhouettes of buildings could be seen in the skies. People pointed up, seeing a reflection of a larger Nex Megalopolis in their skies, burning as ashes born from the dying stars began to fall onto the world.

Their skies were burning. No moon or star were left in their darkening skies. The Nexus’ transformation caused one last trumpet to roar as the world seemingly stood still to watch the phenomenon unfold in Brandar’s skies.

The black egg cracked.

A voice from within spoke as shells collapsed, revealing a heat unlike anything this world had ever endured.


< “Suffering from what? All this greed never stopped. Ateliers still to this day remain outcome oriented. Monsters tangle hearts of the unwilling. Everywhere I went showed me more of a world I wish I never knew.” >


 

< “From the King of Puritas – Grandis – to the Ateliers and Impuritas afar, there was only violence that quelled disastrous flames, only to fan even greater ones. The conflict never ended. We were alone in this conflict. I desperately wanted to save everyone.” >


 

The egg was broken until the halfway mark as a figure clad in black, military garbs could be seen. It was a man with red eyes. The black feathery feature’s of Frost’s coat of prejudice were fused with their apparel, dyed in blood red as flames flickered from their back like the wings of an Angel.


< “I still do. I still believe we can save everything. I saw a father die because the world turned a blind eye! Children turned into monsters because they were given a false dream! People who suffered unknowing because they could not tell their rights from wrong! >


 

< “But first… I must cleanse it. I must cleanse all impurities from this world. Where language faltered, violence will prevail. Otherwise, I ask you this – my tainted home.” >


 

The White Wing glanced back at Carpalis and asked her once more.

“Are you sure you want to stay?”

“If you fail, then who will remain to keep them until help arrives?” Carpalis only smiled, her Faustian Bargain releasing its grip along her waist.

“I hope I won’t have to prepare a eulogy after this.” The White Wing brandished her pale stake as the egg finally crumbled to ashes.

Hovering over the male Frost’s shoulders was a blue diamond, a red heart, and a black spade, each radiating an insurmountable power as a flaming crown formed on his head, bearing thorns that dug into his flesh.


< “If we are to call ourselves civilized, then why do we crown the most violent to lead us!? >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< APOCALYPSE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET HUMS ITS DIRGE >
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< Civilizations will be set alight to become the warmth that its citizens were deprived of. Kings and Gods speak the one universal language, and so shall I. All must return to ashes >
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The White Wing broke into a small smile as she heard the familiarly cold voice speak in her mind. It did not speak to her directly. Rather, she intercepted it.


< Archivist. This is… This is the 5th and final chapter in the tale of Civitas Cinder >


 

< If Frost can be brought into the Floor of Civilization, then… >


 

< … We will have our first Awakening! >


 

Then, before the two knew it, Frost, or what was left of her, was engulfed by an explosion of flames. His body wore it like another layer of clothing, the flames licking of his body like blades as he set his crimson gaze upon the duo.

“… Apocalypse in every meaning of the word. The ‘egg is a world’, hm. Carpalis. I hope you won’t come to regret your decision.” The White Wing uttered, the heat causing the moisture of her body to evaporate.

And with one thrust, she began the violent brawl with her proclaimed Faux Angel.

            

    
        299. A Blazing Apocalypse

    
    
    
    
                The sound barrier broke. Particles of light exploded from the White Wing’s fingertips as her pale spear – the replica Spear of Annihilation – collided with Sinder’s chest. An invisible barrier only appearing to block the spear protected his heart, causing shreds of flaming pages to burst as he was flung hundreds of meters backwards.

“I didn’t expect you to reemerge so soon as a Faux Angel again SINDER!” The White Wing’s complexion burst with emotion. Her voice was accompanied by a maniacal chuckle. She clicked a button on her pocket watch as she lunged forward, disappearing before Carpalis’ very eyes.


}{ Spatial Entanglement }{


The sound barrier broke multiple times over, creating shockwaves that sifted the leveled remnants of the city like the waves of a sea. An artificial cityscape soon began to rise from the earth, painted in a permanent hue of green. Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain collided with Frost, swatting him like a miniscule bug as she rapidly grew to a colossal scale.


|| The Dealer of Hands ||


 

Carpalis’ Zone of Influence clashed with… Sinder’s.

It became clear that the prevailing identity that overruled Frost was not her own, but of a previous iteration. One that carried the combined woes of both, brought back into the realm of the living as a living embodiment of an apocalypse.

When two Corrupted Zones clashed one did not dominate over the other. In short, both existed at the same time. Apocalypse-classed Corrupted were beings of such might, and woven by existential nightmares that only Beholders could stand toe to toe with them.

Frost had become such one entity.

But more than that, this was a Corrupted born directly from Frost.


< “It all returns to ashes…” >


 

Sinder muttered in his deeply distorted, masculine voice.

“You’re the first Faux Angel born from whatever broken dreams you allowed to eat at you! When we thought those created by the Advent of Wrath were bad, you conjured something none of us could deal with! I know you can hear me in there, SINDER!” The White Wing carried a personal vendetta against it.

She appeared as quickly as she disappeared right in front of Sinder – the Crowned – as she punched the false Spear of Annihilation into his chest, as if hoping it would pierce his heart. It caused the Golden Hand behind to buckle. An Angel like the White Wing was on par, if not stronger than an ordinary Beholder.

The force caused the barrier and the tip of the spear to erupt with fireworks in the form of colorful sparks. The embers set the top of buildings alight before the White Wing clasped onto the spear as hundreds of falling feathers pointed at Sinder and began to riddle his body like knives before she grabbed him by the throat.

“No doubt you’re the real thing. That Primordial Factor can’t be touched with a fake apparatus like this. Like Elysia, you need to be eliminated, Sinder. This world is not yours to destroy again!” The White Wing then threw him downwards, her feathers dragging him along as she clicked her pocket watch again and again, clashing his fists.

They were like bolts of lightning, shredding all that stood in their path as glass shattered as far as a kilometer away by the sheer force of their combat. The White Wing possessed a power reminiscent of the Hyperlinks, allowing her to teleport at will.

However, this was only possible so long as she was able to click a certain button along her rapidly ticking pocket watch.

“It was supposed to happen much later! To think those subterranean hearts took the initiative! To spin your inevitable defeat into a prophecy that would bring them all TOGETHER!”

With each consecutive clash, Sinder took more and more damage. It reached a point where he had lost over 100,000 million HP in the mere span of a single minute.


Crowned | HP: 400,000,000


However, as she prepared ahead of a time a dome of feathers which were primed to converge into a Frost who collided with the Faustian Bargain –

– A flaming explosion rendered these feathers down to a molecular level.


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >

< … further bellows the flames in one’s heart! >


 

They became a molten slag. All three of her tails, which were formed along her back like a second wing, caught alight as she backed off from what was akin to an erupting volcano. A shell of flames surrounded Frost as Carpalis rapidly retracted her hands up beyond the clouds, watching the buildings melt like candlesticks to a bonfire.

Not even Carpalis’ closed eyelids could stop the light from entering her eyes. It was an explosion of flames that lathered liquid fire into the world. One droplet landed on the arm of the White Wing and it left behind a blackened mark.

A shield made of multiple layers of her feathers was erected as she backed off instinctively, gripping the watch in one hand like her life depended on it. The immediate 10-kilometer vicinity was hit with a severe heatwave, enough to cook one’s lungs from the inside out if the air was breathed.

Thankfully, from their knowledge, no one was present to have to endure such a fate.

“Anyone I told the tale of 70 billion dying marked me as a liar. I wish I never did, or else this false prophecy wouldn’t have spiraled out of control.” The White Wing uttered through clenched teeth.


Crowned

HP : 550,000,000 ATT DEF : 1,000 MAG DEF : 1,000


“CARPALIIIIIIIIIIIIS! SINDER’S HEALTH RETURNED! Dogs shouldn’t be able to learn new tricks. Not the ones that prey on others!” The White Wing screamed through a feather, which transmitted her voice across the countless others that polluted the skies like false stars.

Her voice was amplified for Carpalis to hear as she sent her Faustian Bargain downwards, phasing through the phantom city.


|| Dealer of Hands – Diamond Suit ||


 

The blue ring fitted along Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain glowed, becoming the moon of their eternally plunged night. The coloration of her hand changed from blue to anodized blue. It was an offensive Skill that temporarily hardened her golden hand, allowing it to take a purely physical form.

Its presence was so immense that the pressure it exerted alone crushed buildings as they endlessly rebuilt themselves in cycle of annihilation and recreation. Just mere moments away from colliding with Sinder, a ball of flames was ejected upwards, clashing with the Faustian Bargain.


< [A Million Wicks and One Light] >

< The cleanse begins with the many we discarded. I hoped that it would ignite something from them. Little did I know that I was snuffing them out with my great flame >


 

< Please note down all of Frost’s attacks! >


 

Nav said in a prompt directed to the Archivist, causing the White Wing to grin.

“That’s right, Lailah. Or whoever you call yourself now. Feed us your knowledge. Keep us informed!” She yelled, watching an umbrella of molten slag shower the world.

Those flames were so thinly spread above their world that they reached as far as the mountain of Impuritas, setting multiple mounds alight.

“We only need to hold them down for an hour. Less if they’re fast enough! Do not let Sinder clash with your technology! A Faux Angel is capable of permanently deforming it!”

“Faux Angel to you. But to I and us above – this is a Corrupted!” Carpalis spoke with a strained voice, struggling to keep her hand down before the pillar of flames began to push it back into the skies.

“Tsk. Work. Work… WORK!” A hundred clicks of the pocket watch did nothing as the White Wing flung herself towards Sinder, summoning a swarm of tens of thousands of pale feathers.

They surrounded her like planetary rings as she took one glance down at the watch, only to find that its ticking had ceased. Instead, a black mist invaded its internals as it slightly distorted, like a miniature black hole had formed within its center.

“To think you would interfere with us. Get your Aberrations away from my watch, ELYSIAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!” It became clear that the mechanism behind the White Wing’s teleportation was tied to her watch.

Somehow, the Aberrations of Elysia were interfering with its mechanism, leaving her incapable of using it as she desperately hid it from plain sight, slipping it deep into her breast pocket.

“I cannot wait until the fruition of G-Z7, you miserable trumpet!” Once again, she stabbed the spear into Sinder’s chest, dealing tremendous damage.

His attack was interrupted, allowing Carpalis’ hand to collapse as though the ceiling of the world had fallen. Both the White Wing and Cinder fell. The Angel clasped onto Sinder, her feathers slashing at him like many intertwining circular saws as she drilled her golden eyes into his furious crimson ones.

“WHERE HAS YOUR VOICE GONE!? Did you also become deaf when you heard her cries, Sinder!? When you ate the girl who wanted to save you –!”

The White Wing defied gravity, placing multiple false Spears of Annihilation underneath Sinder. She was going to use Carpalis’ hand as one giant hammer. Even though she was aware of its futility, she was so caught up in her emotions that her eyes began to glow in the shade of Carpalis’ hand.

“The girl who wanted to save your dream –!”

“AND THE GIRL WHO WANTED TO SAVE THE WORLD YOU – ALL OF US – TRIED TO PROTECT!?”

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

She pulled out her pocket watch, clicking rapidly until the hands began to move again. At the very last possible second, she teleported out of the 5 kilometer kill zone that was Carpalis’ hand, watching the very foundation of the earth shift downwards as fissures ran into the distance.


Sinder | HP: 410,000,000


Silence suddenly prevailed. Carpalis scrapped her hand in a circular motion, maximizing the damage as the White Wing could have sworn that she noticed abnormal movement in the corner of her eye. She thought she saw healers but dismissed it entirely as she focused solely on the situation that would dictate the fate of the Nex Megalopolis.

“50 minutes left. I can already see movement in the distance.”

Indeed. If one looked closely, they could see the vaporized outline of something huge approaching. In the meantime, small, very faint strands of light began to shoot overhead like shooting stars.


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >


Crowned

HP : 550,000,000 ATT DEF : 10,000 MAG DEF : 10,000


“You’re persistent…” The White Wing scoffed before another violent eruption threw Carpalis’ hand back into the air.

“Painful!” Carpalis cried, retracting her hand as the blue coloration fell like deadly hail.

Within the handprint-shaped chasms was an unharmed Sinder, whose enraged breathing became audible despite the immense distance. Their wings expanded and took them to the skies, the wingbeats sending flaming disks in all directions, shaping the land to his whims.

He never spoke a word.

Instead, he showed his flaming fists and directed them to the White Wing, for they would speak all the words in his mind for him.


< [Violence on Violence Action] >

< We shall settle our differences the same way it was always supposed to be done >


 

And before Carpalis could recover, the two collided fist to fist.

But this time, the White Wing was struck backwards. She was flung like a bullet through several dozen buildings as Sinder gave chase, his wings slicing through the same buildings like a hot knife through butter.

Suddenly, the White Wing found herself on the denfesive, all the while the diamond crystal floating above Sinder’s shoulder began to emit a dangerous glow.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< [Clubs of the Voiceless] >

< I pretend to not hear them, because I could never live to be faced with such guilt >


 

And paired with it was another attack, which caused a quarter of the now 15-kilometer city to glow a vibrant green as club-shaped crystals took to the skies.


< [Immortalized Woe – Clubs] >


 

As if the battle wasn’t hard enough, each and every single one of the crystals began to emit a high-pitched cry.

It mimicked the cries of countless thousands – the many Sinder and Frost had discarded.

            

    
        300. A World Set Alight

    
    
    
    
                The forest of green crystals created by the [Immortalized Woe – Clubs] did not do anything but emit its cry. The White Wing, who was aware that she was the target of the warned unavoidable attack, split her attention to both Sinder and the green glow of the city.

The crystals were infused with light for a fraction of a second as she recovered from Sinder’s onslaught, making distance all the while Carpalis threw her hand down, hoping to at least interrupt him. Each crystal fired a beam of light onto Sinder, converging at his chest as the shape of a green club emerged.

An overwhelming sense of dread ran down the base of the White Wing’s spine. Dust, debris and flames were swallowed into the concentrated light, he held the power of a singularity in his two palms.

She desperately clicked on the pocket watch again.

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

She teleported using [Spatial Entanglement], appearing and disappearing between various buildings as razor thin beam of green energy was fired in her precise direction. It did not travel at all. It merely appeared in the space separating the White Wing and Sinder.

Buildings flashed with a gentle light before they were vaporized by the thin strand, leaving colossal holes behind. The White Wing, having prepared ahead of time for the worst, was crushed by the weight of an unknown force in every direction, compressing her body to inconceivable levels.

What Sinder used was the weaponized weight of his guilt – a power that sought to crush and vanquish the courage of those it targeted, that was if they managed to survive. It was accompanied by a million mangled screams, becoming higher pitched by the second as the White Wing endured.

Droplets of blood poured from various orifices until she was pulled free by Carpalis’ golden hand.


|| Dealer of Hands – Club Suit ||


 

A coat of green matching the green hue of the city formed around the Faustian Bargain. This greatly increased its speed as it split into countless smaller ones. They attacked the newly formed crystals, disrupting the light. But it had little to no effect, only temporarily disabling the beam-like attack for the shattered crystals began to replace themselves.

“Tsk…! Clubs… I never understood the meaning behind those suit of cards! But in your deluded concept of civilization I suppose it makes some fraction of a sense!” The White Wing growled as she was rapidly dragged away by Carpalis’ hand, watching Sinder chase after her with [Violence on Violence Action], their wings splitting the world into two.

Sinder did not relent. Not a single second was wasted. In the meantime, the pale feathers bombarded him as they played a deadly game of cat and mouse, the White Wing clasping at her throat and checking her ungloved hands.

“Zero contamination. Lucky. The cleanup here would’ve been disastrous.” What she referred to was lost in translation. Carpalis’ sole focus now was to keep the White Wing away until she recovered. “Implying that the aftermath of this won’t be anything better!”

One tail was mangled, its fur burned to reveal a scorched mass. It did not bleed easily. Its muscularity was so immense that merely constricting it caused the blood flow to cease entirely.

The battle raged on. Before long, the White Wing broke free from Carpalis’ safety net as she brushed her wounds with her tail. Angels possessed a powerful healing mechanism so long as their bodies contained blood. They were, in a way, very reminiscent of the Nascent Fluids. However, it was only her damaged wing that never healed, forcing her to rely on her pocket watch.

“Frost is not interested in anything but you. So long as you’re present, the risk of collateral is low!” Carpalis said with a powerful voice, chuckling faintly afterwards with sunken, pained eyes. “Low after it had reached an all-time high. I hope from the bottom of my heart that this hand reaches you afterwards… Gabriella!”

“ANOTHER GLOW!?”


< [Immortalized Woe – Diamonds] >

< Crystalized Unvalued >


As she exchanged steaming fists with Sinder, another section of the city began to glow a bright blue. Carpalis made an effort to squash it where it stood.


|| Dealer of Hands – Diamond Suit |||


But Sinder immediately moved to its defense, seemingly teleporting into place. The White Wing clicked her tongue, veins bursting along her forehead as her thumb left a deep imprint along her pocket watch.

“I sincerely hope you’re still sane Elysia. Your hopes and dreams died already, and I’ll prove them to you. Worm… Get away from ours, you diseased maggot!” She launched herself forward, tearing through the air and bouncing along each building like a pinball to disrupt Sinder.

But she was too late to stop him from retaliating against Carpalis.


< [A Million Wicks and One Light] >


 

The eruption blinded them both as the world witnessed yet another catastrophic clash. The war between Gods was not one that man could ever dream to involve themselves in. They were mere spectators in a gauntlet that defied all logic as the night of their world set in; the brimming pillar of flames painting the world with its rending heat.

Sinder sought to mirror that desolate illusion of the past with this world.


< “All things must come to an end to instil the birth of the new. When people were valued for things they could not control, I despised that people themselves could not decide it for themselves.” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< [Diamond Greed] >

< The price I will pay to carry on our dreams >


 

“AGAIN!? Tsk. Feeling talkative all of a sudden!? That’s just like you. No one ever really knew how you felt or thought during the last few years of your life!” As Carpalis drew her hand away, Gabriella created a rope made from her feathers, dragging herself close to Frost as the thousands of blue crystals began to glow.

“OUUUUUCH!” Carpalis groaned.

As did her Faustian Bargain.

The White Wing made an attempt to interrupt the process of the unavoidable attack, wrapping Sinder entirely with the serrated rope which then began to spin like a flexible chainsaw.


Sinder | HP: 400,000,000


She was about to break into the sub 400,000,000 mark until suddenly, during Sinder’s charge up –


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >


 

Crowned

HP : 550,000,000 ATT DEF : 100,000 MAG DEF : 100,000


“I HATED THAT TENACITY OF YOURS!” The White Wing roared as she just managed to teleport away from an explosion of flames.

Sinder’s individual wingspan reached upwards of 30 meters, their crimson gaze becoming so bright that it could be seen clearer than the flames he adorned. With each failure to kill him in a prompt manner only caused his total DEF to increase by tenfold.

The flaming feathers of his coat were nearly pale. They were so outrageously hot that the air was permanently dyed red, his face almost masked by its emphatic light that even the hottest stars would blush when compared against.

And in his wings were dark spots, like those found in the sun.

“… you’ve become exactly what everyone called you. The Captured Star. I know well of what they did to you in there. How the Pillar of the World rose with each iteration of you that was destroyed and harvested. How people feasted on your flesh and blood unknowingly… But that woe you carry right now isn’t the same woe that you should be expressing!” The White Wing cried unnaturally, as if tears were forming in the corner of her eyes. “Sinder… to think you of all people wanted to save our world after what it’s done to you… Please just REST ALREADY! YOU’VE DONE ENOUGH DAMAGE!”

Through the light emerged a blue dot. It rapidly grew until a diamond over several hundred meters in size was lifted above him. Even though his hands never seemed to touch it, they buckled like he was shouldering the weight of countless burdens.

The White Wing bared her teeth, drawing blood her eyes sharply narrowed. Seeing Sinder rekindled old wounds, hatred and spite. But it also brought back the tender memories she had of their old world, and most importantly…

“… look at how far we’ve fallen. I’m going to die on my hill like Elysia. My beliefs. My wishes. My dreams. Like you, I’m carrying them all on my own. Once upon a time that burden was on all of our shoulders, wasn’t it? Unlike you, I would never… never try to destroy this world. Our memories aren’t fuel for your wrath!”

She already knew that it was impossible to dodge.

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

*Click*

 

|| Dealer of Hands – Diamond Suit ||


 

Carpalis made an attempt to intercept once again, placing her colossal hand in front to catch it. However, this physically dragged her down to her knees as the giant crystal hurdled straight for the White Wing.

            

    
        301. What Beholder Carpalis Stands For

    
    
    
    
                She did not run.

Instead, she ruffled her feathers, bleeding them until hundreds of thousands of feathers took to the skies before her. They formed a colossal drill. If she took one step left, the crystal would readjust itself like it possessed a form of sentience within its inorganic mass.

The streaks of light overhead became brighter. It was like a timelapse of the night sky’s star cycle played, as though time was accelerating. But this couldn’t be further from the truth. Rather, those streaks of lights appeared to be projectiles.

“They’re close… Tsk. Now of all times!? CARPALIS! I CAN’T STAY HERE FOR LONG!”

“Are you going to run away!?” Carpalis cried as she endured an attack from both ends. The drill ate through the layers of her Faustian Bargain’s blue coat, all the while the colossal crystal caused it to groan even louder now. “Gabriella! Is your fear of the Arbiter going to make you abandon this!?”

“We’ll be at each other’s throats. And that’s in the best of circumstances!” Gabriella screamed, watching Carpalis’ form shrink, as did the crystal. “The Arbiter… will take this last wing of mine!”

A splendid rain of blue and gold filled the skies. A radiance unlike any other bestowed the world all at the cost of Carpalis hand. She eventually returned to her usual scale and was dragged through the mud on the side of her only arm.

There was some panic in her eyes. Gabriella saw this and she clenched her teeth, swallowing heavily as she arrived at an ultimatum. However, as if sensing how the Angel felt, Carpalis’ worries drifted away as a small smile formed on her face.

“… help will be arriving soon. I, after all, chose to remain here in the first place.”

Carpalis didn’t judge her.

Neither did she spite her.

She simply accepted it.

As she always had.

“This was inevitable… I’m sorry. Carpalis… I’m sorry!” Gabriella choked up, sensing the Arbiter’s overwhelming presence encroach on them.

The entirety of Brandar witnessed the spectacle. How blue, gold, white and red particles lifted to the skies, replacing their stars however temporarily it was. But none could imagine the pain and sacrifice that was made for such a sight.

Gabriella’s eyes glowed immensely. Soon, the blue crystal shattered entirely, freeing them both as the White Wing turned to the left, her heart dropping to a presence that demanded her to perish on the spot.

Carpalis kissed the earth. Her body had been dragged through it, and Gabriella tried to reach down to at least pull her up.

However, she hesitated, and Carpalis could only look up understandingly.

But that was not to say that she was saddened by it.

For a brief, split second, Carpalis remembered the same hand she tried to save. The sacrifices she had given to so many nameless souls. To watch another friend retract their hands caused her eyes to widen.

Gabriella’s back was turned to her.

She couldn’t even say goodbye to Carpalis’ face.

But she did not leave just yet. Sinder pressed forward, launching Carpalis away with a mighty kick as he collided with the White Wing. Once again, their chain of clashes continued, wrecking total havoc.

Carpalis’ body rolled. She was never the best at combat. Her Faustian Bargain did everything for her. It clawed at the ground to slow her down as she watched the two fight for their lives, Gabriella becoming increasingly desperate to break away as the streaks of light became ever brighter.

“… Justica Arms. Galia is also close… How many minutes is it now? Gabriella… how much do you fear the Arbiter?” Carpalis spoke to herself.

Explosions after explosions. Lacerations after lacerations. The violence was unending. The shattered buildings erected themselves once more in this purgatory. Suddenly, as the two met each other in the center of the city, Carpalis spotted several healers of all people.

“You’re… still alive? I did not sense any souls here. Hehe… am I already damaged beyond repair now?” She asked herself, staring down at her golden hand. “… It’s no longer safe here –!”


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >


 

Sinder

HP : 550,000,000 ATT DEF : 1,000,000 MAG DEF : 1,000,000


A fireball engulfed Sinder, the heat scaling the healers as the White Wing backed away. Sinder’s wingspan reached 50 meters now, the ‘sun spots’ shooting streams of plasma which grossly violated all in its path.

“I’m sorry – but please endure!” Carpalis apologized for a reason the healers could not understand until her Faustian Bargain increased its size by tenfold.


|| The Dealer of Hands – Salvation ||


She trapped them within a golden cage, fearing for the worst as she tried to create distance between her and Sinder. Meanwhile, in the corner of her eyes, she watched Gabriella flee from the scene, heading towards the Piece of the Fallen Star.

“… We all have our callings. This is the price I pay for chasing mine. Chase yours, Gabriella. I hope you can find peace at the end of your plight.”

Carpalis uttered, chuckling to herself afterwards before her smile faded.

“They all take my hands for granted. And now I’m left with only this artificial one. I too wish I could run away. But in my heart I know what’s right. Therefore…” Carpalis increased the strength of the Faustian Bargain, layering it with:


|| The Dealer of Hands – Diamond Suit ||


 

And:


|| The Dealer of Hands – Shuffle ||


 

It was a Skill that promised absolute protection for those kept within her hand. Whilst Salvation peserved one’s mental state, Shuffle preserved their physical state, albeit with certain debilitating side effects.

One such was the rearrangement of organs.

But so long as they were alive and well, and so long as they were healers, then they were safe.

“Ahaha… No goodbye. No sendoff. You really do remind me of her, Gabriella. The Ringmaster who bit the same hand I fed her with. As always…”


< [World Ablaze] >

< It all returns to ashes >


Sinder’s wings collapsed into himself, forming a ball highly reminiscent of the sun as a halo of thorns appeared above. The sunspots were like eyes, spitting out endless streams of molten prejudice as it rapidly expanded, devouring the center of the city as it sent pulses of immense heat in ring-like formations.

“… I’m the one left behind. Frost. You’ve also bitten the same hand that tried to reach out for you. I wonder if I did something wrong. Sinder. Frost. Ahaha… ha…”

Carpalis was swallowed by a sea of flames, her vision disappearing entirely as her body endured the full brunt of Sinder’s wrath.

“… ha…”

Her smile – the one thing that could never be taken away from her – faded as she lowered her head, surrendering to a sorrowful lull that shattered her heart.

With it, so did the Faustian Bargain. Its exotic metal was twisted out of shape. The fingers that coiled inwards were heavily warped. The entirety of the city was devoured by the flames, and the world watched in horror.

Carpalis existence was nothing but pain. From her upbringing, to her life in the contents away from home, and now as a Beholder. Many thousands of souls were tethered to her.

Meaning she constantly endured the brunt of their pain and burdens. Minute after minute.

These flames surpassed it all, but even so, Carpalis kept her head down. She could no longer scream, and she had long lost the ability to shed tears. The few minutes spent within was, in no exaggeration, a hell she could never possibly wish upon someone else.

Her hair blackened, becoming a charcoal-like color as her body sustained numerous burns.

Soon, she could no longer feel her left arm, and her Faustian Bargen no longer resembled a hand, but a malevolent appendage fitting only of a monster.

Her legs trembled. Her body wanted to give in. And in the moments when she thought her Faustian Bargain would finally break –

Something collided with Sinder.

Something so powerful that it ripped the city in half, leaving behind a multiple-kilometer wide trail.


|| Infusion S ||


When her eyes awakened, she was greeted with the sight of an Angel with 12 wings and 7 dazzling tails, carrying with them the Beholders as one collided with Frost, dragging it through the city with destructive speed.

The entity that interrupted Frost was a vaguely humanoid machine with a brain in vat of white liquid.

That thing was Beholder E.

“I don’t remember Demons being more benevolent than we are. Times do change. I cannot see you… but I can sense your unwavering spirit.” The Angel – the Arbiter – spoke with a commanding voice to Carpalis as one tail reached down to her, bestowing a healing light that unfortunately did little to help her.

Still, Carpalis smiled, thankful for its lovely, soothing radiance.

“That’s Beholder Carpalis.” A woman dressed in a black, feathered coat near identical to Frost’s spoke. She was carried in the arms of the Arbiter like a princess. “I told you. If there is one Beholder you can entrust your vision on, then it would be her.”

The woman who spoke was none other than Beholder Galia.

She had a dark complexion, as if she had spent most of her life bathing in the sun. Her hair was short. Much shorter than Frost’s, and her judging eyes were a luscious green, with a hint of purple. They seemed to carry the cosmos in her eyes as she brought one hand to the sky, and the streaks of light subsided entirely.

Life returned to Caraplis’ eyes as she collapsed, elated beyond words to finally see many of the Beholders here, united to deal with a common threat.

            

    
        302. The Beholders Are Here!

    
    
    
    
                The Beholders were here.

Like a fleeting comet, Beholder E. dragged Sinder at a speed that folded him in half. A trail of blue and red followed suit as they flew beyond the edge of the city, ploughing through unbelievable amounts of dirt.

Hills disappeared. Small mountains were uplifted as Beholder E.’s Infusion S allowed his speed to over 1,000 AGI. Chunks of his metal make peeled away in the violent throes of fire and friction as both were set alight, his brain in the vat shriveling until nothing was left.

Afterwards – a different, unrecognizable organ floated into the tank, replacing his brain. He was 99% steel, and 1% flesh. How he carried even a semblance of consciousness was a mystery for another day. What mattered more was his unstoppable prowess.

The light of the Arbiter put Carpalis’ heart at ease. A swift sigh tumbled through her lips as she looked up, seeing the many faces of the ones the world called deities. One by one, they emerged from the great wings of the Arbiter.

“Prematurely dragged out from my secluded lair. But I have no qualms when it brings that Archetype into question.” A hollow, feminine voice spoke as a woman dressed like a marionette appeared, tugging at ethereal strings with her 10 artificial, mechanical arms.


|| Stringed Prophecy ||


 

Beholder Marionette. Her eyes were golden, like that of an Angel. The hems of her dress concealed her legs as she seemingly floated in place, bolstering her image as a deity in the eyes of the watching world.

In an instant, her hands began to thread an ethereal string that stretched across the city. Every street and every avenue had at least one strand running through. Their light dimmed as they became entirely translucent, and even though Beholder E. and Sinder thrashed through the strings never seemed to interact with them.

“Nex is precious. Calculations in order. They’re fighting on my webbed stage now. O Arbiter~” She hollowly uttered, as if trying to sing. She placed her lip beside the Arbiter’s ears, which appeared like giant cowlicks on the side of her head and began whispering her predictions.

Meanwhile, the Arbiter’s wings expanded to encapsulate the city. What would been flung out into the distance was intercepted by her wings. They burned temporarily, whereas beings like Beholder E. had their metal bodies struggle to retain their shape against Sinder.

“It has been a while. A shame that neither of us have changed for the better.” The Arbiter spoke, her voice wracked with pity. “Galia. Point me in their direction. Marionette. Be the guiding voice in my head.”

“Ho? I’m honored you still trust me.” Galia smirked.

“Those eyes of yours are not those of a liar.” The Arbiter uttered in a powerful, deafening voice.

Because the Arbiter was blind, she relied heavily on Galia’s judgmental eyes, and the calculative whispers of Beholder Marionette. Where one uttered what could be seen, the other whispered what none could.

And so, as her feathers descended from the skies, cascading like the city like a gentle snowstorm; she drew her hands together as if clasping an invisible blade, carrying Galia by the waist like a prisoner.

“Show no restraint. Our enemy, though an Archetype like my own, is not an ordinary foe. Begin the Hyperwarp integration!” The Arbiter commanded and at once, as the other Beholders showed their faces to join the onslaught, dozens of Moons flooded the city on foot, each dragging a ruined train crammed with crystal devices.

These Moons belonged to no Atelier. They were those who fought against the Corrupted and wielded their power only for the Nexus. Their numbers were miniscule, and it was all the Nexus had. But their quality was second to none.

Unlike the Moons trained under the Ateliers, they carried immense combat prowess, much like the triplets. Their situational awareness allowed them to thrive in such a chaotic environment. Panic was an emotion torn from their hearts. The heat, however immense, did little to stop them as they invaded the rims of the burning city, hammering the crystals at every 10-meter interval.

“Hyperwarp anchors…” Carpalis whispered. “They’re going to be…”

“Sent to the Nexus.” A deep voice answered her as a hand gently brought her up to her feet. “It must be painful for a Demon to sustain wounds of that kind. I don’t suppose you’ll reconsider my offer to numb that pain?”

Carpalis was back on her feet, albeit in a miserable state. The man, who was dressed in a black suit with a blue armband, spoke through a mask that mirrored a starless cosmos.

“… Beholder Descartes…” She recognized him. “Hehehe… offer declined. Looks like you noticed that I need a hand again~”

“This is a larger part of my smaller whole, I’m afraid.” He spoke cryptically. “At some point your selflessness is going to kill you. Moons. Ignore all combat with the Corrupted. You will not survive otherwise.”


|| Cognition Resonance – Pride ||


 

|| Cognition Nullifier – Wrath ||


 

Beholder Descartes’ being released a vibration that resonated with all within the city. All those he considered friendly were empowered by the Cognition Resonance, whereas Cinder, whose mind was engulfed by wrath, saw a significant decrease in his speed, ATT, and MAG ATT.
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It was cut in half to be precise. Only temporarily however, as its RESIST was insanely high. Instead, as he carried the injured Beholder Carpalis like a princess away from the warzone, he utilized his Skills to periodically weaken Sinder, allowing the others to greet him with the full power of a Beholder.


|| Chains of Inevitability – Seal ||


 

An ambiguous figure who was a toss up between an Angel and a Demon took to the skies, pulling her black and white wings into herself as chains began to spill into the world from random tears in space.

“Umbra… She’s here too. Chained Theocracy… it’s as beautiful as I remember.”

Each chain wrapped along Sinder, wrapping him like the threads of a spider. They rattled and dragged along like a belt grinder, causing black, glowing fireworks to explode as the Arbiter recited words to herself, absorbing the light of her feathers to finally form her blade.


The (False) Price of Paradise

ATT : 3,000,000 MAG ATT : 5,000,000


Sinder attempted to break free, unleashing copious amounts of flames. A solar storm took Beholder E. by surprise as he backed off, having half of his metal body reduced to a liquid slag.


< [A Million Wicks and One Light] >


“… A terrible matchup indeed.” He spoke with a mechanical, tinny voice.

“Rest old man. There is no place for a broken Beholder on the battlefield.” A muscular, tall man with pointy ears and a scruff beard powered through the city. His appearance was unsightly. Unlike the other Beholders who aimed to look presentable, he was but a man with a loincloth, and hands that bent the light to his whims.

As a beam of fire swept across the city, he intercepted it.

No. He deflected it. The black holes that he possessed redirected the attack into the skies, which was sealed away by a prompt tear in space and fired back upon Sinder by Beholder Umbra.

With a fanatic roar, the Dwarven Beholder smashed his fists together, creating a black hole as he thrust both fists into Sinder’s blazing chest.


|| Gravitational Collapse ||


 

The fire. The debris. The building. Everything within an immediate 10km radius was caught into its event horizon. At 15km an accretion disk of slag spiraled, shattering crystals as even Moons struggled to keep themselves steady.

Just by merely existing, Beholder Knalzark was a threat to all life. His hysterical laughter and battle jeers were the result of him finally facing a foe capable of withstanding his might, and before he knew it –

“Resisting? Impressive… IMPRESSIVE!”


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >


 

Sinder overpowered his restraints and the pull of the singularity.

“A star that refuses to die. A sight we will inevitably witness in the long flow of the cosmos. Perish, star. Your life is as fleeting as ours.” Beholder Umbra uttered, speaking philosophically as threw her wings outwards, causing her chains to shatter.

Pieces of reality broke. It did not matter what it was. The only thing that survived were Marionette’s strings. The world was displaced for a moment. The growing flames and the singularity had no effect outside of the cracks as Knalzark and Sinder fought hand to hand.


< [Violence on Violence Action] >


 

“Would it not be wise to strike now?” A shadowy form asked the Arbiter, to which Galia smugly responded with:

“Patience.” Galia said, waving a finger like a conductor as Justica Arms appeared above her, firing at blue and green crystals indiscriminately. “Judgement of the Arbiter is not as swift as mine. I am deeply intrigued by those crystals above the Amalgam’s head. Those Demi-humans… hmhm~ Aren’t they so adorable? Abyssal Mother. You shouldn’t even be here.”

“I am here to oversee the Moons.” The black shadow spoke.

“Night follows them, doesn’t it? It sets the scenery well.” Marionette pretended to be humored. “50% completion of Hyperwarp foundation. Voices, voices, voices… the Floor of Civilization is the target destination. Prediction – Unavoidable attack incoming. Its target? The Arbiter.”


< [World Ablaze] >


 

Suddenly, Beholder Knalzark distanced himself as Sinder’s ever-growing flames escaped the gravitational pull of his singularity. It was clear that it did not function as a true singularity, else, Sinder would have lost in that very instant.

Regardless, the Arbiter’s wings surrounded the Corrupted, creating a giant shield that blocked the majority of its light. Her wings glowed a violent red, for even she was not immune to its power.

However, unlike the Beholders, she had the greatest chance of keeping it at bay.

“Witness judgement. There is no penitence for you. Nor a slot for your repentance in my rule. Therefore, Sinder, allow our prices of paradise to meet one another.”


< [Immortalized Woe – Hearts] >

< These hearts are no longer ours >


 

Another quarter of the city turned red. Crystals of the same color emerged, firing beams of light at Sinder.


< [Heart of Mine] >

< Crystallized Determination >


However, Galia had other plans. She clicked her fingers, and suddenly, the streaks of light filled the skies again before suddenly, they descended like a meteor shower, hailing light upon the red crystals in a 10km radius.


|| Heavens Fall ||


 

And with that opening, the Arbiter threw herself forward, blade in hand, and struck down Sinder.

            

    
        303. Archetypes At War

    
    
    
    
                What was the strength of an entity ranked at Paradise Lost?

Unlike Frost, the Arbiter was able to manifest the powers of the Icon of Judgement without requiring her emotions to heighten. It was unknown if the other Archetypes possessed the same ability. Nevertheless, it did not change that she had the power to wipe out the Nex Megalopolis if she saw fit.

Such was the power of a Paradise Lost Corrupted. Although like Frost, there was a possibility that her powers were considerably lessened compared to its original form. The Arbiter’s wings latched onto Sinder, cupping him like a droplet of water in her palms as she pointed the tip of her pale great sword at him.

The blade was larger than herself, cracked to convey its imperfect state. This blade was the false Price of Paradise, and with it in her hand, she promised to bestow Sinder’s rightful judgement.

The horns of the Augurists played in the vast distances.

All 7 trumpets warned the world of an impending evil.

However, unbeknownst to them, these trumpets did not cry out their woes.

It was a victorious howl.

The major difference between the Arbiter and Frost however, was that she did not use a Corrupted Skill to fight. It was unknown what she used to create the blade, or if she possessed any of the Icon of Judgement’s Skills, aside from perhaps Abilities.

That being said –

– A clash of red and white filled their skies. The burning city above quaked, as did the world below. Particles of red and white fused into one as her blade smashed into a forming red heart in the center of Sinder’s chest, throwing him to the other end of the city as she gave chase.

She did not fly. Her wings merely dragged her along. With each strike she made with her blade their direction was altered drastically. Her blindless required her to keep Sinder attached, all the while Galia and Marionette were left behind.

“We meet in medias res once again. This time, I vow on behalf of all that has fallen to eliminate you for good.” The Arbiter’s memories were stimulated by Sinder’s presence.

Sonic booms crushed all in their path. The sound lagged behind their movement by the seconds. A dance between two celestial bodies broke loose. They were like two stars locked in a binary configuration, exchanging blows as Sinder’s red heart grew to the size of a giant needle.

Weilding it in one hand, he exchanged blows with the Arbiter. After each clash the needle was abandoned, and another was replaced, his wings actively expanding to engulf the Angel in a fiery embrace.

[Heart of Mine] – the red needles – were indeed unavoidable, and the Arbiter absorbed the damage with her tails, which were arranged like a shield. Unsurprisingly, the Arbiter was hardly affected by the Apocalypse-classed Sinder. However, to the surprise of the Beholders, the entity still stood.

No.


< [What Doesn’t Kill You…] >
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< [Violence on Violence Action] >


He was growing more powerful. With each bout of violence that met with more violence, Sinder became stronger to the point where Beholders could barely damage him any further. They knew this from the start, but to witnesses an Apocalypse Corrupted possess an immunity to their powers put into perspective how egregiously powerful the Archetypes were.

And to think one of their own had gone against them.

It caused Galia to grin as she extended her arms out, reveling at the sight of two superpowers.

“Red hearts. They’re mine to take. Beautiful. Stars shine brighter in this world than our skies.” She elegantly inhaled the toxic air, cupping it into her hands as she trembled with utter reverence.

“When stars fall a future of inevitable loss awaits. Isn’t that what makes such spectacles so beautiful? Because it’s all fleeting…” The Beholder of the Chained Theocracy – Umbra – also took delight in the spectacle, clasping at the chains that bounded her as they eerily rattled. “Ahh… aaaah~ Blue crystals. Give them to me. Let our Arbiter take down that ‘red giant’.” The woman spoke with pure ecstasy, whilst somehow sounding as unmotivated as Carpalis.

In that instant, chains and a hailstorm of bullets rained upon the city skies. Galia’s bullets were far less destructive as the others. They did not outright destroy buildings. However, if one looked closely at her bullets, one would find that they were in a near endless loop. Once they reached the end of their target, they were teleported back to the skies to repeat the process ad Infinitum.

Green. Blue. Red – all crystals were under the assault of the Beholders. Moons dashed to place each Hyperwarp anchor. By some miracle, no Moon was harmed, let alone killed. By now only one last quarter was left as the implanted crystals began to blink simultaneously after every few seconds.

Black holes joined thereafter. A black shadow continued to keep watch over the Moons. Currently, there were only 8 out of the total 10 Beholders present. Marduk was missing for obvious reasons, and the Beholder of Oboros Infinitas was not within the Nexus at the time of the Hyperlink’s sabotage.

Slashes leveled buildings endlessly. It reached a point where Sinder had become invulnerable to such attacks made by the Arbiter. What was once a one-sided brawl quickly evenly matched, for Sinder’s DEF stats protected him from virtually everything.

But he was not the only one with such an outrageous DEF stat.

Indeed. The Arbiter could still withstand his flames. The cage that was her wings kept them locked in eternal combat.

“You truly don’t know when to give up. A condition prevents you from perishing normally. Like before. But a Spear of Annihilation could take you down in minutes. I see… I remember it now. Sinder… these woes of yours are not yours alone.” The Arbiter softly spoke, like she was speaking to a troublesome child.

Her motherly tone did little, however.


< [World Abalze] >


 

She wrapped him close, her tails and wings drawing him into her chest as she suppressed the fireball. He had reached a level where his heat would spread far beyond the city, likely to be felt by survivors in neighboring settlements.

Furthermore, the Moons were unlikely to survive the expansion of what was essentially a growing red giant.

They locked gazes, engulfed by the heat of a star.

“Your face has become unfamiliar to me. Even my blindness cannot hide the monster you have become. Amalgam… when you shed that skin, will you remain the same? I hope that is so. I deeply regret my failure to find you… but I hope you can hear me. I hope you can understand –!”

Suddenly, as her voice rose to combat the roaring flames –


< [Immortalized Woe – Spades] >

< I couldn’t fix what was broken. I quickly learned that the people closest to me had the same blood as my enemies. My rage blinded me. Please show me how to fix this >


 

< Spades of Watered Bonds >

< Crystalized Directionless >


“– That I could not help you because if I so happened to step outside of my Floor of Judgement, then Elysia would have taken you again while you were at your most vulnerable!”

Somehow, Sinder’s eyes flickered from red to gold upon hearing this.

The Arbiter did not see it however.

But merely speaking to Sinder seemed to…

… reach him in a way. More than her blade.


< “… Not even Angels were safe from the vices that plagued our civilizations.” >


Outside of the hellfire, the final quarter of the city turned a shade of black. A perpetual night was cast over it as black crystals formed. They were eliminated as quickly as they arrived, however, in spite of the Beholders intervention, a black rot began to infest Sinder’s chest before a jet of barbed wire narrowly escaped the Arbiter’s confines, and soon targeted Galia of all people.

She did not panic or try to evade it. The black tentacle was aimed for her chest. She simply held out a hand towards Beholder Marionette and asked one thing.

“Cloth. Quality 10.”

“Give me Nex later and overlook 12 suburbs I choose from my City.”

“11. 12 is an accursed number.”

“11 and one avenue. Our calculations require it.”

“Deal.”

A small, woven fabric was made with all 10 arms. From where the string originated was unknown. It was given to Galia upon completion. Much like Carpalis, Galia was not one that prided herself with maneuverability.

And so, she layed the cloth atop her chest and gladly took the strike. It punted her across the city. Debris collected in her hair and behind her ears. They were what worried her the most. At a single glance she could tell that attempting to resist was futile, and so, she simply watched the spectacle with a cold grin.

And before the attack could end –

“Hyperwarp ready. Show me what a Floor’s Awakening looks like.”

“HYPERWARP ACTIVE!” Knalzark shouted.

– The Hyper warp anchors fired a beacon of green light above to mark its area of effect. Moons fled the scene, as did several Beholders. A plan was drafted before they even arrived. One half would aid the Arbiter with the Archetype of Amalgamation, and the other would attend the to Nex Megalopolis’ woes.

Beholders like Knalzark remained. His mere presence would only make things worse.

Others like Marionette and Carpalis were allowed to remain.

It all happened in an instant.

One second a star fell into their world, and the next it disappeared without a trace.

What remained was the colorful city, as well as the dreaded mirage of a burning city above what many believed to be an eternal night.

Elsewhere, moments later in a certain floor housing an endless cityscape, the same sun had appeared in its skies.

And one girl looked upon it with timid eyes, clutching onto her burning book she called her courage.

With Nav’s prompts –


< THE FLOOR OF CIVILIZATION’S AWAKENING EVENT HAS BEGUN >


 

< THE ARCHIVIST ROUSES >


 

– Determination suddenly welled in those silver eyes.

            

    
        304. We (Will) Save Many!

    
    
    
    
                The world collectively held their breath.

A million hopes and dreams fell onto the shoulders of the Beholders and the Nexus. The Floor of Civilization was set alight as the greatest powers in Elysia fought with tooth and nail. Like the manifested city beyond the Nexus, the Floor of Civilization was split into quarters, each representing a suit of cards and a thematic color.

The crystals were ever present, and with it arose 3 major crystals as the ones floating by Sinder's shoulders.

A blue diamond.

A red heart.

And a black spade.

But there was one more. In the distance, the Archivist saw a path leading towards a world of green as she found herself at a crossroads once again. Her feet could not take her anywhere. Conflict consumed her, and the flames of her book reminded her of a pain that slowly began to creep into her mind like ivy.

It wrapped her. Kept her in place. She trembled to its invisible bounds all of a sudden as all highways leading elsewhere called for her, taunting what little courage she truly had left.

Defeating Sinder was impossible in the eyes of all. From his friends to those that stood at the pinnacle of strength – none seemed to be able to put a dent into the violent star.

But maybe…

… There was someone else who could.

“Pompous of me to assume that they can’t!” A gentlemanly voice exclaimed, startling the determined Archivist.

“A-ah!” She nearly fumbled her precious book.

A man with the head of a card, wearing a pristine top hat and a golden suit approached her unexpectedly. He walked beside a, fuzzy spider with a single eye in the shape of a camera lens.

*Snap*

A polaroid appeared from thin air. A surge of air nearly blew it away, but thankfully, the strange man caught it with two fingers as he lowered his top hat politely.

“But I can feel it thriving in my bones! It’s calling for me! If my bones were a xylophone, then you too would be able to hear its excitement!”

“U-Um… You are?”

“Pardon me. We’ve never met before, have we? Not in this life. It is I! Magus, the Magician!”


< He is the Archetype of Hope >


 

Nav confirmed, sensing the Archivist’s growing concern. Hearing that he was just like her allowed a sigh of relief to leave her lips, but she was still warried. Although, a part of her was strangely enthralled by the sight of the giant, huggable spider.

“Well. I do hope our friendly voice has clarified. I’m no suspicious fiend, but a friend! This is your moment to shine. The spotlights, as that detestable fellow would call it, are shining down upon you!”

“Because this is my Awakening…?”

“Indeed! Your Awakening has arrived! How does it feel!?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t this impossible…? I know Nav’s said it, but… how is that right? None of the Corrupted are archived. So how – no, w-why is it happening?” The Archivist wondered, perplexed by the sudden Awakening of her Floor.

But in truth, a part of her just wanted to escape. To find something to latch onto rather than to take action. It was a detestable part of herself, and before she could speak another word, she choked on them.

Suddenly, a white, gloved hand fell onto her head.

“In times like this, I believe questioning things is arbitrary. It’s not good for the soul. You see, why seek an excuse when you’re given a path paved just for you?” He the turned the Archivist away from Sinder – a name that they both now became familiar with – and pointed her into the direction of the green clubs.

Each direction was colorless save for the one before her. But it was also the one that was the hardest for her to walk towards.

“… Because I want to run away. But I know that I can’t. Running… is all I’ve done my entire life. I want to change.” The Archivist, after a silent moment of deliberation, clasped onto her book with teary eyes, feeling its already immense heat grow further.

“And?” The Magician kindly asked like a fatherly figure.

“And…?” The Archivist was about to look up at him.

But there was no need.

The Magician crouched down to her level, giving her the polaroid. While he couldn’t see its contents, the Archivist’ eyes widened. She clutched the book ever tighter, her eyes watering at the sight of her and Sinder standing in a field of flowers, gazing up at a world without stars.

It was the same place where she received his diary.

She held it near and dear to her heart, fumbling between her book and the polaroid. Suddenly, she uncovered something else layered behind the image, finding a tarot card.

The card was symbolized by a central figure, surrounded by 4 distinct symbols on each corner. These symbols were the suit of cards.

“The World…” She recognized this card.

“Isn’t there something else you want?”

“… I want to… save my friend. Save everyone. I… resorted to archiving books because it was the only thing I knew how to do. But right now… I don’t want them to become books. Not like… like…”

Like Him.

She desperately wanted to say it out loud, but her lips betrayed her.

“Our friend needs to rest. But he’s been immortalized in this book. His darkest memories turned into chapters. Hm… You see, I can see faint glimmers of hope through the despair of this world. My heart of hearts tells me that your first step will be the most painful. Attachment is the root of all suffering. All of us have been there. You, maybe the longest.”

The Magician’s words were like a faint glimmer of light. Somehow, she felt like she had heard these same words before. No matter how hard she tried she could not remember the face of this person.

But she knew deep down that they were probably one in the same.

He offered her his hand, the magical tarot card disappearing into particles of fleeting light as Snap purred:

“Bzzzt! Brr. Brrrrr. Brrr!”

“Indeed. Run, Archivist. It’s time to let go of the old and embrace the current.”

With conviction infused into her heart by their words of courage, she wiped away the budding tears and firmly nodded, although, there was still a part of her that remained uncertain.

Regardless, the Magician tipped his hat and disappeared with Snap as suddenly as they appeared, leaving the Archivist behind. She took one step forward towards the green lane, feeling her heart race and jump to her throat as she desperately tried to overcome her fears.


< Archivist. I’m here with you. Please. Let’s save Frost >


 

“… Both of them… I want… to save both of them. But I know that it’s not possible.” The Archivist took another step alone, dragging her foot forward as the world fell into chaos behind her. “He… Sinder… Tried to save our world. So did I. We all followed that dream. I… also love this world.”

Suddenly, her steps became faster.

“I met new people. I met Jury. I’ve read all those wonderful stories of people who called this world their home.”

And before she knew it, she was running against the roaring winds.

“That’s why… I don’t want to watch this world also burn! So if it means that Sinder has to go away then…!”


< Your emotions are pure. Believe me when I say this, Archivist, you’re our only hope of defeating Sinder and saving Frost >


 

< The Conditions are now as follows >


 

< CONDITION: The Crowned seeks for the Ultimate Language. With no way in sight, the Crowned feels lost >


 

< “That’s why… I’ve chosen to become a star. The fire that brims. To reignite what was lost.” >


 

Sinder spoke, as if in response to Nav.


< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Proof that Civilization is redeemable. That there exists outliers who can instill change and embody the dream we all chased after. The Crowned will be permanently weakened with each proof it is met with >


 

< “It’s impossible… because I’ve already culled them. My regret is immeasurable.” >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: The Crowned’s HP must reach 0 >


 

< AWAKENING REQUIREMENT: Save them >


 

The Archivist entered a full sprint towards the green light, and to her surprise, there was actually a 4th crystal. A small, tiny green crystal in the highway of green. It seemed to run away from her.

“S-Save them!?” She cried out.


 

Crystalized Courage

HP : 1


< Unknown. But I believe you will know in time! >


 

“R-right! I can’t… reach it! It’s too fast!” She cried, watching the sidewalks suddenly filled with faceless people, the scenery flashing between a bustling world to one where these people were slaughtered.

Rocks were suddenly thrown at her.

Libraries were burned down.

It felt like the entire world was against her. Repressed memories came surging back as she recalled her motivations. Her despairs. Her struggles and life before meeting Sinder.

“I… loved books because they took me away from our world. I hated it more than anyone else. Every day was hell. I was lucky. I know people I loved who dealt with worse and called it ‘normal’ for people like us…”

The pelting rocks hurt. The flames of her book stung. And the memories twisted her heart in ways she couldn’t describe.

“We were victims of greed. Victims of assimilating bodies. I also know how many people lost their way. Victims to families turning on loved ones for a psychotic cause. The language you sought after was gone… all you ever saw was violence. I was scared…”

Suddenly, the green buildings caught alight. Her legs seemed to slow down, but she the distance between her and the fleeting crystal remained the same. She bit down on her lips, tears forming in the corner of her eyes as she cried:

“But you saved me! You… thought my dream of bringing these words to people wasn’t a waste! When everyone discarded us you tried to help!”

The crystal approached her, and the many countless above began to resonate with a high-pitched whine. Beams of light were fired towards Sinder as he conjured a giant club-shaped orb.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< You’re his target! >


“But now… you’ve discarded us all like the rest. Sinder… I wrote that notebook… I tried to archive it all – because –!” The Archivist, with one last desperate cry, reached out for the crystal.

But her hands couldn’t reach it. The book she towed along prevented her from doing so.

Thus, with a pained heart, she made the decision to finally let go. The book was swept away by the storms, disappearing into the urban mazes.

But she did not care.

The Archivist, carrying insurmountable conviction all of a sudden, shouted at the top of her lungs:

“– BECAUSE THIS IS THE WORLD MY FRIEND TRIED TO SAVE!”

It shattered at the faintest touch.

A strange power entered her. It coursed through her veins as the crystals above shattered one by one, plunging the city into darkness temporarily before a beam of light cut through the Floor of Civilization.


< “I discarded many. This dream of mine fell asunder, but I believed that it could revitalize theirs. I became their star in their starless night. I spoke their language and brought the same destruction they had always known.”


< Clubs of the Voiceless >


 

< It cannot be stopped! >


 

< But! >


 

< The Archivist Has Manifested as We (Will) Save Many >


 

The Archivist, turning on her heals, lifted her arms to protect herself as a tiny, club-shaped, green crystal formed before her out of her own volition. It seemed to carry the will of countless souls, all eager to stand against the most violent. Through the world could not hear it, the Archivist heard a million words of encouragement, and because of that, through a stream of tears, she cried:

“My library will take care of you all! I… I WON’T ALLOW ANYONE TO DISCARD ANYTHING ANYMORE!”


< [Courage] >

ATT : 50,000,000 MAG ATT : 50,000,000

< EFFECT: Ignores all DEF stats >


 

The tiny shield was all that stood against the beam. Not even the Arbiter could prevent it from reaching her. However, as the city was split apart by it, the Archivist’s shield tanked the attack with a heavy clank. The beam condensed into an orb before it was redirected back at Sinder, hurdling him so far away that he physically met with a bizarre barrier.

That barrier was the limit of the Floor of Civilization, and the Nexus quaked in response.


Crowned

HP : 440,000,000


< His… His HP has been permanently reduced by one fifth! >


 

The Archivist, still on her high of the clash, trembled. Her sight waned. She was fatigued, having never run so much in her life.

But she never allowed herself to fall. Her courage could never allow her to, and before she knew it, she was running in the direction of a golden glow as the light returned to the city.

No longer was she stuck in her crossroads.

The Archvist actively took whatever direction she believed was right.

And while fear still ate at her, she now had her courage to fend it off.


< If my intuition is correct, then Greed is next! >

            

    
        305. Countering Greed!

    
    
    
    
                No matter how loudly she shouted her voice did not amount to anything special. It was an ordinary cry from an ordinary girl, made special only by chance. It barely contested with the destructive blasts beyond.

But did it matter? The Archivist knew how ordinary she was. She wasn’t gifted in anything but her love for literature. Her value was no different from the rest of the swaths of wasted human life from their city of the past, which she realized was no different from this world.

Their old world, Elysia – they were one the same.

But this world – this current world she had yet to explore or see with her own two eyes – was her home. It had value that she never knew existed. She dashed down the golden lanes, which quickly turned blue.

She was surrounded by the horrors of the Midas Conversion Procedure; where people were instrumentalized, used as no more than materials to become coins.

“You hated that too. You never told me why you picked me!”


< “Even I had my biases. You had more value than they did in my mind. Unlike them, you tried to make the most out of your life. It would have been a waste to let you perish like the many that were discarded.” >


 

Sinder responded in a rather sane manner, causing the Archivist to clench her teeth.

“Sinder would… You would never say that! The man I knew who tried to help us would never say how useless lives were! Maybe for enemies! I know you’d call people that hurt us wastes of life! Otherwise, you wouldn’t have poured resources into my project!”

Greed was a vice of many no matter where one went. It was an unfortunate truth, but in her world and this, it had reached nightmarish levels.


< “The Ateliers. The Impuritas. The atrocities committed against the healers. The slaves of Grandis. All for what? Their lives were expendable. They carried no value…” >


 

“What about the Demi-humans on that night!? Nav… they’ve been telling everything about you! Because I wanted to write down a story of your life, so no one has to call you a monster! So I know about it! Did you think they had no value too!?”

The scenery at the sidewalks became the same as the one from Frost’s distant past, rather than Sinder’s or herself. It was of the moment when Frost held herself back from interrupting D-13.

Value didn’t have anything to do with it on Frost’s part. But rather, it was the other Demi-humans who did not appear to properly understand their worth, for they easily gave their lives up in the face of D-13.

In the meantime, a giant, blue crystal emerged in the distance, sitting atop a throne of much smaller ones. They gravitated around it like satellites, promising to defend it to the last person.


 

< “If they had or knew of their value, then why would they allow themselves to undergo such a procedure? Salvation in the form of death equates to the lack of internalized value…” >


Sinder’s words angered her.

And it caused the blue crystal beyond to tremble.

Even with manifesting the We Discarded Many, she was still as weak as anyone else.

But her true powers lay elsewhere.

Because she was not alone in this endeavor to beat Sinder!

“Need a hand, our cute, resident librarian?” A voice from above spoke.

When she looked up, she saw Galia floating upside down above her, firmly latched onto one of the Arbiter’s wings.

“Greed is a dangerous vice. I agree with those sentiments. But I warn you, do not mistake the greed of the Ateliers with necessity.” She hummed, speaking like aging woman, imparting what felt like forbidden knowledge onto her as she clicked her black, gloved hand once.

In that moment, several rotating Justica Arms formed around her waist, opening fire upon each crystal. Every single bullet ricocheted from crystal to crystal, and when they were pulverized, they bounced off each individual, microscopic fragment.

A fine mist was formed, paving the way for the Archivist to reach the crystal.


Crystalized Unvalued

HP : 1


There was a person frozen within.

It was a Demi-human with wolf-like features.

But as the Archivist drew near, the person inside began to animate, baring her fangs angrily at her.

“That does not look like something for me to deal with. But I shall watch over you like your guardian Angel. I’m elated. You’ve ‘found the courage to use your own reason.’ A dear friend of mine once said this.”

Galia did not elaborate, disappearing in an instant with another click of her fingers. At around 200 meters away from the crystal, the figure within began to utter words of self-depreciation.


< “People tried to take me for granted. I was just another broken toy waiting to be fed to hungry wolves.” >


 

The Archivst did not recognize this voice.

However –


< This is – It’s Cer! >


 

Nav recognized the Demi-human by her hollow voice alone.


 

< CONDITION: The Unvalued wants to know its worth >


 

< SPECIAL REQUIREMENT: Make it remember its worth! >


 

“But I – I don’t even know this –!”


< You may not… but I do! >


 

< I’ve heard her voice long enough to know that this is undoubtedly Cer! >


 

For a machine, Nav’s voiceless prompts carried an awful lot of charged emotion.

The Crystalized Cer attacked her, biting her jaws as the foundations of buildings were torn apart. The Archivist’s shield did not even attempt to save her, and she only just barely dodged it.

Galia attempted to aid her, but her attacks could not impede either the Archivist or Cer. Only the smaller crystals around them. Snap joined the fray as well, raining down a snowstorm of polaroids belonging to Cer. The Archivist captured them all, seeing the Demi-human’s most precious moments, many of which were…

… with Frost.


< “I wonder if they’ll grow sick of me like everyone else. If keep raising my antics, then I’ll see how they really think of me sooner or later.” >


 

Nav couldn’t help but think that if Frost had heard that, she’d weep in Cer’s stead.

That was the kind of person Frost was deep down, and more than ever, as if possessed by a spirit, Nav’s prompts finally carried her voice.

The Archivist, whilst narrowly dodging Cer’s attacks, shouted everything Nav showed her word for word.

“You’re not valueless! Remember when Frost listened to you on that moonlit night!? How everyone was worried and tried to reunite you with your sisters!?”

100 meters.

Cer’s attacks became far more vicious.

“From the bottom of their hearts, they love you more than you could ever think! I (Nav) still want to see you! To receive those hugs you promised! You’re a Demi-human that made it out against all odds! Galia – a Beholder – saw value in you!”

The Archivist, sweating profusely, saw her life flash before her eyes multiple times. And just when everything seemed like it would end right then –

– A collection of glowing children and a burning man whose right shoulder was made of wax-like feathers appeared.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

ETERNAL NIGHT

THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES


 

Asterism and Iron Candle have come to your aid!


 

< Effects of an Awakened Floor of Civilization are in temporary effect! >


 

< Individuals may manifest the archived books of Corrupted Personas! Remarkable! Can you imagine the implications of this!? >


 

The Archivist did not manifest them to her knowledge.

However, more than anything, it seemed like they were here to simply help.

The onslaught of electric bites was blocked by a miniature, painted cosmos as a wall of fire pushed onwards with the Archivist, shielding her from the rest of Cer’s attacks. They were fleeting existences, but their help was the world to her.

“… thank you...” The Iron Candle said.

“Why are you thanking me?” The Archivist blurted out, as the collective of children also offered their thanks.

“Because felt like you needed it. Good luck.” She felt a hand tap her shoulder. It wasn’t hot like she expected. Rather, it was a fatherly warmth she had all but forgotten about.

“Good luck!” The children chimed in, their voiced fleeting like those she loved in the past.

“… these personas… even though you’re Corrupted you’re… sane…” Frost was the only other person to experience this phenomenon.

She felt honored to be able to hear these sincere voices from nightmarish monsters. It caused her to power through, using what was left of the flaming barrier until she reached the crystal.

“Cer… CER! You are not valueless! Remember! You were empowered! I (Nav) shouldn’t be telling you what you’re worth to begin with! Because only you can decide that!” The giant blue crystal resonated with a single touch.

A tiny crack formed.


< “That’s right… I’m the only one who can…” >


 

< Memories are returning to the Unvalued! >


 

< “Does it matter what happened in the past? I have friends now that’ll tolerate me. People who won’t look at me with a price tag in mind.” >


 

With each spoken word, and each memory that returned – and each polaroid that perfectly landed in front of her crimson eyes – the cracks grew larger until suddenly –!


< “Don’t tell me what I’m worth. I knew from the start I was not valueless. Only a proud wolf like me –!” >


– The crystal shattered. A mesmerizing sight befell the world as Cer leaped forward, parts of her hair glowing blue as one hundred blue hands protruded from her back.

“– WILL COUNTER ALL FUCKING GREED THAT’S THROWN AT ME!”

Her appearance was similar Frost’s when she manifested the Greed Counter.

And funnily enough…


< Cer Has Manifested as the Greed Counter >


 

< So many layers of meaning hid behind ‘Greed Counter’. Such a pun is beyond my comprehension >

 

Indeed. Cer manifested as a being that countered greed.

And to prove it…


< “Preposterous. Greed is not something you can be immune to. I’ve seen you myself. The casino you robbed…” >


 

“What a dumb, bullshit assumption. Something’s wrong with your brain. What makes you think that I would’ve kept gold on me when I never had a single fucking coin on me outside of that one-time Sana game me one!?”

Cer was right. When they were sent off on their mission to find Frost, they never possessed any more than a single coin.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< [Diamond Greed] >


The blue crystals fired their beams one last time before they perished for good, allowing Sinder to create his colossal, blue, diamond-shaped crystal. The city lights went off again as the crystal shone like a moon in their eternal night.


< “Nonsense… then prove to me that your greed and value are as you claim!” >


“See what the fuck I mean!? You don’t know who the hell I am! And right now, I don’t know who the hell you are!” Cer’s one hundred ethereal hands reached for the skies as the crystal was hurled in their direction. “I’m only going to ask this once you fucking lunatic!”

And with seemingly utter ease, she caught it, skidding backwards only slightly.

“GIVE!” She reeled it backwards.

“ME!” So far in fact it nearly touched the ground behind her.

“BACK!” Then, like a catapult, she launched it forwards with tremendous force.

“OUR” Sinder was paralyzed in place by chains, the Arbiter’s wings, black holes, and all manners of paramount magic.


< [Empowered] >

ATT : 50,000,000     MAG ATT : 50,000,000

< EFFECT: Ignores all DEF stats >


The crystal hurled back into the air, carrying Cer’s battle cry that came from the bottom of her heart.

FROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOST!”

It collided with him cleanly, dragging him across the city floor, shaking the entirety of the Nexus before the lights returned.


Crowned

HP : 330,000,000


< “… so that is your value…” >


 

< “… thank you…” >


 

It was unclear whose words they belonged to.

But for a moment, as a red path opened for the Archivist and Cer, they both couldn’t help but feel like Frost had come back for just a brief moment.


< Onto the Hearts now! >

            

    
        306. This Heart Is Ours!

    
    
    
    
                Cer didn’t need to be told what to do. An instinctual drive sent her in the direction of the crimson path, her ethereal hands carrying the Archivist. The road seemed to endlessly stretch. A red, crystalized heart stood at the furthest end as Sinder relentlessly swatted the Arbiter and the Beholders.


< [A Million Wicks and One Light] >


 

“Frost’s become the opposite of her name, huh! Makes you think we should’ve seen this coming form a mile away, but I seriously believed that Frost of all people would’ve stayed sane!” Cer blurted out, the scenery transforming once again with the combined memories of the Archivist, Sinder and Frost. “Oh, and the name’s Cer by the way! You’re the Achivist I’m guessing! Didn’t think you’d be that small!”

“W-We’re the same size though…”

“That’s foot to head! Measure us from foot to ear like any normal person! Cause’ I’m absolutely taller!” Cer smirked. “WOOOOOOO!” She suddenly howled, startling the poor girl.

“I-is she supposed to be like this?” The Archivist wondered as visions of people dressed in all manners of uniforms, suits and wear dragged themselves to a roaring meat grinder at the furthest end.


< Cer’s Cer. That’s the only way I can feasibly describe her. She must be in a great mood >


The mechanical object, which sat high above the crystal heart relentlessly fired their processed hearts at them as the Archivist recalled and visualized moments of her past.

“… Not many people could shout like that. People were too broken to chase shattered dreams. Bodies took them in and made it impossible to get out. Everyone followed a common goal, and the worst part was that not everyone knew it…”


< “Suppression of the heart – of the aspiration – was a heinous flaw of our civilization. Because without it, change could not be made. The individuality was suppressed as one greater heart took them in. I despised it.” >


 

“THAT!” Cer bounced from side to side, dashing on all fours as electricity surrounded her, propelling her ahead like a speeding bullet.

The oncoming hearts were dodged with ease. Those that were unavoidable were either swatted away with her many hands or shredded apart with her electric fangs. The Archivist recounted the many times she saw people wearing the same faces in a city that demanded the death of all dreams as she set her sights to a starless…

No…

The Floor of Civilization wasn’t starless.

Asterism painted their skies with a painting of the stars, a contrast to the dark world on the border of a black hole she remembered. Here, in Elysia, the stars that symbolized hope were ever prevalent in their skies.

“IS!” Cer continued, grinning from ear to ear menacingly.

If Frost were to ever see her like this, then she probably would have called her cute. This was what first came to Cer’s mind, and somehow, it served as fuel for her drive to save Frost.

“BULLSHIT!” If the world was cursed to become forever mute, then Cer would be the only one that could speak. Her voice could not be tamed. It rubbed off onto the Archivist, causing her shock to transform into a small, endearing smile.

… none of us are voiceless. None of us are unvalued. This is the proof you wanted to see, right Sinder?

“So when you took Res and your lover into your heart, you thought that you weren’t doing the same thing you sought to eat with big mouth of yours!? I could still see from that crystal you know! And if that’s how it feels to be a Corrupted –!”

One giant heart was flung towards them, and Cer masterfully shredded it to ribbons. There was no gore or blood associated with the hearts. They were fake. A mere illusion vulnerable people fell for and surrendered their hearts, hopes and dreams.

“– Then all the more reason to save you! That isn’t you Frost!”

“That’s… not you too Sinder!”


< “What could you possibly know about me – I, who knew so little of myself?” >


 

< “This heart ached. It beat for billions in our city. No one heard my cries in that chamber. It was merely turned into a form of energy. My dreams were shattered from the very start.” >


 

Sinder’s woes changed from civilization to something far more personal. The Archivist and Nav simultaneously thought back to the Attributes and Affinities. Amalgamation was called Identity. The prevailing theme of civilization and identity blended into an existential woe.


< “I lived in the city streets. I saw the world for what it was. No heart was their own. People willingly allowed themselves to suffer for another’s dream. I… became a victim to it unknowingly towards the end of my life.” >


 

< “Those I knew and loved were driven to death by those dreams!” >


 

< “The girl who tried to archive it all couldn’t stop me. I was the only thing she couldn’t ‘save’ in her books!” >


 

< [World Ablaze] >


 

Sinder used his strongest move, drowning the stars – the symbols of wishes and aspirations – with the light of a thousand suns.

“But you’re still trying to suppress them. You’re a hypocrite!” The Archivist cried.

Cer then growled. “Not a bad howl for a human… Or, whatever you Archetypes are. Hey! We’re getting close! Archivist! Got a sliver of an idea on how to deal with that crystal!? You were shouting all kinds of things at me, so maybe I gotta do the same too!”

“N-Nav –!?”


Crystalized Suppressed

HP : 1


< CONDITION: The Suppressed wants to know where their heart lays >


 

< SPECIAL REQUIREMENT: Make them remember their hearts! >


 

Suspended within the giant crystal were Jury and Res, both arranged like a love heart. Their eyes flashed open as they entered the last 200-meter stretch, and at once, both sent a wave of attacks to dissuade them.

In the meantime, Galia obliterated the crystals as the familiar sound of a camera shutter filled the air. Polaroids fell, and despite not supposed to be able to see the happiest moments of others –

“Heh. You hate to admit it, but you totally see Frost like she’s our mom! And Jury! T-These are – Tch. I didn’t know Frost could even make that kind of face!” Cer showed a particular picture to the Archivist, and her face instantly flushed red.

“W-what are you showing me in the middle of a fight!? A-and – Hey! Watch out –!”

“You’re underestimating the power of a Moon! After all, what’s a shiny rock to a bigger rock that floats in the sky!?” Cer howled, avoiding electric beams and Jury’s claws, which sent out invisible slashes that mowed down the faceless crowds.


Jury

< “I want to be with Frost… so it’s not so bad being trapped in here.” >


 

Res

< “People tried to tug at my heart. People saw me as an object of desire. I overshadowed my sisters. I hurt them by just trying to dream a little.” >


 

Nav, once again, funneled the words to the Archivist as she and Cer shouted at them.

“You simple minded skewer-eating glutton! Does that mean everything you said about wanting to be with us all is a lie!?” The Archivist awkwardly shouted, causing Cer to grin as she found it humorous that Nav hurled an insult towards her.

“Res. If you keep harping on that then I’m seriously going to hit you! Hear this from your eldest sister – and I mean it! You know how we now feel! Don’t let that past influence your heart! Ber wouldn’t want to see you like this either!”

They arrived at the crystal in the blink of an eye thanks to Cer’s immense speed. She was Empowered, so she carried twice the strength. Her many hands reached them first, but it was not until both placed their hands upon the crystal did it begin to crack.


Jury

< “My heart is muddied by a past I don’t properly remember. Is that how people will define me moving forward? That I destroyed our world for the sake of a wish that was never mine?” >


 

Res

< “I hate the Ateliers. I stopped trusting people and created this cold shell to push people away. I don’t want to get close. People can’t go near my heart… it’s delicate.” >


“Idiots. Jury is Jury! You think that thing up there is Frost!? Fuck no! The Frost I know is the kind of person who… who…!” Cer punched the crystal, then, she leaned against it with tender eyes. “WHO DIDN’T GIVE A DAMN ABOUT WHO OR WHAT WE WERE! Frost put up with us! Don’t fall into the same pitfall as her, Jury! So shut the fuck up and listen to your own heart already! You were born in this world! Don’t you ever forget that, so I don’t care who you think you are!”

Cer strangely had a way with words. Each sentence she yelled caused the cracks to grow further until –!

“– YOU ARE JURY!”

Jury broke free from the crystal, and at the same time –

“You too Res! These people we’ve come to know are the only ones we can rely on anymore! You opened your heart to them! YOU OF ALL PEOPLE DID! Don’t let anyone sway that heart! Because that heart –!”

Cer couldn’t even finish, and the Archivist was so deeply mesmerized by Cer that she didn’t say a word. Nav didn’t either, as if in awe of the little wolf’s passion.


< Now I truly, sincerely wish to meet them in person… >


Res’ crystal prison shattered.


Jury

< “… I am Jury. I know that. I know that I’m not the monster people will mistake me as. And even if they do, so long as I remember who I am, then they can’t change me or any one of us. Because these are –!” >


Res

< “Our upbringings made me close my heart off to others, because people wanted it to be theirs. But no more. I’ve met people who’ve let me grow. Let this heart beat again! And now more than ever I know from the bottom of my heart that no one can change us because these are –!” >


 

< Jury and Res Have Manifested as the Heart of Ours >


 

“”OUR HEARTS!””

Both cried simultaneously. Res took upon a form reminiscent of the mature Ber, except her hair was cut much shorter. Jury hardly changed, but if one listened to the tempo of her ticking heart, one would find that it closely resembled one of a heartbeat than a clock.


< … The layers of meaning… I am… stupefied… >


 

“That’s… isn’t that the beauty of words! Of language!” The Archivist laughed, right as Jury fell onto her, embracing her with loving arms.

“I’m sorry~!” Jury cried.

“Res. No hugs?” Cer pouted.

“Fine… I guess you deserve a little something. Cer. Good work. You always somehow manage to come through.” Res rolled her eyes, but she genuinely also wished to embrace her sister.

They shared a reuniting hug, and Cer politely kept her head away from her sister’s newly grown assets.

“Nothing’s changed in that department!” Cer grinned.


< “Even though it is painful to go alone? Even though that dream will be the end of you? Can individuals thrive with untampered hearts in such a hell we made?” >


 

< “Unacceptable… Those hearts… to keep this dream of ours alive – they must be MINE!” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< [Heart of Mine] >


 

The tiny red crystals shattered, sending their power to Sinder’s hands as his flaming sphere dispersed. In both hands were crimson spears, each more than a kilometer in length. The sheer size was staggering.

But they stood defiantly in what seemed to be the face of certain annihilation.

And so, Res threw her fist forward, as did Jury out of pure instinct, derived from the Corrupted they manifested as. Sinder threw the spears, hoping to impale their hearts. The world turned black. But unlike last time, they had all the stars in the world to cheer them on.

A red blob took shape in front of them, and it rapidly grew to a colossal, burning heart reminiscent of the Big Red Heart.

“The Frost I know isn’t so selfish to impose their heart onto us!” Res shouted. “Frost… what she did was show us the moralities we lost. Even she understood that there are things that can’t be done so easily! She tried to teach us! Not force us! Even if she did try to threaten us, she isn’t the kind of person who’d give up on us and try to take us over by force!”

Res referenced the times when Frost reprimanded them for their wrongs. There was never a time when they felt like they were being ‘forced’. Even if she was the Amalgam – an Archetype – they followed her not because of fear or because they were suppressed.

It was because they too agreed.

But their 30 years spent fighting the Corrupted just made it difficult to regain what innocence and sense of ‘right and wrong’ was lost.

“This dream is our dream! It’s not something one person can hold, and you know it more than anyone else Frost! You… can’t carry the weight of the world on those small shoulders alone! That’s exactly what’s going to hurt you!” Jury exclaimed.

Finally, the spears impaled the giant heart, skewering it as it burst into a fountain of ribbons and flames.


< [Determined] >

ATT : 50,000,000     MAG ATT : 50,000,000

< EFFECT: Ignores all DEF stats >


“I don’t know who you are but we’re going to get you out of Frost’s heart! She’s not yours to take!” Jury added, her tail slamming the ground menacingly as the light returned, and Sinder was hit by an invisible force, sending him into dozens of buildings, a bridge, a canal, a circus – he seemed to never stop flying backwards.


Crowned

HP : 220,000,000


< “Your determination… in the face of a greater heart…” >


 

< “I wish I could have seen that… I’m sure that maybe have… Regardless…” >


 

< “… You’re doing well…” >


The Nexus shook.

Again, the words came from an ambiguous source. One last path of the crossroads opened, revealing a lane smothered in darkness as the group rushed ahead as one collective unit.


< Jury. It’s a pleasure to speak to you again! The Spades is now next! >

            

    
        307. The Blood of Our Covenant!

    
    
    
    
                The finale was finally upon them.

Their promised end resided at the end of the black highway. Ignis and Ber were all they needed left. Afterwards, it would be Frost’s turn to be saved. The journey was plagued with fire as Sinder turned his attention to them, weaving past the Arbiter’s grasp.


< [Violence on Violence Action] >


The ground moved like a wave in his wake. Everyone knew that his target was now the Archivist, and he’d do anything to eliminate her. His speed was tremendous, easily beyond that of 3,000 AGI.

But he was not the only one capable of moving that quickly.

“Beholder E.”

Res uttered, watching the trail of blue and red form a double helix as they collided with one another, tearing the Floor of Civilization apart from the seams like two celestial bodies were at war.

Infusion S was a spectacle to behold. The devastation that followed was incomparable to the one Iscario left behind in Divas Pass. They intersected them further ahead, obliterating every building in their field of view.

Just one use of this held the power to bring a nation to their knees, and yet it did nothing but stall time for them.

“See that Jury! That’s going to be you one day!” Res exclaimed, ecstatic at the thought of an all-mighty Jury.

“A cripple Jury requiring all kinds of augments?” Cer made a displeased face. “Ewww. I don’t think even Frost would want to eat you –!”

“U-Uh…?” The Archivist, having seen the lewd photographs earlier, turned red again.

“Really? Believe me Cer, you’d be the first to be put into a walking life support machine!” Jury snapped back, but she did so with a wide smile, simply happy to hear Cer’s voice again. “Plus, you’re still so small~!”

“The hell does that even mean!?” Cer growled.

“It means you’ve lost your older sister privileges! So shut up already and keep moving forward!” Res commanded.


< [World Ablaze] >


 

< “What about the bonds of people? Greed. Hearts. Disposition. Despair. Opportunity. Doubt – so many things can drive a person to murder a friend. The bonds I was familiar with, and saw were no thicker than water.” >


 

“But you can’t see what the fuck we’re doing for you!?” Cer barked.

“I can’t believe I’m hearing you say that… That’s not Frost’s woes!” Jury was certain of this fact, for she knew that Frost had always reminded them that they were what kept her happy.


< “But what about Scarlet Logic? The Ateliers? ImpulseWorks workers who will happily feed themselves for the quota? The Impuritas that have little regard for their friends, foes and the unaffiliated?” >


 

< “A common goal is not enough to create formidable bonds. Battle does not strengthen them when desires overlap. There was no sense of comradery. Even those I partnered with were the first to turn on me.” >


 

A mixture of Frost and Sinder’s woes came to light. The first was Frost’s. Sinder’s manifested around them, the darkness taking form. People adorned in the same uniform betrayed one another. Mercenaries worked for coin and towards a false aspiration, rather than principle.

They watched memories of Sinder dealing with entities wearing the same black military garbs, belonging only to those of one of 12 Bodies. Their first interaction would always be with an exchange of hands, and in the end, an exchange of blood and weaponry.


< “Those that knew were paralyzed by a collective illusion. Those who sought to bring peace were at odds with loved ones. Children spied on their parents, and reported to affiliated Bodies and Arms, for they loved them more.” >


 

The Archivist fell into deep thought. Memories of a distant past haunted her as she recalled the faces and names of the people who tried to sabotage her.

“All I ever wanted was to archive things. For that… Advent. We all had a goal. To achieve the betterment of the world. Of our city. But it never worked out. One wrong move and you were expelled to the outer rings of the city. People I thought were friends hurt me.”

Poison in her coffee.

Torn pages.

A burning dorm.

Glasses shattered.

A diamond brooch spat on.

A heart-shaped button folded in half.

Her notebook vandalized.

Her back riddled with the bladed gazes of the envious.

Her stomach pierced with daggers.

And in the end… her life lost to someone she trusted the most.

The Archivist, while she knew her experiences of broken bonds were not quite like Frost, were as powerful as his. They were her own, and to her, they hurt her more than anyone could imagine. People willingly threw their lives away, even just to discourage her the slightest. Peers fighting amongst one another to have their names written first on an upcoming thesis.

But even so…

“That didn’t change that I still had people I could count on. You… Elysia. All those warm people that I can’t even remember anymore were there for me! And I remember…! I remember that I was there for you…!”

The road suddenly transformed into a river of blood. The Archivist stared down at her own reflection. Their footsteps did not disturb its calm surface. Within, she saw sparkles of blue. Her brooch was inside of the river of blood as she faintly recalled her final moments in their past world.


< “We had to fight alone. All had their excuses to stay away. There was no such thing as a true bond. All of it was a lie. A parasitic tether that blinded countless to do the bidding of others. To those exiled beyond the city to a world plagued with desolation.” >


 

Beyond their city was a world barren of all life. Their super Earth only had a small percent that was habitable. But that little percentage was worse than all the lands beyond combined. The Archivist knew it was through artificial means. Why this mattered to her was unknown until she recalled the flower meadows.

“… before those flowers, traitors were buried en mass by you and the Bodies. Those flower fields were more flesh than soil. I remember now. Because that place is what we call Brandar in this world.” The Archivist grueling spoke through clenched teeth.


< “They were once friends.” >


 

“So what, you thought about turning us into fertilizer too!?” Cer shouted. “Do you also believe that we were once friends!?”


< “… ‘I’ no longer have friends…” >


 

< “Only enemies…” >


Soon, at the 500-meter mark, Nav revealed the crystal encasing Ignis and Ber.


Crystalized Directionless

HP : 1


< CONDITION: The Blinded wants to know the strength of their bonds >


 

< SPECIAL REQUIREMENT: Make them remember their bonds! >


 

The conversation with Sinder did not seem to get anywhere. But in a way, the Archivist could sense a bizarre form of sincerity emerge. His attacks were as brutal as ever, but for some reason…

“… if you really wanted to kill me, then I’d already be dead. How come you only just started to target us?” The Archivist could only speculate.

In the meantime – the others began their verbal assault on their precious friends. Nav did not even get the chance to order her, for her friends were more than enough.


Ignis

< “I feel like I’m a wrench in the –!” >


 

“IGNIS IF YOU CALL YOURSELF A PAIN OR USELESS AGAIN, THEN I’LL SHOW YOU HELL!” Cer screamed, interrupting the poor girl.


Ber

< “I want to distance myself from people. Keep my mouth shut. These chains are the only things keeping me alive.” >


 

“Those same chains were the ones eating at you! Don’t forget you became a Corrupted because of it! So don’t – Don’t you dare say something like that! Don’t… hurt me like that, Ber!” Res whimpered, saddened to hear those words leave her sister’s lips.

Electric claws and bone-tipped tentacles were thrown their way, swiping at everything they could indiscriminately as if trying to sever their metaphorical bonds. Each slash was random, like they were blind.

At the 200-meter mark, their attacks became furious. Beholder E. and Sinder made their rounds again, tumbling far behind as the shockwave propelled them forward.


< [A Million Wicks and One Light] >


 

< [World Abalze] >


 

He became desperate, and so did the Beholders to stop him.


 

Ignis

< “I burned bridges before. I hurt people in my home. I don’t want to do it again. My mama used to sleep beneath that tree… I always wondered what she was like.” >


“Don’t forget what you did for all those people we couldn’t save! Our fights we’d never be able to complete without you! Ignis!” Jury wagged her tail happily as she confessed: “You’re like a daughter to me, you know that!?”

“S-Since when!?” Cer blankly blinked.

“She feels like an extension of our family too, if you think about it. Besides… Ignis has become irreplaceable to us. Especially to Ber.” Res couldn’t help but to melt at Jury’s confession.

Nav… I always knew these people were close, but…


 

< You severely undersestimate them >


 

< At this point, I don’t think there’s an individual book for them each. They may as well all be written in one great book >


 

That’s a great metaphor… It feels warm hearing them speak. Beholders, and visitors to my Library were cold. Calculative. Manipulative. But with them, it feels natural. Like they all come from the same womb. I-if you know what I mean!


< They say that the water of the womb is thin. But here, it’s thicker than blood will ever be >


 

Finally, all four of them reached the black, spade-shaped crystal and placed their hands upon it, instantly forming cracks along its pristine surface.


 

Ber

< “Just leave me alone. I don’t want to have to do anything with anyone. My sisters are all I need. This water is all I want…” >


 

“Bullshit!” Res snapped.

“That’s not true at all!” Jury exclaimed.

“BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEER!” Cer simply shouted her name, her words alone conveying more than a thousand messages to her beloved sister.

And then –!


Ignis

< “… But now, I have people I can not only protect, but also rely on. Papa may be gone, but he entrusted me with Frost. And Frost, while not a replacement, is still someone precious to me, as is Jury. Cer. Ber. Res. Nav. Snap. The Alter Frosts. The people we saved. Everyone… I’m… no longer just a flame to hurt people. I’ve become a flame to be there when it’s cold.” >


 

Ignis shattered free, falling into the loving hands of all her friends. Her body was lightly wrapped with black ribbons, with one covering an eye. They were one with her body.


Ber

< “No. What am I saying? If those idiots heard me then they’d never let me hear the end of it. Not after everything they’ve done for me. Not after the blood, sweat and tears we all shed fighting together. I don’t care what ideal you want to impose on me. These people are more than just friends. They’re my FLOCK!” >


 

Ber broke free, also wrapped in the black cloth albeit in a more suggestive manner. Again, a single eye was covered up as she embraced them all in one giant hug, her ribbons wrapping them tightly as she howled for the world to hear:

“I’m going to save you Frost even if it means dying! Because you’d do the same! This is OUR COVENANT! And I’ll happily bleed for my friends!”


< Ignis and Ber Have Manifested the Blood of the Covenant >


 

Ber’s howl was received by all as Sinder took to the skies again, forming an arm out of tens of thousands of black ribbons. After a brief moment, Ber turned to her sisters with a sheepish smile.

“Water. Blood. Does it really matter~?” She uttered, causing Cer and Res to turn a slight red in response, elated to hear her voice again.


< “Can such emotions be absolved so easily?” >


 

< “Does it not hurt to know that you were wronged? That at any moment those bonds can break?” >


 

< “How can you possibly know what the world has in store for you? The anxiety… it ruined me and countless. So many were made directionless. So many were blinded and lost their way.” >


 

< “Betrayal is not the only means… and I will show you!” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UNAVOIDABLE ATTACK >


 

< [Spades of Watered Bonds] >


< “Be buried by the spades of those you trusted!” >


 

“Are you fucking stupid? Of all the people that I’d want to bury me, it’d absolutely HAVE to be someone I trust!” Ber shouted, her ribbons also transforming into a giant tentacle-like structure as the city lights faded.

“I’m sorry Frost but isn’t that how things are! We don’t know what’s going to happen, but that doesn’t make us directionless! I took comfort just by moving forward with everyone!” Ignis confessed, her precious voice causing her ribbons to combine with Ber’s.


< [Bonded] >

ATT : 50,000,000 MAG ATT : 50,000,000

< EFFECT: Ignores all DEF stats >


And at once, both sides threw their colossal tentacle forward. They snaked through the city, and while Sinder’s destroyed everything in sight, Ber and Ignis’ spared them.

“We’ve fought each other to the death! And look at us! Still hasn’t changed a bit but it was all to save each other! This time, I AM NOT GOING TO FAIL EVEN IF IT KILLS ME! Because you… did everything to save us. That’s our bond!”

The tentacles clashed, coiling into one another. But it was abundantly clear that Ignis’ and Ber’s had the upper hand. It wrapped Sinder’s ribbons, trapping it in place. The tentacle picked up speed, and before he knew it, the ribbon wrapped him, solidifying their bonds as it suddenly squeezed the life out of him.


< “… these dreams you carry… I wish someone could have shown me this when I was lost.” >


 

< “… but…” >


And with one heave, he was thrown down into the earth, emitting a thud that reverberated across the entirety of the Nexus.

Galia finished off the black crystals as light flourished in their world once again.


Crowned

HP : 110,000,000


< Sinder is on his last leg! >


 

< “Do you think conquering all my woes is enough? There is one thing you have forgotten about. The one true, ever prevailing woe that plagued all of civilization!” >


 

< [Rekindled Woe – Crowned] >

< Language of Violence >


 

Suddenly, the entirety of the Floor of Civilization caught alight as a certain flaming book appeared above Sinder’s head. The pages flickered as the words were absorbed into his body. What was left of Frost was entirely overwritten as the true, dominating personality became Sinder.

It went without saying that this was the end.


< It’s here. The finale. Everyone! Good luck! >

            

    
        308. The Ultimate Language Vs The Universal Language

    
    
    
    
                Every building became a candlewick. Flames reached for the skies as the stars were snuffed out. Shallow oceans of blood covered the entirety of the Floor of Civilization. Islands of bodies amassed from the discarded many.

A sight familiar to all unfolded. To the others, it was just like the City of Spades.

But to the Archivist, she remembered her world. Terror began to build in her chest as she clasped at the air where her precious book used to be. Her one tangible source of courage. Four giant, pale crystals formed in each quarter of the Floor, each emitting a low-pitched hum similar to Jury’s Retrocausality – Smite.

“Genesis Stones.” Galia was mildly amused by the finding, her feathered apparel rising like the hairs of a frightened cat. “What’s this dangerous aura? This imminent sense of impending judgement? Our merciful Arbiter, my intuition tells me that we’re redundant.”

Black holes. Great chains. Hailstorms of bullets – nothing could damage the Genesis Stones, never mind the Corrupted Frost whose DEF had exceeded over one billion. A red haze surrounded Sinder, the flaming book forever expelling its contents onto their garbs. His eyes cut through the flames like beacons of light, his wings each reaching to the utter ends of the Floor.

[What Doesn’t Kill you].

[A Million Wicks and One Light].

[Violence on Violence Action].

[World Ablaze].

All these skills were combined into a spherical amalgamation of fire. Visible heat waves warded the Beholders away, for those flames caused parts of their apparel to catch alight. For just this instance, the Apocalypse Corrupted seemingly elevated into a Paradise Lost one, for not even the Arbiter could remain within proximity of him.

“So it would seem. An Awakening plays by rules governed not by us, but by the mental state of those involved in the story. This is an eye opener.” The Arbiter, much like Galia, showed little concern over the ordeal.

However, her eyes were firmly fixed onto Sinder with both pity and wrath.

“A pity I could not learn more about you. I suppose this is for the best.” The Arbiter added, her wings retreating from the center of the city, as did the Beholders.

Pride was not something they brazenly carried. Rather, they were known to fear and respect enemies of great might. It was why Grandis was sealed off for so long. But in truth, that was only a fraction of the reason why.

Sinder’s powers grew exponentially, the Genesis stones slowly turning black as crystal card suits began to orbit him.

All [Woes] were active now, as well as his unavoidable magic. A constant buzz emitted from his chest, oscillating from high to low as a pale orb formed.

Before the Arbiter finally left, she set her sights onto the Archivist, her group, and finally, onto Jury with a conflicting smile.

“Suffering stems from attachment. Violence and language have become a theme of this fight. But believe there is more to it. Corrupted are non-sapient. They lack the capacity to consciously think of their own existence. But this one is aware. I trust you know what you must do. You’ve already let go once. It’s time to let it go for good.”


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The Crowned Has Found Its Way >


 

< Violence Is the Only Answer >


 

< “To cleanse this world. To cleanse the impruities that brought so many people down. To erase the things that brought pain to us all… I must reduce it all to ashes. Our home was rotten from the core. It was irredeemable.” >


 

“Got a plan?” Jury asked the Archivist, to which she defiantly gazed up at the burning star.

“The Condition said that the only way to beat them is to show him proof! Violence is the last direction on the crossroads! Nav doesn’t know yet!” She explained, watching the pale orb grow.

“Then what do you think!?” Jury elaborated, causing the girl to wince as she felt a pain in her chest. For a split second, a vision of an impaled, black beast overlapped with Sinder.

She remembered its roars of anguish. She remembered its terrible screams that caused many to run away.

And she remembered how she stood firmly in front of it.

The Archivist fell into a lulling trance. Even though she knew her friend had lost themself, she couldn’t help but to believe they were also lucid of their actions. Much like how the Corrupted were aware, but just unable to think or speak any differently.


< “I became what I hated the most. And that was what shattered this shell of mine. What brought out these unquenchable flames. I believed that if all was gone, then the pain would finally subside. I wouldn’t ever have to hear the wails again.” >


Abrupt jets of liquid fire were fired at everyone present. Cer threw up her shield, blocking it for the group whereas the Beholders were forced to take the full brunt of the attack.

They were powerless against Sinder.

And yet this tiny wolf could stand up to challenge him.

“Irredeemable!? Wasn’t the plan to fix it!?” Cer inadvertently shouted, a blue diamond forming above her head. Likewise, a blue orb appeared in the center of her chest. It was a small light, but it carried an immeasurable sincerity that caused the flaming jets to abruptly change their course of attack.

For some reason, it felt like Sinder purposefully missed.


< “The dream we shared drove my friends to their deaths… what is the point of arguing with me? It will not change anything. I’ve already condemned this world. Because the same flaws are rife in this one. Our two worlds are one and the same.” >


 

The crystal club and diamond spread behind him like wings, the other two still gyrating around him. The orb grew larger, and several more flaming jets assaulted the city, with a rain of flaming stones aimed directly at them.

“But you said it yourself. This world is our home. Why destroy something we can fix? I know we only saw more Black Forests outside of mine, but I believe there’s more to love in this world than to hate! We haven’t gotten to explore it! Together! Like you promised me and Nav!” Jury summoned a red crystal heart above her head as a red orb formed by her chest.

The same occurred for Res.

The hailstorms deviated from their path unnaturally as Sinder’s arms sunk to his side.

And he Archivist’s eyes glistened as she realized what was happening.

“… language… against violence…?”


< So it would seem. An intrinsic language of the uncivilized clashed with the language of the civil. And yet, it is civilization that parades violence. And those underneath are left with only their words… >


 

“And even then, people tried to take that away from us… I remember.” The Archivist’s voice shuddered. “It was a part of why I wanted to archive things… To keep a note of everything down. To collect it inside of GEN-03. The Collective Compendium of All Knowledge. My memories have overlaps, but I realize that this became of my Eternal Library. So that people later could discover the things they missed. To read the stories about how we lived…”

Jury hugged her. Her tail wrapped her neck like a giant scarf as the Archivist recalled her last moment.

And to their surprise, as the flames brimming from Sinder’s face suddenly turned to steam –


< “I followed a sense of duty, and that killed me in the end. The fact that you remember what I did to you – Anna. You were the first person whose bonds I broke. Whose gifts I shattered. Whose life I claimed. Where is your animosity? Where is your thirst for vengeance? Why… are you crying?” >


 

The Archivist choked on her words. She remembered her death at the hands of the one person she trusted the most.

The crystal spade expanded behind him, and the orb grew as another volley of attacks followed. Ber, grating her teeth with enough force to chew through steel, growled as a spade appeared above hers and Ignis’ head, along with the warm light.

“Is that all you can think about? Once upon a time, all I could think of was the same thing. Violence on violence. But you’re the one who brought me back to start talking to the people around me! And I’m willing to bet my damned hands and tail that Ignis would’ve been mute if we weren’t for her! Don’t underestimate people’s bonds! Listen to her!”

Ber lashed out, purposefully clashing with flames shaped like a blade, even though they were never going to reach them in the first place. Through the steams she caught a glimpse of a pair of golden eyes, and with a heart of steel, she shouted at the top of her lungs.

“She’s not crying because you betrayed her! She’s crying because of what you’ve become! Even I can’t bring myself to hate my own mother after what she’s done to me! Don’t you get it!? People… are redeemable! Take one good look at us! At me! I might not be the best wolf to live, but dammit let me try!”


< Something is resonating within Sinder >


 

< Amalgamation Corrupted certainly are strange >


 

< But this could also be a result of the Awakening Event >


 

< “… of all the cowards that ran at the sight of me, you were the only one who stood still and looked at me like I was still the same person.” >


 

< “You opened your arms to a monster that could only judge…” >


 

The final suit took form behind him, and the orb flashed with a brilliant light. A black hole formed at the tip of his fingers as a second sphere engulfed them all. In a way, it was like the core of a collapsing star. Within was a reflection of the void that filled their night sky as the Floor of Civilization entered complete darkness one last time.


< [The Universal Language] >

< We cannot be better >


 

< “And you embraced it… for all this time, you’ve only just learned how to let go.” >


 

“Because… I didn’t want to believe it. That you broke like that. You were always with me. Putting up with my courageless antics. I wanted to impress you. To stop being a burden. You were my courage! That diary you gave me was everything in the world, because I never knew how you felt!” Finally, the Archivist’s green club formed above her head, and the light in her chest became the one to rival Sinder’s as she desperately held back tears.

“I only know this world through my books. But I know more than anyone else that this world is worth trying to save! Because it’s the same world that you tried to! You can’t stay here anymore! Your book…”

Their lights combined into one, and at once, a powerful beam was fired from both sides. Sinder’s light was clad with darkness, whereas theirs carried the light of countless stars. It ripped through the fabric of Sinder’s dark world as the group pushed forward alongside it, as if thrusting a colossal blade.

“CAN’T STAY IN MY LIBRARY ANYMORE! My attachment… my obsession brought you into this world. It’s my fault that you’re here. It’s my fault that people twisted your diary into a prophecy. I just… wanted to understand what it meant to me. And if courage is all it is –!”


< [The Ultimate Language] >

< We can be better >


 

“– THEN I HAVE PLENTY OF IT!”

Sinder’s beam stood no chance. In a way, it was like he didn’t even attempt to struggle at all. The steam that formed around his face was caused by invisible tears. No one knew for certain if it was Frost or him that wept. Regardless, it did not change that the Achivst’s words had reached him.

The group soared. The fireworks of light populated the skies of the Floor of Civilization. Slowly, the buildings rearranged themselves to closely match small sections of the Nex Megalopolis rather than the city she called home.

Because this world had now become the Archivst’s home.

Vast expanses of land were left barren, promising to bear fruit later in the future.

The burning book flickered to its last page.


< “You’ve… finally moved on your own two feet.” >


 

< “… I wonder, if I also had a bundle of courage to hold onto, then maybe things could have been different.” >


 

< “Regardless… take care of this one. You’ve all become her bundles of courage.” >


 

< “Anna… Your dream was interesting. I think you’ve fulfilled it without realizing it.” >


 

< “’Wanting to save our world’…” >


 

< “I’ve never personally told you this, and I’ve regretted it for as long as I’ve been cuddled by you for the last 300 years.” >


 

< “Good job.” >


 

< “I’m so proud of you.” >


Crowned

HP : 0


The Archivist had reached him. She couldn’t see anything anymore. The light blinded her.

But she could have sworn she felt someone brush a hand through her hair.

It was a warm hand.

A familiar one.

The very same hand that reached out to save her.

The Archivist whimpered as she lost sensation in all of her senses.

But not without Nav’s last prompts.


< The Crowned Has Been Subjugated >


< The Floor of Civilization Resonates >


 

< The Floor of Civilization has Awakened >

< The Archetype of Civilization has Awakened >


 

< Thank you for doing your best >


 

< And thank you for saving Frost >

            

    
        309. Last Goodbye

    
    
    
    
                White.

A world of white was all the Archivist could see when her eyes readjusted to the light.

It had no origin. No shadow was cast. The pale world was endless. She jolted a little, alarmed by the sudden change in scenery. Her head wagged left and right in search of a soul or a clue as to where she was.

“D-Did I die?” She asked herself, peering into open palms. “Is this the afterlife?”

“Is it?” A voice suddenly spoke from behind, causing her heart to drop as she tried to turn to the source.

But before she could, a peaked cap was placed onto her head, forcing her eyes to look down at a pair of black leather boots. They were giant compared to her brown footwear. Their trousers were neat. Not a single blemish or fold could be seen…

The Archivist felt stupid for focusing so hard on those things. An unconscious defense mechanism stopped her from the one conclusion her mind could only make. Their presence, that voice:

“You were a bit of a comedian, weren’t you? Not on purpose. I guess I mean to say that you were really clumsy. There wasn’t a day when you didn’t fumble that notebook or scribble out the same few words a hundred times.”

And that warmth.

This person was Sinder.

The Archivist couldn’t form a single word. She was so choked up by his uncorrupted presence that she didn’t know how to react. The peaked cap hid her forming tears well.

“… W… why…” She whimpered.

“Our last goodbye. I’ve still got one page left in me. And I don’t mean Cinder Civitas. I mean my book. The diary you brought along. You still had it after all this time. It probably didn’t make much sense to you, and that’s alright. The diary you held was one of a kind.”

She imagined him smiling. His hand pat her through the cap as she heard buttons click.

“It was painful. It was hard being all alone again. You brought my book here to save me, huh? I’m thankful. But I don’t think I can stay here anymore.” He leveled himself with her eyes, but she still couldn’t look up into his as tears rolled down her cheeks.

His crimson eyes were gentle, and they glistened at the sight of his distraught friend.

“I’ve hurt you twice. Both times you tried to help me with open arms. But this time, you did it. You saved me.”

“… I’m sorry…”

“I’m the one that’s sorry. If I have one request, it’s to not feel guilty over this. I made my choice. This is the result of it.”

Sinder’s voice became slightly quieter as his irises flickered like an ember. Parts of his body began to emit smoke. He removed his black garbs, revealing only a white, buttoned shirt underneath and placed it onto the shoulders of the silently weeping Archivist.

“Was I… a burden… to you…?” She brought her hands up to the peaked cap, holding it tight as her hands brushed over Sinder’s.

No. They phased through. Pieces of his body were charred to embers. Torn pages filled with moments of his life fizzled away to nothingness.

“That’s a very ‘you’ thing to ask. No. Never. I loved the dream you had. Saving the world in the form of words. You realize that you succeeded, right? Because our world’s history is written somewhere in your library. Our world and the way we lived can be known to all kinds of people both present and future.”

“What… about you…?”

“Me… I said I wanted to get rid of impurities, right?”

The Archivst was suddenly faced with a decision to make.

And there could only be one answer.


< Do you wish to erase the Book of Sinder? >

< Yes | No >


 

The Archivist’s tears fell harder as Sinder’s form became transparent. He offered her one last gift in the form of a fiery feather. It was a quill bearing uncertain properties, and she kept it close to her heart.

Yes…


< Confirm the erasure of the Book of Cinder? >

< Confirm? >


 

Please. My attachment kept me chained down for so long. I can’t keep crying forever. I want to see the world my friends love. I want to live in this world they all tried to protect.

If I try to keep holding on, then I won’t be able to move forward.

Sinder’s smile blossomed as though he could hear her thoughts.

Then, with what was left of his form, he fondly watched over her, a single tear falling down his cheek.

“Anna. Keep your head up high. There are stars in this world.”

He disappeared. The fleeting embers were carried away by a non-existent wind. All that remained of him was his apparel and the quill.

These were the Corrupted Items of the Crowned, and she tightly wrapped herself with it, embracing the peaked cap and the coat as she cried out her heart.


< The Book of Cinder has been erased >


 

< The Book of Civitas Cinder has been completed >


 

Nav didn’t interrupt her. No other prompts were shown. She allowed the Archivist time for herself. Nav empathized with her in a strange way. Because she too would want the world to give her room and the dignity to cry if the time were to ever come.

That being said, the Advent of Desire would soon be disappearing from the skies. Its Nex reserved were thoroughly used, and it had granted what the Advent considered a major wish.

This would then cause the Advent to return to its dormant form and seek fleeting, minor wishes to entertain elsewhere.

Where it would go was uncertain.

But what was certain was Nav’s physical form.

All turned to black for both Nav and the Archivist.

And the next time they awakened they’d surely be standing side by side with their precious friends.

            

    
        310. Our Place In This World

    
    
    
    
                The Nex Megalopolis survived to see another day. A fortress built on the blood and bones of countless stood at the brink of total devastation. The sanctuary that promised to be the final frontier against all evil revealed a rot that gouged it from the inside out.

The City of Diamonds and the City of Hearts had their own fair share of chaos. By now, the Golden Index and Adventurers had vanquished what was left of the Dungeons. Buildings were still burning. The City of Spades was annihilated. The City of Clubs lost countless innocent lives, as well as their precious healers.

As for the City of Strings, or Pages depending on who you asked, also saw Impuritas attempt an invasion of their own. But they were considerably less successful. Either way, it did not change that the entirety of the Nex Megalopolis faced an unprecedented threat over the course of nearly a week straight.

Tonight, the flaming illusion of a foreign city disappeared. The ashes followed, returning the stars to their night sky. The world seemingly returned to normal, as the Nexus reinstated its pale luster.

Fragments of pale dust fell into the city. The Nexus trembled for the world to see during what many believed to be an eternal night. Shavings of its exterior dusted the lands far and wide. Whatever occurred within had damaged the Nexus. Occasionally, fragments varying from as small as a tooth to as large as a fist fell from the skies, landing in obscure parts of the world, including the Nex Megalopolis itself.

Genesis Stones showered the world, marking the dawn of many new beginnings.

And with them fell several streaks of light. They flung from the Nexus itself as the light of the Advent of Desire began to fade. Each of these lights fell somewhere beyond the walls of the Nex Megalopolis, deep into the plains of Brandar.

They illuminated the skies. Those who failed to make their wishes prior made them now under the presence of those lights. The Piece of the Fallen Star was a blip in comparison. A meager star amongst the billions that sparkled above.

It twinkled, yearning to return to the skies. The mountains of slain Impuritas remained. No matter how high they reached they could not touch its light. The world fell silent. The city left behind by the Crowned remained, hiding many secrets in its complicated expanse.

The corpse of the Blood of the Covenant remained, its Corrupted Items waiting to be harvested. But in light of all this misery, the inhabitants of the Nex Megalopolis collectively breathed a sigh of relief as their skies turned a subtle pink.

Their night was over.

But the grief would carry on for many nights more.

Regardless, it did not change that they survived what they believed to be the end of the world. And for that alone, they were grateful. Throughout these few days the name of the Black Dove had spread far and wide thanks to Ber. A Color that rivalled the power of their deities was born when the world needed them the most.

And not to mention the arrival of a 12-winged entity who did not destroy their city, but rather, tried to save it.

Those stories, however, would be heard in full at another time, stored in the precious library in the paradise the world revered. Right now, there was one person who narrated this in her head as she watched the skies change, hoping for a certain someone to listen in.

Sitting beneath the only tree in the distant plains of Brandar, surrounded by a field of flowers was a certain woman wearing her black, feathered coat, watching over a soundly sleeping silver-eyed girl.

It was Frost.

A golden eyed Frost, whose appearance was slightly worse for wear. The feathers that protruded from her shoulders were trimmed by the flames.

The tights she wore were worn off, revealing the gentle color of her legs to the world. She leaned against the bark of the old oak tree, taking in the scent of the world as she watched those streaks of light fall.

She and the Archivist were the first to have fallen, landing precisely in this strangely tranquil place. There were no Impuritas in sight. Just a calm breeze that washed them both with a floral scent.

Frost’s eyes were strained, like she had been crying for a while now. Guilt, lament, and regret tore at her heart as she watched over the Archivist. Each gust of wind caused the girl to wince before suddenly, her eyes fluttered open.

“H… huh…? Where… am I now…?”

“Good morning.” Frost casually answered in a manner to keep her spirits up.

“Sind – I mean, Frost!? U-Um… This place is – outside of the city!?” The Archivist quickly rose to her feet, but she quickly tumbled onto her knees beside Frost.

It was why Frost was seated in the first place. Earlier, she had tried standing up, but her legs gave in. She had been awake for several minutes now, but Frost felt like she had been awake for weeks, having witnessed everything she did as a Corrupted.

She slightly hesitated when she tried to point up to the stars with a faint, yet caring smile.

“The Nex Megalopolis. We’re in Elysia. Our home. Our world.” Frost softly spoke, directing the girl’s eyes out to a world filled with stars.

“No black hole or accretion disk… And so many stars… I’ve… never seen the sky before. H-Hey! U-um! Frost! A-are you – A-alright!?” The Archivist quickly snapped her attention back onto Frost, staring deeply into those golden eyes glistened with moisture.

Frost didn’t nod or shake her head.

Instead, she simply raised a hand to fix the peaked cap the Archivist wore.

“Usually, I’d say ‘yeah, I’m fine’. But right now, it’s a bit hard to tell.” She began, unable to put how exactly she felt into words. “I hurt a lot of people in my rampage. I rationalized it somewhere along the way. Half of it wasn’t my fault. The other half was my sense of morality getting caught up in the pace of everything around me…”

Frost deeply regretted everything, but she did not allow herself to break down or to be swept by it. Not in front of the Archivist, who managed to overcome her flaws. Who Awakened and hatched from her egg of isolation and attachment.

An Awakening was a strange thing. It was like the opposite of the Corruption in a way. Where the worst qualities were made to cause a Corruption, the best that were drawn out allowed one to Awaken.

At least Frost thought. She thought hard, but her head also felt empty. She simply wanted to stay there for a while to let everything digest. But she couldn’t, because she had more to say to this little bundle of courage that managed to save her.

“… I’m sorry. And thank you. From the bottom of my heart. I can see why Snap. Ignis. Jury and Ber felt so relieved after I brought them out of their Corruption. It feels like you’ve brought me back from a nightmare. As much as I wish it was, there’s no changing the past.” Frost came to terms with it.

Not perfectly, but just enough to struggle through. She knew she’d need all the help she could get. The trauma of the ordeal made her realize just how flawed she was, and to think she had the audacity to lecture others…

It made her chuckle.

“Mm… And I learned the hard way that we can’t keep holding onto it either.” The Archivist said, holding onto Frost’s hand above her head. “I’m glad that you’re still here. I lost a precious friend to the same thing you went through… so I’m glad… I’m so glad…”

The Archivist choked on her words, tears falling down her cheeks as Frost drew her in for an embrace, placing the girl’s head by her chest like a loving mother.

“Here… your book might be gone, but if you ever need someone or something to talk or hug, then I’m always here. Thanks to you. And everyone. I’m sure I’m not the only one who’d be happy to embrace you. The one thing you can’t get from your books is experience. This world will happily offer all the things you missed.”

“… Mm…”

“There’s not a single black hole in the sky. Our stars are young. You know, I had a look at them for what they were with Carpalis a while back. Turns out this universe is really young. We have a future worth looking forward to.”

“Mm…” The Archivist couldn’t say much else. Frost’s voice was tenderly. Her touch was motherly. Everything about her brought peace to her heart and soul. Eventually, the Archivist rolled and rested her head atop Frost’s lap as they stared into the same break of dawn.

For the first time, Frost felt at peace, the wind throwing her hair aside, revealing that they had grown slightly longer in length. Her eyes were pristine. Not a cloud was found in their amber glow. She fondly stared at the walls of the Nex Megalopolis and uttered as the wind died out:

“We firstly shape the city. Then, the city shapes us. I ended up being shaped by this world. I still don’t get why nothing about my Earth self was ever brought up. Or what the hell I actually am. It’s annoying, but I’m just happy that I’m still here.” Frost spoke in a philosophical tone, the world falling silent as if to listen to her words.

“Sorry. I’m getting lost in my thoughts. Well, what’s left of them. Hey… Has anyone ever told you that you did a good job? You did your best. And look where it took you. To a better place and a better you.” Frost praised the Archivist as she slowly covered her face with her hat.

“By… you… only you…” She trembled.

Frost brushed her head and smiled.

“Then I’ll say it again. You made it. So be proud of it. Archivist… no. Anna. Thank you. You really did save the world, huh.”

The Archivist hugged the peaked cap.

“Kind of like a video game save. Sorry if that sounds dumb, but I can’t think of a better analogy. Our old world is now in your library. Plus, you saved this one. Even if it’s gone, anyone can find its story somewhere and peek into our world. Nothing’s lost. All thanks to you.”

“Mm… *Sniffle*.”

Frost kept her company. Or rather, it was the other way around. In an ironic twist of fate, the Archivist had become her huggable courage for this one instance. The warmth of another person was a beautiful thing, and she thoroughly enjoyed their moment before suddenly, she heard something in the distance.

“… oooost…”

“Heeeeeey!”

“You’re baaaaaaaack!”

“Frost!”

“We found you!”

“Bzzzzt! Brrrrr!”

The voices of her closest friends cried out for her as a number of figures rode along the back of a certain Observer of Hope.

Jury.

Ignis.

Cer.

Ber.

Res.

Carpalis.

Magus.

Her little Frost.

Her Hired Arm.

And strangely enough, a girl with pale hair and golden eyes – The Archetype of Desire; the Star Child was oddly present as well. The light of the Piece of the Fallen Star faded into obscurity as the light of an emerging sun replaced it. Its light followed Snap as the world was enveloped in its warmth.

Frost, with a heavy heart, rose as the Archivist gave her space.

But her legs couldn’t hold her up for long as she hoarsely called out at the top of her lungs with tears streaming down her face.

“I’M HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEERE!”

At the same time, one last flash of light fell from the skies, landing somewhere further north from their location.

And within that light was none other than…


< … Green…? >


 

… everyone’s favorite electronic GPS!

            

    
        311. Hello, World! (6th Arc Epilogue)

    
    
    
    
                Bzzzt.

Brrrr.

Zzzzt~!
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Snap carefully observed the group it had come to know and love, taking wide and panning shots of them traversing the plains on foot. For once, the group decided against riding its back, leaving only Carpalis, Magus, the Archivist, the Alter Frosts, and the Star Child aboard.

Frost said something about wanting to enjoy the moment.

But everyone knew she just wanted to be carried by Jury. A lot of heartfelt words were shared. Most were the same, but it was usually what wasn’t said that resonated the loudest between them.

The look of relief on everyone’s face when they saw Frost was a sight for sore eyes, and for the first time in what felt like forever, they were finally able to embrace Frost without fear of being hurt.

Jury and Frost moved ahead of the group, enjoying their time together as the others lagged, allowing them all the time in the world as they followed the trails in the skies where their promised robotic friend waited.

Suddenly, a certain wolfwoman appeared in Snap’s frame of view.
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“There she goes getting swept away by Jury. Lost my opportunity to get devoured. Tch. But what. Can. You. Do~? Guess I’m just glad Frost is Frost, and not some flaming lunatic… yeah. Looking at her really does remind us of mom, huh?”

An eccentric Cer poked her head into Snap’s lens, grinning as mischievously as it always remembered.

But Cer wasn’t always like this.
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Beneath that smile hid a hundred more frowns.

Nowadays, Cer was able to smile like everyone else.

Suddenly, the present Cer removed her suit, grinning at Snap.
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“Pheeew! Maybe I’ll be more appetizing like this. By the way. How are you Snap!?”

“Bzzzt!”

“You too huh.”

“Brrrrrr~!?” Snap was surprised that Cer managed to understand its words.

However.

“Oh, did I translate something right!?” Cer teased. “Now c’mere and let me get a handful of that fluff!”

“BRRRRRRRRRRR!”


* * *


“Bzzzzzzt~!”

Res walked nearby Ber, enjoying the scenery as she took a deep breath, turning to Snap with a surprised, but pleasant look.
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“It’s peaceful now. You wouldn’t think that our group just came back from saving the Nex Megalopolis. Maybe even the better part of the world. Crazy when you think about it. I’m happy we can make more memories.” Res whispered to herself, her voice picked up by Snap who nodded, purring at her.
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Snap came back to the present Res, whose face blossomed into a vibrant smile as she asked:
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“Right?”


* * *


Afterwards, Ber unintentionally walked into Snap’s field of view, fondly devouring her surroundings with glistening eyes.
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“You really can’t see any further into the distance. I guess height isn’t really all that. Whew~! I can finally stretch my wings, get the knots out of my tail, go for a bath, and get pampered by Frost~ Well, after we meet up with that voice in our heads~!” She hummed, thrusting a fist into the air.
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Ber set her sights forward, then onto Snap again.

“What do you think she looks like? Wait, hold on. She? I’m getting ahead of myself already, aren’t I?” Ber smiled at herself.
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“Also, good thing Jury has a lot spare clothing. Makes you wonder what else might be stowed away besides food. Didn’t a few of those lust nanas disappear?”

“Brrrrrr?” Snap tilted its head innocently.

“Anyway, what they do with it isn’t any of my business.” Ber shrugged but remained intrigued by the thought.


* * *


Ignis wore her usual stoic face as she became Snap’s next subject. These moments were fleeting, and Snap wished to capture their memories not only in photographs, but as a recording.

How Snap was able to see the past of the others was simple. In order to find one’s happiest moments, it must also know of their saddest. Snap could never show a person’s most despairing moments, and neither could it ever share them. They were not for it to uncover, for they were the sanctity of a person. Where happiest moments were something to be cherished and shared, these most vulnerable moments needed careful consideration.

Snap was the kind of friend who’d keep all one’s secrets safe.
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“Everyone’s back. We tried really hard, and we made it all the way to the end. It still doesn’t feel real. Growing up, all I had was papa and the people of my city. Now, I think I’m getting the hang of standing up with these two legs. All thanks to them. And you too.” Ignis spoke with a sweet voice.
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Before Snap knew it, Ignis placed a warm hand atop its head and began stroking his fur affectionately.

[image: image]

A rare smile appeared on her face as she recalled her moments spent with every person precious to her.

“Nav is going to be with us soon. I can’t wait. Can you?”

“Bzzzzt~!”

“I thought so. Good Snap.”


* * *


“Hmm? Oh. Snap! Sneaky!” Jury exclaimed, surprised as Snap suddenly nudged her from behind.

She turned on her heels, hands on hips as she gave Snap a tender smile.
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“Why am I not with Frost? Because she’s with the others. I’ve had my fill. For now~” She winked cheekily, bringing a finger to her lips before she fell into a soft, silent chuckle.

Her eyes mellowed as they fell onto Frost. In the distance, she could be seen embracing the others, offering them the warmth they were starved of.

“We’re going to have all the time in the world after this. Frost is someone who gets carried away by duties and her sense of justice. She’s a good person. But she doesn’t know when too much is just too much. So, I think I need to be more assertive now and help her draw that line.” Jury vowed, staring at Frost as if she were the only star in a lonely night sky.
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Jury cocked her head.

“Hmm? Something wrong?”
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She patted Snap’s head.

“The era of Frost helping us is over. Now it’s our turn. She’s going to need all the help she can get. And I’ll be there at every step of the way. If we’re lucky, then maybe we can settle down for a while. Live somewhere nice. Have a place to call home. And I don’t mean this world. I mean a house. A cozy place we can call ‘ours’.”

“Bzzzt!”

“You like that idea too? Sorry. I still can’t translate ‘Snap’.” Jury sheepishly admitted before committing to embracing the giant ball of golden fuzz. “So cute!”


* * *


“Bzzt. Bzzzzt. Brrrr.” Magus began speaking the language of ‘Snap’.

“Brrr! Bzzt. Bzzzzzzt!” Snap responded playfully as Carpalis sent a sidelong glance at him, wondering how he managed to crack the code.

“Not going to give a hand to this one?” Carpalis said, waving her body around to make her sleeves dance.

The Alter Frosts became her personal bodyguards, whilst the Archetype of Desire simply watched on, happily observing everything from the safety of Snap’s back. Carpalis and Magus walked from a distance away from Frost’s group, not wanting to interrupt their precious moments.

“Another splendid knee slapper! That being said, it is but elementary, my dear Carpalis! When you ‘Bzzzt’ your first ‘Brrr’, then you’ll understand all the ‘Bzzzz’ till your last!” Magus proudly explained, only causing Carpalis’ smile to widen.

“Bzzzz?” She uttered, trying to say ‘hi’ to Snap, suddenly causing the Alter Frost’s to throw up an exclamation mark above their heads.

“That’s the spirit! Although, it’s quite rude to begin a conversation with such vulgar language!”

“Bzzzt…” Snap happily groaned, trying to access their memories.

However –
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“Bzzzt. Brrrr. Brrrrrr.” Magus wagged a finger playfully.

(A fair attempt, my good friend! But if I don’t know my past, then neither can you. Do not forget that Beholders are a tough cookie to crack! Get stronger, my golden equal! The Archivist is also locked. She’s overcome her faults, after all!).


* * *


Regardless of what Magus said, it seemed to be able to gain some insight over Carpalis’ past.

The woman, her eyes perpetually closed now as if she couldn’t handle the light of the sun, turned to Snap with a subtle grin.
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“Happy endings for everyone. The only ending to lift the soul. There should always be a goal that makes walking the path of tribulation and ridicule worth it. I believe I have just witnessed one. Jubilation does not begin to describe how I feel.” Carpalis silently celebrated their victory.
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Carpalis spent a few minutes staring into Snap sole eye. She seemed to see right through it. Knowing what it had seen. But she didn’t complain or protest. She simply put on her brightest smile and waved her body, throwing a sleeve to pat Snap’s head.
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“Each happy memory has a dark equivalent. Snap~ Hehe… do you mind giving this lady a hand? I wouldn’t want to break my fall with my face. Hahaha… Nav is just ahead.”

*Snap*

Frost’s Hired Arm caught the polaroid and kindly showed it to Carpalis.

“I’m not paying you, but you’re still acting as my hired arm. Haha… I will fondly cherish this gift.” She hummed. “Try not to attempt that with the other Beholders. I’m weakened, so I’m quite vulnerable right now. Ahaha… As I always was going through the ebbs and flow of the world’s whims. Such a cute Snap…” Carpalis took the polaroid into her mouth, slipping it in between her breast. “Oops… Now for the real question. Sustenance will become a problem. I ask you this: will I be fed grapes like an Empress?”

The Hired Arm only saluted, wearing a determined face.

“Hehe… lovely.”


* * *


The group moved as one, with Carpalis, Magus and the Star Child observing far away. Frost suddenly came into frame as she fondly watched over the others discuss theories of Nav’s appearance. Whether they were a girl or a boy, or just a machine with nothing in between.

“Nav’s gotta be the weirdest name, don’t you think?” Cer brought up.

“You have a three-lettered name too.” Jury defended.

“Not like yours is any better.” Cer jabbed back.

“Why pick a fight now of all times? You’ll scare Nav. Imagine being born and the first thing you see is an idiot arguing.” Res sighed.

“You say that like Nav’s going to recognize us. I wonder if they can tell our voices apart.” Ber brought up, causing Ignis to slowly nod as they reached the lip of a small hill.

Nav was just on the other side.

“Wouldn’t that be nice…” Ignis whispered whimsically.

It all made Frost laugh. They moved on ahead of her as she slowed down, turning back to Snap. Since they’d be meeting with Nav for the first time, she had removed her ruined Coat of Prejudice and replaced it with something nicer.

Jury turned out to be everyone’s mobile wardrobe. It became clear that Frost’s body had seen some new changes. Her height increase was negligible at best, but her chest had increased in size, and the intensity of her eyes seemed to be greater.
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“Not something I’d wear normally since it’s so… tight around my chest, but right now, all I can think about is Nav. Hey. C’mon. Let’s go meet them.” She extended her hand, waiting for Snap to catch up with them before she began moving again.
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“You’re so cute, Snap. But you can’t keep observing forever. You’re with us. I’m sure Nav would want to see us all together.”


* * *


Finally, they reached a secluded place. The mountains of Emvita formed a wall along the backdrop. Beneath their hill was a small lake which connected to a long stream that ran from the mountains afar. It was shallow, and so clear that one could make out each individual pebble within.

And down there, they saw someone standing in the middle of the lake, frozen as if unable to move. Their eyes were transfixed at something beyond as they kept their backs turned against them, unaware that they were even present.

No one uttered a word. Their approach was silent as they scaled down the hill, brushing past natural gardens of roses in this untouched sanctuary. When they reached the shore of the lake, Frost glanced at everyone, and they all stared at her with expectant eyes.

Of course. There was no better person to greet Nav other than Frost herself.

Carpalis, the Archivist and Magus watched from above the hill, keeping themselves mostly out of the picture. They simply wished to observe. Snap would have taken their position, but Frost insisted that it join them.

Snap was one of them, after all. An irreplaceable friend who stuck by them through thick and thin.

“… green… blue. Trickling…” The short, pale blue-haired figure whispered in disbelief.

She wore something in between a dress and a laboratory coat, her fair legs exposed to the elements. Her bare feet were submerged until her ankles, and she was about as tall as Frost. Maybe a little taller. Frost couldn’t tell. Her heart was racing far too quickly for it to matter as she took a deep breath –

“Nav.”

– And took her first step forward onto the lake.

“A voice…?” Nav whispered, locking up before suddenly shaking her head. “Am I detecting auditory hallucinations? Impossible.”

“Nav. It’s me. Frost. You’re not hearing a hallucination. I’m right here. Waiting right behind you.” Frost began, her voice again causing Nav to lock up in place as she struggled to comprehend this.

Her body moved stiffly, but it was simultaneously like watching a child try to move for the first time. Nav didn’t turn back. She became incapable all of a sudden. No matter how hard she demanded her body to move, it just wouldn’t budge.

Fear took root in her chest. She didn’t understand why, but the closer those footsteps became the more she thought how devastating it would be if this turned out to be an illusion. Like a human, Nav was just searching for excuses. A way to rationalize this improbable moment.

As a machine, these emotions should have been impossible. They were small, but they were all Nav knew. She was a seed. A small sprout with loose roots and in foreign soil.

Frost promised to plant those roots into the best soil she could find with each pleasant word that left her lips.

“Nav? I guess it’s shocking for you to hear my voice. I’m a bit scared as well. Because I don’t know if you really do recognize my voice. And I’m dreading if you also don’t remember my name at all.”

“… that’s…” Nav suddenly spoke out, her voice unwillingly parting with her. “Not true… My parameters are off. Sensations are off as well. My calculations and knowledge don’t match with what I’m experiencing right now.”

Nav admitted, unable to properly convey how she felt.

But in truth, the reason why she didn’t want to turn was simply because she wanted to hear more of Frost’s voice. That one voice she had known since the start. Her memories of the distant past did not trouble her like the others. As a machine, there was only so much that could get to her.

This? This… was enough to melt through her cold, iron heart and beat mortality into it.

“Sensations feel different to expectations. The water that should be just a mere liquid is ‘cold’. Your voice sounds like its all around me. I don’t know how to describe this feeling in my chest. It wants to burst. Am I infected with Aspirating Aspirations…?”

Frost stopped in her tracks, her gaze becoming so tender that it could disarm the most violent. Suddenly, the triplets inadvertently began snickering, holding back their laughter. It wasn’t in a mocking or ridiculing manner.

Rather, it was warm. They were taken aback by Nav’s questions. Her innocence was jarring when one remembered how she’d sometimes take jabs at them. But more than anything, their laughter caused her hands to limply rest by her side as she realized that Frost wasn’t here alone to greet her.

“What you’re feeling is nervousness. We’re not going to disappear on you.” Frost took another step forward, a ripple passing by Nav’s feet.

This served as proof that they were truly here.

“… can you introduce yourself… just so I can confirm it auditorily?” Nav politely asked, and Frost complied.

“My name is Frost. It’s weird name, and you’ve given me flack for how bad my naming sense is. We’ve been through hell together. From the Black Forest, Divas Pass, the Derma Layer, and now this. But I’m certain we’ve also gone through all kind of things in the old world.”

Nav’s body began to move slowly as she prepared to turn.

“But this world is the only world that matters. So please turn around so we can see you… Nav. We’ve been waiting for you to stand with us for a long time now.” Frost’s voice shuddered as Nav finally turned around for the world to see.
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Frost smiled through her tears.

“I’m so happy that you’re here. Nav. It’s crazy that this is the first time we’re meeting face to face… after everything we’ve been through together. You’re not alone with that pain in your chest. Because I also can’t believe it…”

Suddenly, Frost threw herself forward, embracing Nav with open arms as she cried into her shoulder.

“We can finally see all the sights together. Like we promised with Jury.” Frost was moved beyond words. Soon, her words were lost in translation as Nav allowed her warmth to permeate through her body.

Nav’s eyes twinkled.

An unknown moisture coated her eyes.

They stung for no apparent reason to her.
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She felt the dampness of Frost apparel.

The vibrations of Frost’s body.

And the sincerity in her voice.

Then, she looked upon the others who beams smiles brighter than the light that granted her wish, and she formed a smile of her own.
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“You’re finally here~!” Jury cried, also shedding tears as she rushed towards Nav. Her larger size allowed her to embrace them both, never mind her tail which wrapped them tightly like a giant cocoon. “Finally. Finally! We’re all here! We can experience all the things together!”

“Jury…” Nav recognized her by voice alone.

After all, she was the second person she heard the most while stuck in her void.

“Mr. Nav is really Miss Nav… Wow…”

“Ignis…” Nav whispered, her eyes moving to the red-haired, cat-eared girl whose eyes glistened at Nav’s recognition.

“Heh. So that’s what you look like! 10 out 10 in books!”

“Cer…”

“So much smaller than I thought! You look just like a human! What’s up – er, wait, I shouldn’t say that, should I – ouch!?”

“Ber…”

“Don’t say something so stupid on your first meeting. Geez… Nav. It’s an honor and a privilege to meet you in person. Thank you. For everything you’ve done. Even for people who couldn’t hear your voice.”

“Res…”

The Alter Frosts threw heart emojis up, and the Hired Arm showed a rare smile. Nav had never felt so… loved before. If this was love? She didn’t know, but this feeling welling in her chest extinguished every fear and ever worry in her heart as she fondly absorbed their appearances with vibrant eyes.

“I’ve finally managed to join you all…” A tear fell from Nav’s eye, but her expression remained the same despite the tears that fell. “None of my parameters can calculate the happiness I must be feeling right now. I may not have awoken to a sight of mountains, but I believe that I’ve been gifted something a thousand times better.”

“Mhm!” Jury agreed as Snap suddenly came into the fray, offering its fur to Nav who curiously touch it.

“So soft… Snap…” She complimented, adoring its sensation.

“Brrrrr~!”

At the end, they all set their sights to the skies. The horizon couldn’t be any clearer. Nav inhaled the world like a newborn child, unable to properly express how much she adored these people she had only known by voice.

Then, she set her sights on the Archivist, who happily waved, surprised that she somehow managed to recognize her by sight alone.

Finally, all eyes fell upon the Nexus.

A new chapter in their lives awaited.

Things will never get easier.

But so long as they had each other, then that’s all that mattered to them.

With one last cheer, everyone threw their hands into the air in celebration for Nav as Snap took a photo of everyone’s happiest moment.


* * *


“… Damage report?”

“70,000 injured. 130,000 dead. Another 20,000 missing. A third of all healers are either missing or dead.”

“And the state of the Nexus?”

“… Genesis Stones were scattered around the world after the encounter with the Apocalypse Corrupted. Minimal damage to the Nexus as far as the reports show. Moons are going to have difficulty navigating the world as a result.”

“… Caldera needs to clean this up thoroughly. But the city has become a new priority. We’re expecting major internal reform.”

“The Archetype of Amalgamation…”

“Indeed. The cleanup will be immense. It does not help that we have shown our weaker side to the world. No doubt that people will take the opportunity to stick their noses where they don’t belong.”

“Trouble’s calling.”

“There are rampant Corrupted in the city. Many of which seem sane. Scarlet Logic remnants have been captured, as well as other offenders. It will be dangerous for Stars and Moons to move through the city with the Genesis Stones. These people will be put to good use. We first need approval from the Amalgam.”

“A forbidden Site is being reinstated as well.”

“Against everyone’s will. That non-existent Site will also be a focus for us to find and destroy. A shipment was sent recently into Emvita. Investigation will immediately commence.”

“Beings will take form from the Genesis Stone as well. Another focus for Caldera Industries…”

“It seems that one Atlier cannot do all the work. This reform will decide the direction we will take moving forward. However.”

“However?”

“If there is one thing this event has solidified, it is who we can and cannot trust. I pity those impurities. They’ve only rekindled the bonds of the Ateliers when it was so close to being broken.”

“They shall know hell.”

            

    
        Character Q and A!
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Yui the Binge Reader – Frost, White Wing, Archivist.

“Favorite sport?”


 

Frost: “Does healing count? Sorry. Sport huh… It’s a tossup between tennis or volleyball.”

White Wing: “You’re too old fashioned. Bloodsports was the way to go. Back in our world, millions would watch and cheer as convicts fought amongst themselves for mere minutes to be shaven off their sentence –”

Frost: “Anyway, Anna, how about you?”

Anna: “U-Um. Mini golf! I could never afford to get into the real thing, but I enjoyed it!”

[image: A1QDNmH.png]

Yui the Binge Reader – Res

“How do you feel about your sisters?”


 

Res: “I love them. We’re family, and they’re all I had for as long as I can remember. It’s rare for siblings to make it far in this kind of profession. More often than not, you’ll find that people who lean too heavily on familiar love are the ones who get culled first. Not with us. We’re inseparable. Sure, both of them share the same, one braincell. And don’t get me wrong… *sigh*. Seriously. I feel sorry for that braincell. But… they know how to break the monotony, don’t they? I’m happy they’re getting better. Thanks to Frost~”

“… wait, why am I telling this to a Librarian again?”
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Fireknight10 – Frost

“Cutest thing Jury has done?”


Frost: “When she sleeps, she has the tendency to call out for me when I’m not being smothered by her arms. I’m not kidding. Jury won’t get a good night’s sleep if I’m not with her. Really… she’s such an adorable handful.”
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The_Enderwolf – Snap

“What’s your favorite photo/memory form being with the group so far?”


 

Snap: “Brrrrrr. Zzzzt!” (The photo we took when we finally found Nav!).
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The_Enderwolf – Frost, Jury

“What is one quirk about each other that gets you liking/loving/adoring the other more every time they do it?”


 

Frost: “Easy! Whenever Jury comes and comforts me anytime I feel lost or daze off. It’s like she can sense how I feel, and with all the complicated ministrations going on I feel like it should be impossible for her to know. But she keeps getting better as sensing it. There’s nothing I love more than that. Jury’s one of a kind. Also… I like her stomach. It’s like running your hands through the seams of a brick wall, but softer!”

Jury: “I like Frost’s belly…”

Frost: “Hmm? Wait, here!?”

Jury: “I can’t help it~ Ahem. There’s too much to like about Frost. But I think her determination is something I love. It’s unromantic, but… she plans to carry so many things with this small frame. I want to support her. Also, the fact that she will always try to lend a hand. She was the only one who tried to pull me out of my black forest.”

“See? There’s too much to love! Froooost~!”
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The Enderwolf – Cer, Ber, Res

“If you had to change the name your trio is called by and everyone would have to call you by that now rather than the Jesters, what would it be?”


 

Cer: “Wolfgang!”

Ber: “Howl Brigade!”

Res: “Something that can distinguish us as Moons closest to the Amalgam. Maybe planets…?”

Cer: …

Ber: …

Res: “Because ‘Wolfgang’ is totally better. *Sigh*. What about a security team?”

Cer: “Like security for Frost!? The Nexus!?”

Ber: “We did that for the last 4 months. We’re practically professionals! Security… like a pack of wolves that guard the Nexus!”

Cer: “Guard wolves that protect the Nexus. Heh. Wait, what was the question again? What we’d call ourselves? In that light… why not just combine our names?”

Res: “Cerberus?”

Ber: “GENIUS!”

Cer: “I knew you had it in you!”
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Jibi – Archivist

“What is your favorite book series?”


Archivist: “Fairytales. I wasn’t too much of a reader for contemporary works. Because I just wanted to get away from the terror of our world. B-But! I read a lot of romance and sci-fi books! Stuff from something Asimov. They had really good series! I think it comes from Earth. Um… mm. I wonder if our world will ever reach a point where we can envelop the stars… or maybe not. I think it’s more fun to keep our heads held up.”
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Jibi – Cer, Ber, Res

“What is your favorite food?”


 

Cer: “Meat!”

Res: “Anything. So long as it keeps us functional. We’re not picky eaters.”

Ber: “Meat casserole with freshly baked bread to dip, with a side of roast boar seasoned with ‘forest mix’, cooked until it’s just barely oinking. Delicious. It was comfort food for me on those cold nights. I know. I ate good because out of all the wolves, I was always the strongest. Hunting’s in my blood.”

Cer: “Naturally.”
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TheLord999 – Jury

“What do you think about all of the other- alte- hum… Frost’s id’s?”


 

Jury: “Hm!? You’re a Beholder too!? How come I’ve never heard of you? Oh – the question! I love them! The Hired Arm doesn’t show it, but she’s always nice to me. The Little Frost is adorable too! They can’t replace Frost because she takes 100% of all my thoughts, but they feel like an extension of our family. I love them!”
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TheLord999 – Frost

“Did you play/hear about Lobotomy Corp/Library of Ruina/Limbus Company?”


Frost: “Are those books or games? Hmm? Are they from Earth? I can’t say I’ve heard of them, but I think I might be able to find something in Anna’s Library.”

*Much later*

“Hey. You know what, I’m glad I ended up in this world and not there. Man, and I thought this world was a dystopian existential nightmare!””
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Dragon_god – Nav

“What do you want your body to look like?”


 

Nav: “I think it is perfect as it is appearance wise. I couldn’t be more pleased, and I am just simply thankful I have one. Beauty is not something I can comprehend or worry over.”
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Bobple – Frost, Jury, Ignis, Res, Ber, Cer, Carpalis, Archivist

“Iced coffee or cookie?”


 

Frost: “Iced coffee. You get more of it.”

Jury: “Both!”

Ignis: “Cookie… I love snacks.”

Res: “Iced coffee. Half the time the cookies are spoiled with raisins or lethal doses of chocolate.”

Ber: “Not like chocolate can hurt us! I’d say cookies but look at me! I’m all grown up! So it’s gotta be iced coffee!”

Cer: “Cookies. Because they look like moons if you think about it! They’re the snack of the Moons! The rations of the elite! The baked goodness that’ll bring any lowlife to their knees and start slobbering all over for just a taste –!”

Carpalis: “Whichever is easier to eat.”

Archivist: “Cookies! I can’t clean the coffee stains off a book, you know! Besides – Tea is superior!”

Cer: “I bet this Star of the Nexus is trying to weaken our bonds by daring to ask such a dangerous question!”

Frost: “Res. Can you take care of Cer?”

Res: “Already ahead of you.”
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Bobple – Frost, Jury, Ignis

“Favorite color?”


 

Frost: “Black and blue. White’s cool too.”

Jury: “One color… White, because black reminds me of the Black Forest.”

Ignis: “Red. Because it reminds me of papa.”
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Bobple – Snap

“What was life before meeting Frost and the Gang?”


 

Snap: “Bzzzzzt! Brrrr! Zzzzzzzzt! Brrr~!*Snap*” (Taking photos of people’s happiest moments of soon-to-be broodmothers of the Anid nest, and those that were already impregnated and awaiting their time to come. I offered my Captured Memories as a means of helping them remember those precious moments. I roamed those forests and the town at the end. Little Tais had was populated by many horrible people and slaves. Showing these memories can hurt people too… I have lots of pleasant memories, but just as many are saddening to think about.”

“I’m happy that I can help make a change today!”
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Bobple – Frost, Jury, Ignis, Res, Ber, Cer

“Favorite video game/board game/game.”


 

Frost: “I couldn’t remember the names of any video games from Earth if my life depended on it. For board games though, I think chess isn’t so bad. I know it’s a boring pick, but it has its charms.”

Jury: “The game where I get to privately ‘play’ with Frost.”

Frost: “… Hey… Surely you have a better game in mind.”

Jury: “Second best would be… maybe something with cards. I like the feel of them! They’re smooth, silky, and remind me of Frost!”

Ignis: “I used to play ‘house’ with all the children in the tavern. They let us use their attic. Mm. They were kind people. I always wanted to know what it was like to have a mama. It also helped me cope while papa was gone.”

Res: “Don’t laugh, but there’s a strategy board game called ‘Eternity’s Gambit’. It’s a practical game where teams of people fight each other. You see it a lot in the Academy of Magic. Other Academies fight each other too. It must sound weird for students to fight, but there’s no better way to drill experience.”

Ber: “The only game I like is the Hunt! The big game hunts! Nothing better than eating meat fresh from the slaughter! A Star wouldn’t understand!”

Cer: “Games? You think Moons like us will stoop so low to be entertained by ‘games’? Heh. You underestimate us, Star! But! Hypothetically speaking, if there was a game that allowed the winner or loser to get eaten by another participant –!”

Frost: “– Alright, where’s the wire scrub?”
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Bobple – Frost, Jury, Ignis, Res, Ber, Cer

“If you had the power to change the name of one thing or person, what/who would you change?”


 

Frost: “The fucking use of Latin for almost everything. Man, why is everything written in Latin!? Not that I’m complaining too much, because it does make things sound cooler. Just like my name~”

Jury: “Nothing. I like how everything is.”

Ignis: “Scarlet Logic and the Crimson Hunger to scum. They don’t deserve second chances.”

Res: “Frost’s name.”

Ber: “Yep. Frost’s name.”

Cer: “Thirded. Frost’s name. I don’t know what kind of fungus she ate before claiming that name, but I’m betting it wasn’t the fun kind. But a close second would be Galia. Snake is a better name for that Beholder.”
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Dobermann – Snap

“Do you clean your lenses every day?”


 

Snap: “Zzzzzt~!” (I used to dust it, but Frost now cleans them for me semi-frequently with just the touch of her hand!”
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Dobermann – Frost

“Trivia about Jury, please!”


 

Frost: “Where. To. Start? Let’s see. No surprise she’s a big eater, but you have to wonder where all that food disappears to. Her tail is much softer than you think, but it has the kind of firmness you want when you’re being enveloped by it. The best way to describe her tail is like a pillow with some ‘oomph’.

She’s a quiet sleeper, but she’s super clingy. I couldn’t tell you the number of times I’ve woken up only to find myself held like a body pillow. Not that I hate it. Quite contrary. I love it.

She’s a bit clumsy when it comes to handling delicate things because one of her hands is a claw, unfortunately. Jury’s usually quiet, but deep down she’s an entire treasure trove of joy. I wish she could show more of that exciting side of her to the world.

One thing she likes to do is dress up the Little Frost whenever she can. Mostly because she’d like to see me in those kind of clothes… and lately I’ve been thinking that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Another trivia is that she’s not as innocent as she looks. Jury is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. And I thought I was one too, but can you really blame me for feeling like a sheep in her arms? She’s glutenous, and I’m not talking about her urge to eat skewers…

She’s attentive, kind, warm, direct – I could write a list that’d reach the moon. I hope this answers your questions!”
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Number133eevee – Cer, Ber, Res

“How do you reliably crit?”


Cer: “Hit them while they’re sleeping. Or surrender, and strike when they least expect it!”

Ber: “Hit them while they’re trying to reply to you! There are no rules in combat!”

Res: “You can reliably inflict critical damage by staggering or exploiting certain vulnerabilities. For example, a slash to an unarmored nape can deal critical damage and often kill the target in a single blow. But when it comes to Moons and Corrupted, it’s a combination of Stacks, Conditions, and abilities. Frost’s Scrutiny Condition is an example that allows for a consistent critical attack.”

Cer: “… what are you, some kind of combat expert?”

Res: “We’ve been doing this fucking job for 30 fucking years, and the only thing you numbskulls got out of it was the equivalent of throwing sand in someone’s eyes!”

Ber: “Because it works! Hah!”

Cer: “Ex – act – ly! C’mon Res.”

Res: “WHAT!?”

Cer: “Do you enjoy living like that? Always being mad?”

Res: “… Frost. FROST! Where are you? Please, get me away from these idiots. I can’t… I can’t deal with this shit anymore!”
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Number133eevee – Ignis, Ber, Galia

“What are your opinions on hot cocoa, milkshakes, and smoothies?”


 

Ignis: “Hot cocoa is delicious. Milkshakes are tasty. Smoothies are yummy.”

Ber: “What am I, a kid? Hot cocoa? Never tried it. Milkshakes? Neither. But smoothies? Those are amazing!”

Galia: “All are abominations. There is only one true beverage. Hot cocoa? Mud water. Milkshake? Mud milk. Smoothies? What’s the excitement over crushed fruit? I, for one, do not understand the primitive thought process that leads one to drink such liquid poison.”

Ignis: “Is Galia always like this?”

Ber: “She like’s a certain brew of drink. Anything that isn’t that is automatically hearsay. Tell her you like tea and you might find a hole in your chest if you’re not careful.”

Ignis: “Scary…”
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Number133eevee – Nav

“Is sanity damage permanent?”


 

Nav: “It’s difficult to tell. People as we’ve seen have recovered from the Corruption. Ber has also shown that sanity can return even when one becomes unstable. But in a broader perspective, sanity can be irrecoverable, especially for those that undergo immense distress or are faced with unimaginable horror.

Healers are not able to heal the mind. Take that for what you will.”
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Number133eevee – Frost

“What does invulnerability and yourself taste like?”


 

Frost: “Alright. Hear me out. Invulnerability kinda tastes like Jury’s lips. Funny thing is, she has a Skill that applying Invulnerability if she kisses you. Jury tastes like whatever she last ate. Me? I taste like a fruit, believe it or not.”
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Number133eevee – Frost

“Can you eat the air?”


 

Frost: “Yes. Put me in an encloses space and it’ll become a vacuum eventually.”
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Number133eevee – Nav, Anna

“What is wet?”


 

Nav: “The state of being saturated or compromised by water or a liquid. When the cloth is drenched by water it becomes wet as water adheres to it. It’s quite simple.”

Anna: “W-what she said.”
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Number133eevee – Ber

“During Frost’s breakdown event, what did instability feel verses being Corrupted?”


 

Ber: “Very similar to being a Corrupted. There’s some key differences, like the longer it goes on and the more mana you expend, the more ‘control’ you have over your own body. Something just bursts from your chest and takes over you, like you’re wearing an autonomous shell made from your worst qualities. It’s like being stuck in a fit of rage and slowly dying out of it. Your sense of self gets flipped, because in that moment, that becomes you.

It's not easy to explain. And I hope you or anyone has to deal with becoming Corrupted or undergo an Instability. But that’s if you have a Corrupted Persona like me, heh.”
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Number133eevee – Arbiter

“What was the strangest case you had to judge?”


 

Arbiter: “A case between a mouse attempting to convince a rat that a mouse only exists in a house, and when they leave, they become a rat. But when a rat enters a house, they become a mouse. Then it had me thinking. Have I ever seen a mouse outside of a house? Mind you, I am blind, so it was a difficult trial to determine the truth…

… was this real? I shall leave that to your imagination.”
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Number133eevee – Anna

“What is your favorite color and favorite Color?”


Anna: “Blue! And my favorite Color is the Orange Disruptor. There’s something intriguing about her character. Did you know that she’s affiliated with every Atelier? It makes you wonder what kind of person she is. I wonder if we’ll get to see her someday.”
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Number133eevee – Jury

“What are some of the sins of the coat revealed to you from Frost’s Group?”


 

Jury: “I can only see Ignis’ and Snaps. The Mantle of Sin doesn’t scale with me. It’s useless to use against Moons. Luckly, I caught a glimpse of Ignis’ before she became a Moon candidate. Ignis’ sin is ‘Defiling’, and Snap’s is ‘Ignorance’.
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Number133eevee – Nav, Anna

“How many planets are in your solar system?”


Anna: “Our old world had zero. The black hole was all I ever knew. Records of the past were destroyed by the common book burnings.”

Nav: “In Elysian there are a total of 9 observed planets, but there likely may be more yet to be discovered. Quite similar to Earth, no?”
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Number133eevee – Star Child

“What is your favorite equation?”


 

Star Child: “R = 2 (1+Cos θ)”
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Number133eevee – Frost, everyone

“When’s all your birthdays?”


 

Frost: “I have no idea.”

Jury: “Neither.”

Ignis: “Birthdays are rarely followed in Demi-human customs…”

Cer: “Beats me.”

Ber: “I’d like to know too.”

Res: “Demi-humans count the first day of the year as their birthday, regardless of if they were born 200 days later, or a day before. It means the first day of the year sees massive festivals and celebrations amongst the Demi-human population.”
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Number133eevee – Carpalis

“What holidays are there, and are they a good source for Nex?”


 

Carpalis: “There’s the Demi-human Festival at the beginning of the year, amongst many others. Frost has informed me of a thing called Christmas from their world. Other than that… I am quite behind on the times, hehe... Holidays do tend to generate Nex, but nowhere as much as wars do, unfortunately. A single day of happiness cannot be stretched to months, years, or generations.”
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Witnessen – Frost

“Coffee or tea?”


 

Frost: “Coffee, but tea is good too. Don’t tell Galia I said that, though.”
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Zecir – Frost

“Was there a time when you bit yourself by mistake?”



Frost: “Another Moon asking about my maw. Yep. A lot of times in fact. Mostly my tongue. Kinda hard to keep your tongue away from a jaw that can cut through practically anything. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but between the bitterness and irony taste of blood, there’s a weird, fruity sweetness as well… why the hell am I describing what I taste like?”
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BINd47 – Frost

“If you’re willing to describe everyone’s fashion sense, what would that be? Who’s willing to wear goth fashion-lifestyle? Or who’s gonna rock some slav Adidas tracksuit and drink vodka while crouching legs apart?”


 

Frost: “Everyone dresses sharply. Incredibly sharply. Hell, Ignis even wears a suit! This world is full of mutants and monsters riddled with puss and bulging with all kinds of fleshy overgrowth; some even having a fish for a head, but they still take the time to dress themselves like in the finest of suits, uniforms, garbs like there is no tomorrow.

Then you have the Blessed and Adventurers. They’d wear an entire carboard cutout if it gave them 1 additional defense stat over a literal masterpiece of an armor set made from diamonds. And I thought that was a problem with RPG games. Turns out it happens here too.

For goth… I think Cer would fit nicely into that fashion. Maybe Res too? As for a tracksuit… honestly, I can also see Cer and Ber rocking those and drowning themselves in alcohol for fun.”
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Killroyistheklobb – Jury, Frost

“Best pet: cats or dogs?”


 

Frost: “Cats. We have enough dogs as it is.”

Jury: “Both are cute!”
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Killroyistheklobb – Nav

“Cake or pie?”


 

Nav: “Cake. Because it’s closer to a cupcake, but just without the cup. And bigger… I want to try one.”
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Killroyistheklobb – Gabriella

“How do you keep your feathers clean?”


 

Gabriella: “That’s. A. Secret~ However, healers do tend to my lonely wing from time to time. They play it like a harp. Those New World Angels are quite… something, aren’t they?”
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Ainciem – Everyone

“What’s your favorite ice cream flavor?”


 

Frost: “Vanilla.”

Jury: “Apple and grilled meat.”

Ignis: “Blueberry.”

Cer: “Banana.”

Ber: “Mango!”

Res: “Raspberries.”

Nav: “Strawberry, I believe.”
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        312. The Trip Towards the Nexus

    
    
    
    
                The road back to the City of Hearts would take two days on Snap’s back.

Farewells were made to Carpalis and Magus before they began the trip back to the 6th Branch. The woman was full of smiles regardless of what happened to her. Either that, or Carpalis was a master at hiding how she really felt.

It was unclear if she would ever recover from her injuries. No attempt was made by Carpalis to clarify. She left them with a polite goodbye, but not without giving Frost a few words of advice.

“You did a lot of wrong. As unwilling as it was, do not forget that what you do now is as important as what you did. That is the basis of redemption.”

Frost held those words closely as they followed the outer walls of the Nex Megalopolis.

Carpalis was entrusted to the care of her Underbosses in the City of Clubs where there was still much to do. Magus was there to supervise her, and he promised to return to the Nexus as soon as things died down.

Frost’s involvement was temporarily over. And in the first place, she wouldn’t know where to start with the reparations. Instead, Carpalis asked to leave it to the Beholders for now.

Their flawed security would force them all to act no matter how for or against they were. Additionally, it was likely that an Arbiter’s Council would be held after the initial cleanup. Frost was just glad that the Beholders were doing something now, at least according to Carpalis.

For short term recovery, it was great. But bigger efforts and plans needed to be put into place for the long-term recovery of the Nex Megalopolis. Frost could only speculate, as could the others. Nav’s brilliance couldn’t shine a proper light in this regard. Neither could Magus. None of them were experts in this field, and Frost deeply understood that it wasn’t just as simple as uttering: “Do this.”

Still, she looked forward to finally meeting with the Beholders. To return to the Nexus. To the elusive heavens. Nav, Jury and Ignis wishfully watched it through day and night. Nav didn’t need to sleep. Strangely enough, Nav functioned on Nex. Without it, Nav suspected that she would ‘sleep’ to generate it.

It was strange. Nav remained close to Jury and Frost. Ignis with Ber, and Res and Cer found themselves mixed with the Alter Frosts. In a bizarre twist of fate, the Hired Arm allowed Cer to stick close. She understood what they had been through and opened her arms to keep them comfortable until they returned to the Nexus.

Brandar’s expanse was spared from the Impuritas invasions during the night. It was like they were afraid to show themselves after their spectacular failure. Not only did they fail to have their wish granted, but they had invoked Frost’s wrath, and now, she possessed its power.


* * *


“I still can’t access anything.” Frost whispered to herself in the dead of night, trying to stimulate a response from her Blessing but to no avail.

And she wasn’t the only one. Beneath the stars, Jury, Ber and Ignis tried to access their status, but nothing appeared. Those that weren’t Blessed by Frost could still access theirs strangely enough.

“A mystery, but I speculate that I may be the root of the cause. Firstly, it was I who controlled what you call the ‘System’ for the most part.” Nav explained, laying between Frost and Jury as a tail coiled around them, forming a cozy nest.

It was the first time Nav had the pleasure to see the stars. Snap’s back had plenty of room for them to spread themselves out. The Star Child, who looked uncannily similar to Frost, watched them with warm eyes, communicating with the little Frost and the Archivist with magical symbols.

“I can’t even see if I gained anything new. I wonder if we can reinstate it once we’re back in the Nexus. It sort of makes sense that it’s affected by you becoming physical. We can’t hear you voice in our head anymore or see your prompts.” Frost added.

“The Nexus should have an answer. Mmm~! I can’t wait!” Jury just barely managed to contain her excitement.

“Could there be another intelligence like me within the Nexus?” Nav wondered. “The Site Core implied that there are multiple instances of sapient machines. One may be in use for the Blessing of the Nexus.” She reasoned. “Will I have to go back to my dark world?”

“I’d rather we stay like this than to see you gone.” Jury assured, hugging Nav’s arm. “Cold! Here. Let’s warm you up!”

“You’re right. You’re freezing. I hope you don’t mind me as well.” Frost smiled, sharing her coat with Nav, inviting the jealous eyes of a certain wolf woman.

But at the same time, she couldn’t help but smile at them as she pointed her nose to the moon.

Nav then spoke with uncertain eyes.

“I cannot understand the reason why I need to be warmed up. I do not possess biological homeostatic functions. Hypothermia is not an issue for a machine. If anything, lower temperatures are optimal for my processes.” Her words were full of formal jargon. The kind that dehumanized her.

However, Nav didn’t refuse them.

“Pick me apart and I’m certain all you will find are circuits and bolts. But… I don’t mind. I don’t know if this is a desire or something similar. What would you call this sensation in my chest that holds no heart?”

“I’d call it a yearning. It’s ok Nav. We’ll slowly help you understand what those feelings are.” Jury hummed.

“Yeah. At every step of the way.” Frost agreed, causing Nav’s eyes to narrow slightly, still confused but thankful regardless.

“Nav is cute.” Ignis added from out of the blue, finding the contrast of her cold manner of speech and body language endearing.

“Sounds just like us when we got knee deep into our Moon business. Didn’t care about any other soul but our own. One day that cold shell’s going to break.” Ber hummed. “Frost does have that effect on people.”

“Maybe you can do the same to all the Moons up – I mean, down here. They flushed them out to get the Hyperwarp working. Won’t be long before they’re back in the Nexus again.” Cer pointed out.

Hyperwarps works very differently from Hyperlinks. While Hyperlinks could be used both ways, a Hyperwarp could only be used to bring things into the Nexus once. This was used to bring back weak Corrupted for Blessed to fight to free the duties of the Moons. But given what they now knew about ImpulseWorks, it was also likely used to capture Corrupted.

Hyperwarps could also be used from the Nexus to appear at any established one. However, they were prone to damage, and were known to claim limbs and maim individuals upon teleportation. Sometimes groups did not appear at the other end at all.

“Things are going to start changing soon.” Res whispered optimistically as she brushed her tail against Frost’s face unexpectedly. “Mission complete.”

“For them. But now? We’re under the Amalgam’s rule. Plenty more missions to go.” Cer grinned. “With the secret mission being to finally get chomped by you. That reminds me! You ate Ber! What’s up with that!?”

“You told her?” Frost sighed.

“To solidify my position as a New Moon. Who else can say they’ve been eaten by the Amalgam?” Ber puffed out her chest, proud of this fact as Cer’s eyes burned with envy.

“Me.” Jury swiftly rebutted.

Frost laughed a little, her spirits reinvigorated as the conversation derailed to blissful nonsense. It helped take her mind away from the Nex Megalopolis, and she was thankful that they chose to travel outside of its wall.

There was a lot going on in her mind, and restoration occupied a large chunk of her train of thoughts. Regardless, she didn’t allow herself to mope when so many smiles surrounded her. As Cer brushed her tail against Frost’s stomach, Frost decided to bring a certain topic into the conversation.

“You think of me as a mother, huh?” She teased, patting Cer’s tail knowing that the woman trusted her enough to allow her.

“Yeah, and so what? It takes a lot for dejected Demi-humans to start trusting someone. At this point you’re practically family to us.” Cer defended as Ber eagerly nodded in response.

“More than that.” Ber smiled. She didn’t elaborate any further.

“It’s not an exaggeration either. Demi-humans are notorious for being tough to handle. It takes more than just good intentions to get us to open up.” Res said, her tail wagging as her face turned a slight red. “I like to think of you as my late mom. Just without her bad qualities.”

Frost let their words occupy her mind as she watched the stars. She was pleased to hear how strongly they felt about her. Likewise, the triplets had become irreplaceable. After hearing them vent their frustrations of their lives, and unravel their sincerest selves, Frost wished to facilitate their happiness.

And she couldn’t think of a better place other than the Nexus.

Would the residential floors suffice?

Would something new change to allow them to create a place they can call home?

Or, would the Floor of Amalgamation accommodate them?

No one knew what the Nexus had in store, but if anything was certain, it was that the hard times were behind them.

They reached the 6th Branch the following day.

And through the guidance of the triplets and the 6th Apostle, they teleported into the pearly gates of the Nexus. Finally, after all this time, Frost had returned to the pale stretch of the Central Relay –

– The place where it all began.

            

    
        313. Within the Nexus

    
    
    
    
                “Finally. It took 3 months, but we’re finally back here. Remember when we thought we’d be returning soon after Divas Pass?” Frost couldn’t help but grin at her ancient optimism. “Yeah… whew. I can’t stop smiling. It’s more vacant than I remember.”

Indeed. After her eyes adjusted to the bright lights, she noticed that there was no one loitering around the Central Relay compared to when she first arrived. The calm and relatively joyous atmosphere was replaced with an eerie air.

At least for Frost. The others marveled at the pearlescent pillars, the walls and the ceiling that rose higher than one could possibly imagine.

“W-Well, you kinda shook the Nexus up with your attacks. I think everyone’s hiding. I think?” The Archivist… no.

She was Anna. Anna said as she struggled to adjust to the lights, rubbing her eyes multiple times.

Cer begged the differ.

“Not really. If I had to guess, the Blessed were moved to the residential floors following whatever the hell you ended up doing to the Nexus. It’s one protocol I’m aware of.” She explained succinctly, scanning their surroundings. “What’s weirder is the whereabouts of the Stars. I was expecting someone to at least greet us, you know. No Arbiter or the Beholders.”

“That protocol was taught to us when we became Receptionists. It’s never the job of a Moon to manage people.” Res added, her ears twitching in the direction of the colossal tunnel which led towards the Common Hub. “The Nexus can have that ‘bird in a cage’ feel when things go awry.”

“Doesn’t feel right, does it?” Ber chimed in as she swept the floor with her giant tail. “Someone’s been cleaning it.”

“I thought the Nexus cleaned itself.” Frost said as Jury, Ignis, Snap, the Alter Frosts, the Star Child and even Anna was left to slowly wander around the Central Relay, totally enraptured by the sights.

“Huge…” Anna whispered to herself. “I’ve never been to this part of the Nexus before.”

The Star Child waddled beside her, drawing the symbol of infinity and the mathematical equation of E to express the limitless nature of this place.

“So pretty!” Jury whispered, fawning over every little nook and cranny with sparkling eyes.

“Well, off duty Receptions do. The Nexus can but when you have a thousand people moving at once then grime can build up. Also Ber, that’s filthy! A wolf’s tail is their life!” Cer scolded Ber, appearing like a child throwing a tantrum to her older sister.

Ber just held onto her tail and presented it to Frost like a bouquet of flowers.

“Nothing [Cleanse] can’t handle, right!?”

“Yeah. Right. It’s been a while since we’ve taken a bath, huh. Cer. You too. Come over here.” Frost beckoned her to come close.

“What for?” Cer barked defiantly, but she could never refuse an invitation from Frost. And so, she proudly presented herself, both hands on hips.

Slightly damp areas were highlighted in various areas along her pale, buttoned shirt. She had the stench of a wet dog as always, and Frost wondered how she managed to sweat so much when they did virtually nothing for the past two days.

“Heh. So I’ve been figured out.” Cer suddenly said as Frost cleansed her, Ber, and whoever wanted a quick clean. “I’m 10% physical, and 90% mental. You see, I’m always thinking 20 steps ahead at all times. That’s why when it looks like I’m doing nothing, I’m actually just engaging my immense brain power.”

“90% mental sure is right.” Res slighted her, and Cer remained unaware of it as the others found themselves chuckling.

Jury waved her tail beside Frost’s face, poking her cheeks with the large tip. Now that she realized it, her tail had grown much larger than she remembered. It had a weird mechanism that allowed it to dynamically alter its size.

Also, the bulbous tip seemed larger, and when Frost moved to brush her hand along her tail, she felt as though something other than the fur was brushing against her fingers. Jury’s tail was as mysterious as the Corrupted themselves.

Her tail slithered around Frost’s waist as Jury gently tugged her away from the others. Once they were close, she pecked Frost on the forehead, her eyes sparkling with affection and unfounded excitement.

“This is the place you were ‘born’. It’s beautiful! Hey! What’s in that tunnel over there!?”

“The Common Hub. If you think this place is pretty, then wait till you see what’s ahead!” Cer riled them up, her ears also twitching to something ahead. “Sounds like people might even be there too. Lots facilities to check out. Food –!”

“C-Can we check it out before we move on?” Jury interrupted Cer at the mention of food, causing Frost to softly laugh.

“I’m not in any rush. Besides, I wouldn’t know the first thing to do or where to go aside from the Floor of Amalgamation.” Frost assured.

“Sounds like a task for the Arbiter, since she was the one who wanted you up there in the first place. You sure you don’t want to head up there directly?” Res said, staring off as toyed with an invisible prompt.

Suddenly, her face contorted.

“Wait a second… are the Hyperlinks not working inside of the Nexus?”

“No way. Let me see.” Cer checked for herself and much to her surprise. “Huh!?”

“Are you serious…? What the – Nothing’s appearing.” Ber also couldn’t find a teleportation target. “It just worked before. Do we need a physical Hyperlink crystal now?”

“That may be the case.” Nav answered. “I feel a strong resonance above. But the question is…”

“How do we get above, huh.” Frost answered, finding the sudden conundrum intriguing since all parties had the same issue.

“My status isn’t working either. Great.” Cer sighed as all eyes naturally fell onto the tunnel. “Only one way to figure things out. By the way Frost! Can’t you do something about it?”

“Not that I can tell. I wouldn’t know where to start either.” Frost tried to mentally invoke the power of the Nexus but to no avail.

“F-For my Advent, it was a matter of exploring my library until something resonated with me.” Anna offered her piece of advice. “Maybe if we explore a little, then you’ll come to understand this place? Or – maybe the Floor of Amalgamation can help.”

The Star Child nodded for the most part, drawing thumbs up symbols as the Alter Frosts also threw up similar emojis.

When did those three get so close?

“Discovery, huh. So it’ll just be matter of time.” Frost concluded. The others seemed to agree as they began to make their way towards the tunnel.

“Advents are not like machines with a lever to move them. For Archetypes, they can only be felt. I also had the Blessing to help me manage it.” Anna further revealed. “Reinstating the Blessing might help!”

“And Nav’s resonance is our only clue. At least until someone shows their face.” Frost sighed before suddenly asking Jury a question. “Hey. Jury. How do you feel?”

The reason she asked this was because of Carpalis’ general wariness of the Nexus.

“It feels warm. A bit tingly. Just like when I was in proximity to Scarlet Logic’s tech. I can’t tell if it’s unpleasant or comforting. This is what Carpalis was afraid of, hm…” Jury mentioned, tightening her tail around Frost’s waist. “It’s nothing bad. Just strange.”

Frost clasped onto her lover’s hand, interlocking their fingers together as they entered the tunnel, seeing all manners of bright lights ahead. As ominous as things seemed, their spirits were at an all-time high.

Right now, it was just a matter of time before things would fall into place.

And until then, she wished to spend her time smiling with her precious friends.

Suddenly, Jury’s tail made a discrete, second loop as she tugged Frost even closer, the tip wriggling against her back.

“I can’t wait until we’re alone again. I really, really want to spend time with you. So much of it was stolen from us. So, I’m sorry if I’m a clingy all of a sudden.” Jury whispered with a slightly flushed face.

As it turned out, the sensation she felt in her chest had nothing to do with the Nexus.

She just wanted to monopolize Frost.

That was why she shoved her tail in front of her face after Ber presented hers.

A warm fuzzy sensation filled Frost’s chest.

“Mm. Me too. And I don’t mind it. In fact, I like it when you’re like this.” She rested her head against Jury’s arm with yearning eyes as they finally entered the vibrant lights of the Common Hub.

            

    
        314. Reminiscence of the Common Hub

    
    
    
    
                Kenophobia.

The architecture of the Common Hub was eerily empty. Vast interiors and indoor streets that once saw hundreds flock through were abandoned. Not a single soul remained. Evidence of recent life was apparent, left in the form of wide-open doors and personal belongings which were scattered like a lost trail.

Neon signs powered by magic remained vibrantly lit. Certain facilities such as the bathrooms were in perfect condition. Frost investigated it all as the others were swept by awe, unable to believe such a place existed in Elysia. Jury equated it with the architecture of their old world and Frost agreed, although it did carry some semblance of an airport’s interior.

Massive halls ran in all directions like a maze. An endless glass roof allowed the sunlight to paint their world. At the edges of the Common Hub, Frost peered down and felt her stomach jump into her chest. She wasn’t afraid of heights but being above the clouds caused her to be tense.

Even though the lands below were enshrouded by layers of clouds, she could see how unbelievable large their world was through its cracks. There was little to no curvature she could see, with the horizons blocked only by thick precipitation.

“Elysia has to be a super Earth.” Frost muttered to herself.

“So it would seem.” Nav answered, also unable to determine its size as she placed a hand by the thick, unbelievably clear wall of glass. “The world map of Elysia only shows a handful of major continents. But I cannot find any information regarding what else lays beyond its seas.”

The triplets, as well as the Archivist, explained that there was little information regarding the world beyond because there was little need to venture out that far. Aquatids didn’t even know, but there were records of other landmasses existing beyond their mapped Regions.

To begin with, if the Beholders, Moons, and Stars already struggled with maintaining peace here, then there was no possible way they could maintain anything over there. Frost entertained the idea that civilizations thrived there. Maybe more ancient than the ones here.

Maybe Corrupted didn’t exist there.

Wouldn’t that be nice?

They began exploring the Common Hub again, leaving the glass behind as the Alter Frosts and the Star Child remained there, fawning over the clouds. They followed black-bricked paths, walking through streets wider than the ones of the Nex Megalopolis. The minimalistic yet rustic, medieval feel of these streets appealed to Frost’s senses as she found a permanent smile fixed to her face.

It was cozy.

So cozy in fact that she felt all her worries disappear as they moved through flower gardens and stores that sold beautiful bundles, as well as what appeared to be sentient plants. To their surprise, they were freshly watered, their soil damp as a loose tap dripped in tune with the ticking of an old analogue clock.

Frost was curious as to where the water came from. Investigating the store’s sink revealed that a dark-blue crystal called, unsurprisingly, a ‘Water Crystal’ was placed within a metal box which constantly formed fresh, drinkable water so long as it had mana stored within it.

Maintenance would be the easiest job in the world here. I forget that magic isn’t just about blowing things up. It’s been a while since I got to see how the little things work. Ah… this brings me back to the Village of Virt.

Frost cherished these simple moments. She walked down memory lane, remembering how lost she was upon first arriving in this world. Jury and Ignis seemed to find their way through with ease. Apparently, the layout was not too different from a well-developed city square, and Jury mentioned that: “Nothing’s harder to navigate or memorize than the Black Forest.”

“I guess it’s just me then.” Frost giggled.

No one exactly knew where to go or what to do other than to explore the Common Hub. Not that Frost was complaining, but she felt like there was more to do, or at least a passage to ascend without the need of the Hyperlinks.

Res then answered:

“We know there’s a passage somewhere because Hyperlinks weren’t introduced until only 50 years ago. I’m sorry, but we’re also clueless. It’s out of our scope. We came around the era of the Hyperlinks so there wasn’t ever a need to know about those passages.”

“A potential fire escape staircase.” Nav noted down.

“What’s that? Like a secret passage?” Cer wondered.

“Something like that.” Frost didn’t elaborate further. “A passage that connects the floors, huh. None of the signs point anywhere. At worst we’ll either come across it, or we’ll have to wait for someone to guide us.”

“Hey, aren’t you the Archivist? Shouldn’t you have all the knowledge in the world to figure this out?” Ber asked Anna, and despite how harsh her words sounded, she was genuinely curious and meant no harm.

“I-it’s complicated. I only know what I’ve read. And everything about Frost was pushed away because I was scared of changing the course of the books I’ve read. I-In case you didn’t know, every time a book is opened it changes. Also… the Librarians can steal parts of my knowledge. It’s why they had trouble figuring out who you were, Frost.”

The Archivist admitted.

“That’s why I try to limit myself to stuff like fairytales and stories. Digging up people’s lives put them in the crosshairs of the Librarians.”

“How do they scrape that knowledge from you in the first place?” Nav asked. “It seems unlikely that they can do on a whim.”

“My library, like Frost’s Nexus, can have a mind of its own and send invitations to people. Librarians included. It’s likely where they got the inspiration for that Masterpiece from.” The Archivist revealed as the Star Child rapidly nodded, holding a hand into the air as she carried a drawn star.

Likewise, according to Nav, the Piece of the Fallen Star could choose whose wishes were granted, and the Star Child herself could also choose certain individuals. Rejection wasn’t something she could do, at least from what Nav believed.

The Archivist on the other hand could reject the Librarians, although the process wasn’t as simple as one would believe. Frost then realized that the Nexus was the same. It chose who to Bless, and Frost could also bestow her Blessing upon people, albeit after fulfilling a certain criteria.

However, this also led her to believe that she could potentially revoke the Blessing of the Nexus entirely.

If that was truly the case, then she had extraordinary leverage against the Beholders.

It was just a matter of getting control over the Nexus… somehow.

Eventually, Frost was drawn to the Reception; a giant dome-like structure located in the heart of the Common Hub. There were no Receptionists in sight, and she fondly remembered the exact place where she first met her fuzzy friends.

“Riiiiiight here. I’m surprised you even remember.” Cer grinned, poking Frost’s sides with an elbow.

“How can I forget? You’re the one who reached out to me first. I still can’t believe they put you as a Receptionist.” Frost jabbed.

“Right!?” Cer exclaimed. “But, I guess there’s always a rhyme and a reason. You really were our one-way ticket to heaven.”

“A lot of things could have changed. But, not nearly as much as what’s happened.” Ber stated, presenting herself proudly. “Like me! I’ve got the body I always wanted! Hehe. Ignis. Listen to this. Frost used to have brown eyes and wore weird clothes.”

Ber began reciting the story of how they met in this very place to Ignis in a bragging manner. She happily listened as they took a seat on the same exact couches they did so long ago. The atmosphere couldn’t get any warmer. That’s what Frost believed until Jury brought her close.

Frost became misty eyed. It was all so nostalgic. Returning to the place where they first met moved her beyond words, and even Res had to hide her face because she too felt just as relieved.

They took a moment to let it all sink in. Even Cer grew sentimental. At one point it would’ve been a surprise to see her act normally, but now, they knew Cer was far more tender than anyone realized.

She remembered the Cer who opened up to her on that moonlit lake and admired how far every single one of them had come.


* * *


Later, Frost patrolled the streets with Nav. They had all split up to search for the mysterious passage. In truth, it was more of a tour than an effort to find it, because in the distance she could see Cer taking bites from a giant rotisserie chicken with Jury sneakily taking nibbles, all the while Res scolded them.

At the very least, Jury and Cer promised to repay that store with 10 times the Nex that unattended chicken cost. And speaking of chicken, Frost could smell freshly baked confectionary in the air. The scent of a bakery drew her into a split in the path.

It had been a while since she last ate, and she had been relying on Jury’s massive reserves to keep herself sated. She was, first and foremost, the Amalgam with a near untamable appetite.

Is Jury the same, or does she just like eating?

Frost wondered, staring at herself in the glass of nearby stores. She smiled, tilted her head, and struck a few poses. She honestly believed that if it weren’t for Jury, then she would have fallen in love with herself. Those sharp eyes were mythical, and she approached a window to catch a better look at herself.

However, upon approaching it, she saw that her hair had grown longer and turned pale.

Curious, she peered her face close before she realized that she was not looking at herself.

Rather, she was looking at someone inside of the store.

The figure raised a hand, as 7 more tails softly waved at her.

“Hello~”

The muffled voice of the Arbiter caused her heart to skip a beat.

Inside, she saw an occupied table where two plates of freshly baked pancakes steamed. And sitting on that table was none other than Beholder Galia, who sipped from a mug of irresistible coffee, allowing its taste to permeate along her taste buds before she considered Frost.

“You must be… the owner? No? I can feel a familiar presence emanating from you two… Oh…” The blind Arbiter’s smile widened as she realized who Frost was. “You must be our honored friends~”

Frost wondered what the chances of meeting with a Beholder in a café of all places in the world were, let alone the Arbiter herself.

“We’ve encountered stranger things.” Nav nonchalantly stated, as if sensing Frost’s bewilderment. “Shall we greet them?”

            

    
        315. Amalgam, Arbiter, Beholder and a Machine

    
    
    
    
                As fate would have it, Frost’s first official meeting with the Arbiter was held at a random café along the streets of the Common Hub. It was surreal to have the world’s major powers crammed around a small table. Certainly not the round table Frost expected, but the location managed to cut back the tension between them.

There were no golden statues or pearlescent pillars in a marble hall fit for an empress. What would be statues of Angels were none other than still-life paintings of apple trees and picnics. The warmth and the scent of freshly brewed coffee and steaming pancakes threw Frost off as she wondered why these two were here in the first place.

Regardless, she kept these arbitrary questions to herself.

“The Archetype of Amalgamation. And the voice, I take? You may be unfamiliar with me, but I know quite a bit about you. Your scent has the same foundation, but it’s much sweeter this time.” The Arbiter spoke with a voice carrying a deep resonance, enough for it to shake her chest. “Oh. I must apologize. I’m fumbling ahead of myself. It’s quite nostalgic for me to be sitting alongside you. Pardon me. I did not introduce myself.”

The Arbiter took the lead like she held the flow of their conversation on a leash.

This was the first time Frost was in the presence of someone she could confidently call a deity.

“It’s fine. I’d rather we keep things informal. Please. Call me Frost.” Frost began with an indomitable voice. “This is Nav. A very close friend of mine. You seem familiar with her.”

The Arbiter’s gaze was transfixed onto them, and Frost deployed a matching gaze to solidify her position as an equal, if not someone above her. If there was a time where she couldn’t afford to appear weak, then it was now before the people who had summoned her to the Floor of Judgement from the very beginning.

“Then you must call me Michaela. This is my Beholder partner. Galia, of Justica Arms.” The Arbiter politely introduced herself, her tails subtly wriggling in the air behind her.

“You’re too kind. O Arbiter. O Amalgam. And a voice reminiscent of the one we hear as Blessed. Could this be the strings of fate at play, or just more mere coincidences?” Galia spoke in her philosophical tongue as she hesitated from sipping from her mug of coffee. “My apologies. How churlish of me to prepare a batch for only ourselves. There is no place for gluttony or greed in the presence of our light. May I?”

Galia asked the Arbiter. A tail slipped onto Galia’s arm, and another brushed along her face, and then on her lips before the Arbiter gently smiled.

“Please do.”

It was not confirmation, but a command. The relationship between the two seemed more complex than what met the eye, and their manner of speech was nothing short of suffocating.

Galia didn’t utter a word after their briefest of introductions. Her head was tilted down in a conscious display of passiveness. Or what seemed like it. Galia and the Arbiter were impossible for Frost to read. And despite how withdrawn Galia presented herself as; the presence she wielded rivalled all on the table.

Then, after a moment of silent deliberation, she excused herself from the table and moved to a room behind the café’s counter. A soft buzz could be heard from within, as well as the clinking of tableware.

“I assume Beholder Galia is the Arbiter’s Beholder in the same vein that Carpalis is to Magus.” Nav pointed out, breaking through the tension for she could not sense it. “You look vastly different from Jury. 7 tails must be a sign of ranking in a biological hierarchy.”

“Ahhhh. Is that so? I personally don’t know the intricacies of our race. It’s been a long time since I’ve cared.”

A pleased look formed on the Arbiter’s face, her golden eyes seemingly twinkingly with a mysterious power as she shared a small stare with an unblinking Nav.

“That voice is a familiar one to me. Nav however, is not a name I recognize.”

“Does Lailah ring a bell?” Frost asked, having heard a summary of Jury and Nav’s past during their trip here to the Nexus.

As shocking as it was of a realization that their world was looped several thousands of times, it did not change the fact that this world was their home. What surprised Frost the most however, was that Nav was an Angel in the past life considering what was written on the plague regarding who could interact with the light…

… And that ‘light’ was undoubtedly Frost herself.

Frost brought her attention to the finest of body movements the Arbiter made. They had fought before, and she vividly remembered how powerful she was. The tales of her might were no exaggeration.

Rather, they were, if anything, watered down.

However, Frost did not sense any animosity in her, and that alone allowed her to remain mostly at ease in her presence. Additionally, there was an unconscious level of trust she had in the Arbiter as fellow Archetype, and as someone she knew in the distant past.

The Arbiter seemingly turned to Frost, as if sensing her unease and pushed her plate of pancakes forward.

“That does sound more familiar. But as you can see, my memories are fragmented. Though I am sure we are both not here to discuss our pasts. Rather, we seek to build the future.” She began. “The past is not something that should be brought up. But it can enhance our relationship moving forward. Although my name remains unchanged, like yourself, I wish to separate myself from what I was. Because I was not a particularly good Angel in retrospect.”

She admitted, pushing the plate closer to Frost until it touched her chest.

“You’re not hungry? Oh. I apologize. We’re not animals. A fork.” The Arbiter picked up a spoon and offered it to her.

“Total blindness. Frost and I accept the offer. May I take a bite?” Nav asked, her eyes twinklingly unexpectedly. It was a total contrast to her expressionless face, and it caused Frost to smile, suddenly feeling like a mother of them both as the tension collapsed entirely.

She wondered if that was the Arbiter’s intention.

“Please. Take as many as you want.” Frost allowed. “Do what you like, Nav.”

With Frost’s confirmation, Nav began what the living called ‘eating’. She did not know how to use a fork, and she stabbed the plate like she was trying to kill it. It shattered unsurprisingly.

“… porcelain plates are disturbing fragile. Civilization has evolved through countless years, and they have not upgraded their wears to steel.” Nav complained, not willing to admit that it was her fault.

She looked down at the mangled fork with dim eyes.

“A weak alloy too. This Nexus needs bigger change than we could have imagined.” She said, causing Frost to desperately hold back a laugh.

But to her surprise, the Arbiter began to softly laugh.

“A handful. Quite a pure thing. A construct of steel, but with sapience rivaling that of ours. I suspect our friend Nav may be more than a machine.” The Arbiter mentioned. “For instance, do you know where the information we receive in the Blessing is derived from?”

Frost was taken aback by this sudden question.

“The Eternal Library, right?”

“That too was my belief at first. But what if it was something else completely beyond our control? The voice Blessed hear is reminiscent of Nav’s. However, since we are finally here and there will be much time to discuss other matters, I should immediately tell you about the other voice.” The Arbiter’s tone sharply shifted as they heard footsteps and faint voices from outside.

“Whose voice are you talking about?” Frost had a vague idea, but she wanted to know if it was exactly who she thought it was.

And as the others appeared at the entrance, Jury swung the door open, wearing a vibrant smile. The Arbiter’s tails stopped moving as her ‘gaze’ suddenly moved onto the one tailed Angel.

“Elysia. The One Who Corrupts.” She uttered. “I’m afraid that while I left the Nexus to recover you, her influence has sept into the Nexus. Truth be told. Archetype to Archetype: the reason we are here is to identify what influence it will have, and how we must mitigate it as we ascend through the fabric of the Nexus.”

            

    
        316. What the Beholders Know

    
    
    
    
                As if it wasn’t cramped enough, now everyone huddled around the tiny coffee table like the greatest game of poker was about to go down. The Arbiter insisted that they all stayed inside. After all, everyone present was in their inner circle in one way or another.

4 Archetypes, 2 Beholders, 3 Moons, a candidate Moon, 2 Alter Frosts, and a giant fuzz ball that sat in the corner of the room, minding its own business. Those that gathered here were people of high esteem. The triplets, which were once considered the most disposable Moons, were irreplaceable and stood at the pinnacle of all other Moons.

Galia couldn’t help but to slyly grin at the sight of them again, prompting Cer to grumble: “Here we go again. That coffee addict.”

Galia prepared a cup of coffee and pancakes for everyone in the room. All tables of the café were pushed into one massive island, each person, including the Alter Frost taking a seat after the Arbiter kindly gestured for them to join.

She stirred several freshly brewed batches of coffee for all, passing them around gently with a neutral smile that seemed to perpetually mock those beneath her. For a Beholder that could teleport items at will, she restricted herself to using her body.

Galia then responded to Cer as she took her seat beside the Arbiter.

“Coffee is the lifeblood of a good society. The ritual to awaken the mind when it crawls to a halt. I like to call it the ‘liquid key’. Wouldn’t you agree, Res?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Res sighed, irritated that Galia even mentioned her, although, her tail wagged slightly like a slow windscreen wiper at the sound of her voice. “I don’t report to you anymore. But for the sake of my professionalism: Cer, Ber, Res. Moons. Classified Mission to retrieve the Amalgam within a 4-month period is complete.”

“I expected nothing less.” Galia praised, causing Ber’s ears to twitch. “I could sing praises all day and night. But I don’t need to be the one who acknowledges your growth. Such a thing is apparent by the fact that you can sit down on the same table as me.”

“Just like the old times.” Ber stated.

“When you were only misguided pups.” Galia hummed matter of factly.

Out of everyone present, Cer, Ber and Res received special pancakes that were cut into a silhouette of themselves. Cream, colorful fruit, and honey filled in the details, creating a treat that promised to be as delicious as it looked.

Cer grumbled again before looking over at Frost, holding the plate beside her head as if to say: “I bet you think I’m tasty now.”

Res understandably pinched her thigh from under the table, keeping her composure to a maximum in the presence of the Arbiter. Ber was the same, although, just like Cer, they wielded a defiant aura for they had the Amalgam on their side.

Would it kill them to have some manners?

Frost mentally sighed, watching Nav pour as much sugar as there was coffee. Nav appeared perplexed by something as she took long sips, probably to savor the taste.

Galia and the triplets sound like another complicated relationship. They never really hated her in the first place, but I didn’t think they’d be happy to see her again.

After everyone became accustomed, and as Snap ate its fair share of pancakes through its fur, order arrived at the table like a bolt of lightning. All 7 tails shot up behind the Arbiter. They formed a pale throne befitting only the most exalted being.

Conversations turned to murmurs. Then, the murmurs died down as the Arbiter silently asked for her turn to speak.

Now that things were in order, the Arbiter and Galia turned their attention to Jury.

And she asked only one question.

“What is your name?”

Death held its scythe around the throats of everyone in the room all of a sudden. Budding wings sprouted from the back of the Arbiter as her golden eyes shone like the haloes of an Angel. Galia pulled a mysterious two-trayed scale from a place that was not a Dimensional Storage as far as Frost could tell.

The object was made of the same materials as the Genesis Stones, with golden inscriptions carved like the veins of a plant. They rolled towards the top, branching out to form leaves. The two-trayed scale closely resembled a miniature tree.

Frost stared quizzically at it. She had seen that thing before. Maybe the object, but the patterns of the tree. Neither in her past life, or on Earth as well. She flicked through the archives of her mind, sifting through thousands of pages as Jury powered through the Arbiter’s pressure, answering with absolute honesty.

“Jury.”

The blade of impending death allowed the room to collective exhale. The hairs of the triplets stood on all ends as they were reminded of the Arbiter’s authority. The object in Galia’s hand tilted to the right, emitting a blue flame.

The same kind Frost saw in the hearts of others when they carried goodhearted intentions.

“It praises. The Justitia Scale pronounces you as truthful. I had no doubts.” Galia applauded unenthusiastically. “There is no need to read the truths and lies along your ribs.”

“I’m relieved. Jury. That’s a wonderful name.” The Arbiter complemented, snaking a tail towards Jury’s where they poked at each other like the playful paws of a kitten. “I do adore this one. And here I believed I would come to hate you. It has been long enough where I’ve grown to long the kind Elysia.”

“If you don’t mind me asking something.” Frost suddenly spoke to Galia directly, putting the item away.

“I’d be honored.”

“What is your book?”

“Paradise Restored.” Galia immediately answered. “As for its contents, they pertain to an idea and tales I’ve long forgotten. But it formed the foundation of my technology. The Warped Stone.”

“A scientific technology with a theological background makes her rather special, wouldn’t you agree?” The Arbiter hummed, stirring her coffee with a tail. “Regardless, her tech is one with the Nexus. As is Beholder Umbra’s. Of all the Beholders, I can assure you that they are the ones you can trust the most, aside from Carpalis.”

Discerning what was truth or false was impossible for Frost. Her Coat of Prejudice had suffered yet another catastrophic blow and was in need of repairs. However, if the Arbiter of all people was vouching for them, then there must have been a good reason for.

But Frost was not here to make friends with the Beholders. They were beings beyond normal people. Treating them like ‘friends’ would only lead to disappointment. At worst, betrayal. She needed to approach things at a rigid angle.

These people were nothing like Carpalis.

She was certain of it.

Still, it did not change that they had a common case at the surface.

Frost nodded after allowing her train of thought to run circles in her head.

“I will decide who I can trust or not. I’ve seen the things you Beholders have done to people. The things you failed to follow through with.” She directly referenced the retreat of Justica Arms against Scarlet Logic. “It’s not a matter of whether we can trust each other or not. It’s a matter of whether we can come to an agreement on what we see and believe in.”

Frost’s tone rivalled the Arbiter’s. If the Arbiter’s pressure was death’s scythe, then Frost’s was its maw. Her eyes were consumed by a golden flame as the Nexus suddenly quaked, resonating with her heightening emotions.

“Therefore, I will ask you only once: Are you an enemy?”

“I am only on the side that declares universal righteousness. The safety of the Nexus and the lost are my priority.” Galia confirmed. “We’ve all slaughtered many for good causes. I know you understand that not everything is done willingly.”

“I’m aware.”

Galia did not elaborate further. Instead, she allowed the Arbiter to take over again.

“Bonds are not easily formed at these heights. But imagine us as two birds, each with one wing. We will require each other’s help. I simply wish to protect all from Elysia’s Corrupting touch… and to find my Price of Paradise.”

“I just want the best for people. No one should have to suffer like they do. We have all this power, but there’s so little that’s being done… People can become Corrupted. How the hell is this cycle supposed to stop?”

“You will find that there is no easy fix for the mess we have made. But I assure you, I too have been making strides to fix this. Caldera Industries is heavily in my debt.” Galia took pride in this, flaunting it as an achievement. “We require tremendous amounts of Nex. A single lapsed day without it can degrade a Beholder’s mind. It’s no secret that people can become Corrupted. Even Moons can. Why else do you think the Eclipses exist? To merely assassinate Atelier personnel?” Galia rose from her seat, the Arbiter following suit, marking their imminent journey through the Nexus.

Her revelation brought many to begin questioning just how much the Beholders truly knew, and how much had been tucked away from the world.

Galia continued.

“They exist to eliminate symptomatic Moons before they breakdown. It’s the reality we face. Serum G has become standard procedure over the years, no thanks to the Corruption now being able to bypass the Blessing of the Nexus.”

And finally, the Arbiter concluded:

“Did you know that those who would become Corrupted become Blessed?”

            

    
        317. A Passage Within the Lower Sanctums

    
    
    
    
                Navigating the Lower Sanctums of the Nexus wasn’t as straightforward as expected. The problem with Frost’s search for the hidden passage was that she was looking for a staircase. An elevator was the next thing on her mind, and she was not alone as well.

Beholder Galia became their guide, as the Arbiter could not easily move her way around. A tail was always looped around the Beholder’s waist, and Jury did the same thing to Frost. The similarities between both groups were noted down by everyone.

Cer did mention that Frost would get along with Galia in some capacity. But she never would have expected them both to have an Angel by their side and a contrasting coat. Galia walked beside her as they moved through the halls of the Common Hub, passing through grand architecture that moved from a mere airport terminal to something less hospitable for life.

At least in Frost’s perspective.

“The Nexus is the oldest Advent in the world. Its purpose is as ambiguous as a person that does not begin like a coffee bean.”

Galia’s suffocating manner of speech was to be expected of a Beholder, but there was a tantalizing quality that caused Frost to become enraptured by her words.

“But it does seek to offer people its salvation in the form of its Blessing. It’s a theme readily apparent no matter which part of the world you fall into. Healers. Wandering healers. People. Sects. ‘Salvation’ is heavily ambiguous in of itself. But you’ll find that it’s used as a rationalizing tool to justify one’s actus and state of mens.”

Those words were like the coils of a snake.

Her tongue led her more than her long legs and unraveled the world better than her purple eyes. She was an enigma in Frost’s mind. Where she had grown to become comfortable around Carpalis, Galia was an entirely different beast.

“Care to elaborate? I don’t see what you mean by a ‘coffee bean’.” Frost responded, the clapping of their footsteps against the marble floor answering her promptly as Galia’s eyes narrowed ever so devilishly.

“Big mistake.” Cer sighed, plugging her ears.

“How come?” Jury questioned.

“The way we deconstruct the world is similar, so it’s no surprise that it can bog the mind.” The Arbiter stated.

The further they ventured into the grand halls, the less stores there were. It reached a point where no structure other than the endless pale stone and rising pillars could be seen. Various archways looped endlessly above them, and in the distance, they could see two figures clad in pale, golden trimmed robes guarding a chained opening.

Galia answered the rising questions that quickly assaulted their minds. The triplets had never seen this place before. Granted, they never strayed off the beaten path and relied solely on the Hyperlinks to get around.

Normally, those individuals – the Stars of the Nexus – would be placed much closer back from where they came to prevent people from wandering into that place. Galia thoroughly explained that the Lower Sanctums collectively acted as one major reception for the Nexus long before the Hyperlinks were introduced.

“A time when Beholders were feared rather than worshiped. The skies of the Nexus knew no peace. It was a long war in our heaven.” She nodded at the Stars, and they revered at the sight of the Arbiter.

Then, as their eyes fell onto Frost…

“T-That is…!”

“… Oh Nexus... They’ve finally arrived…!”

The Stars immediately trembled in the presence of the Amalgam. They had been informed ahead of time that they would be arriving. These Stars belonged to Justica Arm, and as one once stated, their sense of existence revolved around the Nexus.

Naturally, they’d revere Frost as their Goddess.

“Keep watch. An Arbiter’s council will be held in 7 days. Do not be late.” Galia said in passing.

Frost couldn’t help but to give them both a subtle: “Keep up the good work,” just as a small greeting. She could tell they cherished her words as they shook; moved like they had fulfilled their life’s purpose.

She made a strange face as they lifted the chains and passed through its threshold.

I’m not too keen on being treated like this, but it’s unbelievably useful. If most Stars respond to me like this, then I have a good chunk of the Nexus on my side. It’ll make things easier. Still, the root of the problem is the Beholders and their Ateliers. That’s what I’m most worried about.

Frost felt her body press against an invisible membrane, and when she made it through the other side, she appeared in a completely different area from what she saw.

“Huh!?” Cer blurted out.

“Where… are we?” Res wondered, her jaw dropping at the sight.

“This wasn’t listed in the Hyperlinks. Don’t tell me they’ve been hiding even more things from us.” Ber growled, baring her teeth in frustration.

While the triplets expressed confusion for having never seen this place in all 30 years living in the Nexus, the others had far more profound reactions. Ignis and Snap were taken aback, their eyes sweeping through a pale landscape broken up by thousands of craters.

The ceiling was only several kilometers high here. Only because in other rooms they were virtually endless. Ruined monoliths and all manners of rock formations scattered this place. They were made from regular stone judging from the coloration. It was only the thousands of fragmented pillars that seemed to be formed by the supposedly indestructible Genesis Stones.

“A sea of broken swords and war. Was this place a battlefield?” Jury wondered the exact same thing Frost did.

“Chariots. Siege weapons. Canisters. Even firearms?” Frost could not believe what she was seeing. The amount of weaponry in this place coincided with the ‘war in heaven’ Galia mentioned only moment early.

But this was all secondary to the single greatest thing that rose to the skies in the vast distance.

“U-Um. Wait a second. Does… Doesn’t that remind you of the Pillar of the World?” Anna pointed towards a collection of a central pillar of light that rose perhaps from the Lower Sanctums all the way to the Upper Sanctums.

“The Nexus is the Pillar of the World. There’s nothing that can convince me otherwise. But why does it look like it’s damaged?” Frost questioned, noticing that the base of the pillar was severed clean.

Streaks of light shot from the trunk of that colossal structure like the branches of a tree, impaling the walls. A matrix of inhospitable, inconceivable pale architecture sprawled around it like a pale ball of fuzz. The chamber it found itself within was larger than the one they were in by a significant margin.

In fact, it was larger than the Central Relay itself.

The Arbiter moved to the front, gently brushing a hand along the heads of all Frost’s companions. She could sense its light, and she raised a hand as if trying to capture its light.

“It was damaged in the process that brought it up to the skies. The nature of the Genesis Stones can alter and distort reality. Bear with me for a moment. Listen to my voice… The Nexus used to exist underground. What we now call the Subcut, the Derma Layer and many of the underground anomalies are attributed to the Nexus. Hence why Caldera Industries are adamant to find all traces of the Genesis Stones.”

The Arbiter revealed a bombshell that caused Frost to reconsider her perspective of the Nexus as a whole.

‘One’s heaven is another’s hell’ had a literal meaning in regards to the Nexus.

            

    
        318. Beholder Galia is From…!?

    
    
    
    
                There was a lot to take in. The battlefield felt like an extension of Frost’s mind. So many scattered thoughts fought for her attention, each desperately yearning to be unraveled. Normally, Frost was a focused person. But the curveball the Arbiter threw at her regarding the layers underneath their world made her wonder how powerful the Genesis Stones truly were.

GEN-00 related to the ‘light’, which was at this point undoubtedly Frost. Implications aside, GEN-00 had two additional components that stemmed from the ‘captured light’. Frost separated her present identity from whatever that was. Even if they were mostly one and the same, Frost considered herself as exactly that. Herself. Not some light from the past.

Frankly speaking, it was difficult to put into words. But that being said, the Arbiter revealed the two components: GEN-00-01, and GEN-00-02.

GEN-00-01 were biological fluids, masses or beings made from the ‘light’, whereas GEN-00-02 were the Genesis Stones. The Arbiter knew this much thanks to the Archiving of the Icon of Judgement, which she promised to show them once they reached her Floor of Judgement.

This meant that Angels were considered GEN-00-01s. The processes were unknown at this point and were a relic of the past that neither the Arbiter nor the other Angels knew of. This likely included the White Wing, who when was mentioned by Jury –

“There are people in this world whose sins cannot be punished in our wildest senses of justice. Few crimes are so severe that we conclude them unfit to be Condemned or a to become a Repenter. One such person is the White Wing.”

“What did she do?” Jury wondered as the Arbiter’s wings expanded, brushing away to create a clear path.

“She wishes to awaken Elysia and claim her life with her own hands. Her methods are unknown to us but is has been destructive.” The Arbiter added.

The most recent transgression was the City of Spades massacre. Galia had direct involvement in sending her personnel to eliminate them, however, it was not her who turned them away.

That was the doing of the White Wing.

Galia had committed a grave sin, but Frost saw it as a force of good considering what they now knew about Scarlet Logic. Where the Beholders condemned her for breaking the peace; Frost was happily surprised by her boldness.

The triplets compounded further incriminating evidence against the White Wing. They claimed that she likely worked with or was at least in direct communication with the Impuritas. Frost didn’t dismiss their concerns, and Jury couldn’t help but to wonder what was the end goal.

“A wish.” Nav suddenly spoke. “There was not enough Nex for a major wish to be granted. Mine was, but it’s incomplete.”

“In what way?” Frost questioned as the Star Child pointed to Nav’s lips.

“Taste. I cannot taste anything. And underneath this fabricated flesh is a clever arrangement of bolts and nuts, my mind composed of zeroes and ones. It is difficult for me to understand myself.” Nav stared off into the light, her eyes shimmering with an unknown desire, if she could even call it that.

So that was why Nav put so much sugar in her coffee. She couldn’t taste it…

Suddenly, Frost brought out a familiar pink, strawberry cupcake from her Dimensional Storage and placed it into Nav’s palms.

“Here. Maybe this can help.”

“The Taste of Mortality…” Nav brought it to her emotionless face, thanking Frost with a small nod. “It has no scent. What does ‘strawberries’ smell like in the first place? Don’t you find language bizarre when information can only be described with one’s experiences?”

“Like how you can’t tell a blind person what a star is.” Ignis said, remembering Stella and the children of the City of Vocals.

“Precisely. I don’t recognize the smell of ‘strawberries’ because I have never sensed it. I only know that a strawberry smells like a strawberry. Odd… May I take a bite?”

“Go ahead! It your Atelier Item.” Jury hummed.

Nav opened her mouth and was about to take a bit before she had a sudden change of heart.

“No. I shall wait for a more appropriate time before I take my bite. Preferably in a place more comfortable.” She said, offering it back to Frost. “Please keep it safe for me until I request it again.”

“Of course.”


* * *


Another topic of interest was the Genesis Stones. The Nexus itself had no noticeable effect on the Moons and Stars as a whole. With Beholders, apparently that was an entirely different can of worms that Galia promised to unravel at the next Arbiter’s Council when all Beholders would gather to answer.

Genesis Stones had the ability to change its surroundings based on a person’s state of mind and was determined by the quality of said person’s soul, or otherwise known as their ‘level’ and emotional state.

It had the power to create a Corrupted Zone to reflect the mentality of said person, and even go as far to manifest nightmares and aspirations.

In rare instances, that person transformed into a Corrupted.

This was not always true, as Moons have handled it in the past. But the risk of a Moon with a Corrupted Zone could not be overlooked, and Frost agreed with that argument after having fought with an insane Ber.

“That explains why that city appeared huh. The Corrupted Zone I formed was linked to my Corrupted. But the Nexus projected that city in the skies to reflect my state of mind…” Frost connected the dots as they approached the end of the battlefield.

The matrix of pale architecture was impossible to navigate through. They were in a chamber surrounding the Pillar of light with no means of going anywhere but up. Snap prepared itself to carry everyone, but the Arbiter and Galia simply walked ahead.

They raised their legs and to their surprise, a platform appeared underneath their feet.

“The laws of physics don’t apply here.” Galia stated. “No laws from whatever world matters in this place.”

“Frost. Non-Euclidian Interpretation may help.” Nav reminded.

“Right… And – Galia. What do you know about the laws of physics?” Frost suddenly questioned her, finding the use of that phrase odd for someone who lived in Elysia.

She simply turned back as Frost saw what this chamber was. A labyrinth of stairs and geometry that intersected with one another. Shapes with dimensions that made little sense existed in this place, and whenever one took a step upwards those shapes would move to support one’s footing.

Upside down stairs, doors that led to nowhere, pathways that ran vertically along the walls – this place did not operate in the usual 3 dimensions. Tesseracts and all manners of bizarre geometry floated in the air like specks of light.

“That this was only in the realms of theory in my world. That there exists the possibility of additional dimensions. To many, our theories and methods of rationalizing our world seemed crazy in the eyes of the theocracies. Likewise, I considered them lunatics for believing things they could not see.” Galia said, taking another step up as if she could see where to place her feet.

In truth, Galia had memorized the pathway, as have all Beholders.

“Perhaps you understand or were there at the time. Do you know what those firearms are called?”

“The Victorian Era ones?” Frost answered, leading the others carefully ahead as she created a threat of string to act as a handguard.

Galia’s eyes illuminated like a lantern. Her lips curved into a devilish smile as she summoned a Justica Arm; one with a barrel bored through its center.

“’Victorian Era’ doesn’t ring a bell. How about a more precise date.” Galia’s words caused Frost’s eyes to widen as she realized that this Beholder was not from Elysia.

“… Earth…? You’re from Earth too?”

“That I am. 1835. On the tail end of our greatest era of scientific rationalism. Ironic, is it not?”

Galia then pointed at what appeared to be an opening halfway up the chamber.

“I, who advocated for scientific reason against Earth’s theocracies, now command the largest theocracy in Elysia. There is merit in holding faith in the things you cannot see. Otherwise, who else shall take that step first?”

With that said, she proudly walked backwards up the flight of invisible stairs as if to prove her point.

Suddenly, the aesthetics of the Justica Arms made so much more sense to Frost. They were indeed inspired by their Earthly counterparts not because of a book, but because of someone who lived in that era.

Speechless, Frost followed the Arbiter and Beholder Galia, wondering the story of how that woman rose to become a Beholder in the first place.

            

    
        319. A Glimpse of the Common Residential Floor

    
    
    
    
                The orientation of their ascent was sickening. To Frost everything appeared perfectly normal but to the others, they could not tell their left from right. Jury and the Archivist were no stranger to walking along walls. The Eternal Library hardly followed Euclidian logic.

But this was different. At times it felt like they were intersecting with themselves. Objects appeared and disappeared on a whim as they travelled through their slice of the 3rd dimension. At least this was what they believed. In truth, they could only describe the homogenous mass of white architecture as a non-Euclidean staircase.

Frost shared a small conversation with Galia regarding their world. Unfortunately, not much was shared since Frost knew so little in the first place. Not even the year was known, but she explained that she lived in a time where people around the world could communicate as if they were on the same street, with handheld devices that stored the entire human history and knowledge, and a world of vast technological, moral, and ethical advancements.

It made Galia’s eyes glisten with wonder as she pictured such an ideal world.

The opening she pointed to earlier led to the Common Residential Floor. The same pale chambers they had seen for the nth time acted as a checkpoint where another assortment of Stars gathered to defend it.

Frost noticed that Stars seemed to have a more internalized role in the Nexus compared to Moons on top of being guides. Speaking of guides; she never really understood what that meant.

The Arbiter explained that even regular Stars were somewhat affiliated with Justica Arms because of their culture that revolved around the Nexus. Unlike other Ateliers, Justica Arms strove to better it rather than themselves directly. The proof was in their widespread worship which Frost had seen before in the 6th Branch, and the fact that Galia had offered her technology to the Nexus.

“A hundred more years from now and I’ll remain the same. A hundred years from now and the Beholders we thought were sane will have deteriorated as it consumes them. The trick is to live alongside it, rather than to let it define you.”

Galia lived by these words, and Beholder Umbra likely did too considering their tech was also within the Nexus. Having a technology assimilated by the Nexus meant that there was certain things Galia could not do. For starters, she could not wield her Beholder powers like the others. Rather, she used products of her technology, namely the Justica Arms.

However, she could use far greater variants of her tech that no others could.

In essence, Beholder Galia solely relied on human ingenuity and her tough skin as a Beholder.

It was fascinating to Frost, who seldom used tools in her body that could just munch and punch her problems away.

The Arbiter spoke highly of Galia, singing praises as the triplets winced like her words were nails along a chalkboard. Jury then joined in to talk about Frost, which caused the triplets, especially Cer, to shift faces depending on who received praises.

They’re in the presence of the Arbiter, but they can act like that because they’re with me. I don’t hate that part about them though.

Eventually, as they walked through another invisible membranous barrier, they appeared in a vast plainlands where settlements sat like little towns for the Blessed. It was a cozy place where the sun shone, and the bustling life of utter peace thrived in this place. Farmlands with fields of crops stretched as far as the eye could see, farmers claiming their harvest using magic.

“So this is where the Blessed live, huh. It’s beautiful.” Frost was awed by the sight. “I’m guessing stronger Blessed tend to live further away.” She noticed that some houses were built extraordinarily far.

“People just like to live away from the noise. There’s around 7 thousand Blessed in the world that aren’t Moons or whatever. As you can tell, not all Blessed are fit to fight. They’re living a completely different life compared to the rest of the world.” Cer explained.

“Completely is an understatement. It’s a completely different world.” Ignis whispered.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if the rest of the world was pleasant like this? Do you think we can have a plot to ourselves?” Jury asked the real questions, causing the Arbiter to fondly nod.

“There are floors dedicated to the Beholders to rest, but they have been retrofitted into their personal workshops within the Nexus. For experimentation with their technology, and for the purpose of creating products. Not all choose to do it here, however, as not everyone has such a place. Additionally, moving infrastructure is not easy.”

The Arbiter explained as she poked Jury’s shoulder with a tail.

“One is created on an axis to a floor of the Archetypes. I received mine when I was taken in as the Arbiter’s Beholder.” Galia revealed, directly implying that Jury likely had such a place of her own too.

“A place to curate my technology… that sounds great! But I wouldn’t the first thing to do.” Jury sheepishly replied.

Galia closed her eyes.

“That’s fine. I suggest revealing it on the eve of the Arbiter’s Council. Depending on what it is, you may have a powerful political tool. Technologies can be combined to create vastly powerful products. I look forward to what your Atelier will bring.”

Jury feel into deep thought, her tail holding Frost tighter as she sought for someone to support her thoughts. Frost held onto her tail, stroking it lovingly as she whispered:

“We’ll think about it together when we get the chance. 7 days is a lot of time for us. Especially with your new powers.”

“Mhm. That’s true. What do I want, right… The same thing as you. I want this kind of peaceful world to spread. But before that, I think something must change internally.” Jury began with an uncertain tone, but she quickly became adamant.

“You know what that sounds like? Like you want to be an auditing Atelier.” Ber said as a joke, but this sparked a sudden flame in both Frost and Jury’s eyes. “Wait, actually?”

“You put what I thought into words. Your intelligence is admirable.” Nav gave Ber a nod of approval, speaking in a deadpan voice that sounded sarcastic. In truth, Nav genuinely praised her.

“An auditing body. The kind that keeps the Beholders in line. Ber, are you a genius?” Frost praised, causing Cer to puff out her chest for Ber, all the while Res just stood there.

“Genius. I always knew it.” Ignis said softly.

“That could be it… Yeah, that might be it!” Jury rejoiced. “Ber~! Thank you!”

“Put me at the top brass! No wait, make me top gold!” Ber posed with her sister proudly.

“Top diamond you mean!” Cer grinned.

“Yeah, diamond!”

“I’m so sorry.” Res apologized with a straight face that hid her mental anguish.

“Keeping Beholders in line? That sounds rather interesting. I am not opposed to that idea.” Galia surprisingly condoned the approach.

Galia herself was at major odds against the other Beholders. It was no secret that she herself had tried regulating them, notably Caldera Industries regarding their mining practices around villages. But she was just one Beholder, and the Arbiter could not leave the Nexus to confirm certain atrocities. Furthermore, the Arbiter in general did not appear to be as strict as Frost initially believed.

But Frost would not be as lenient. They would know hell and she’d make sure of it. Even if she wasn’t as strong as a Beholder now, they likely didn’t know that. In fact, they would consider her as a being that not even the Arbiter herself could defeat.

Knowing that the Amalgam backed Jury’s Atelier would absolutely keep them in line.

That being said – the group eventually backtracked and ascended the white column again.

As it turned out, Galia had previously eliminated 4 Ateliers in the past all on her own. The legitimacy of her claim was up for debate, but she revealed an interesting tidbit of information.

“Slain Beholders can have their technologies harvested. There is no rule that states that a Beholder should only be limited to one piece of technology. They’re usually corroded, however. Mostly unusable. You’d be surprised with what a normal human can do with a fraction of a Beholder’s might. What a sharpened tongue can do to bring people of power to succumb to the warm wraps of temptations.”

She hissed like a serpent.

“People are shaped by the world around them, but they also have inherent qualities that can change the outcome. People are like coffee beans. They go through the processes that brew them into a cup of coffee. Creamy. Strong. Bitter… rancid. And in spite of worldly and pressures, those inherent qualities can be tasted through the brew. Some processes seek to mask it. Others seek to bring it out. In the end, it’s a fundamental aspect that can never truly be removed from us.”

Galia monologued as they neared the top.

The next stop was the Middle Sanctums.

The place where the assimilated technologies resided, as well as the Eternal Library.

            

    
        320. The Middle Sanctums

    
    
    
    
                The Middle Sanctum was even more confusing than the previous floors. Begone were the pale corridors. A dark-grey slate-like material coated the walls as angular rocks jutted at every meter of this world. It was like a corrupted version of the Nexus. An infected part that needed to be amputated.

Thankfully, this was not the case.

The Middle Sanctums was described to have a mind of its own. Normally, they would have appeared at the Central Hub which served as the crossroads for the Nexus to access its housed Advents. Where they were was a mystery as dark clouds smothered the skies. A black fog rolled by their ankles, hiding the ground.

Nav had trouble navigating through the terrain, prompting Snap to carry her. A mysterious golden-purple glow flickered in the distance like a lighthouse, cutting through the smoke as the faint sounds of chains rattled ahead.

Silhouettes of giant chains were imprinted into the fog, casting dark rays. The closer they approached that distant light, the stronger the ethereal glow of those chains became. What were they? Frost guessed they were close to the ones she witnessed anchoring the Site Cores, and when she brought it up, Galia corrected her.

“These chains liberate. Umbra’s chains elsewhere seek to entomb. They have a special power that allows them to interact and ‘lock’ dimensions. When broken, they forcefully break reality and allow contents of that dimension to spill.”

“That dimension being the Subcut Layer?” Frost asked.

“The lowest layer we are aware of. It’s where the Condemned are sent in their iron coffins.” Galia explained.

“By Oboros Infinitas.” Cer barked, her ears twitching to the reverberations of the chains as she studied Galia’s face. “Scarlet Healers are sent with them too! What I want to know is why the Beholders bothered to keep them a secret if all they do is punish Beholders.”

Galia didn’t answer immediately. She fell into deep thought as chains emerged all around them like the webs of an Anid nest. The deeper they ventured into this bizarre world, the thicker and numerous the chains became.

Res cleared her throat.

“Ahem. What Cer means to ask is what purpose does it serve? Every question we had was always pushed away and we were ridiculed for it. Now that we know the truth, I think we should be given the reason to know why.”

“Not think, Sis. We deserve to know.” Ber sneered, carrying an air of defiance in the face of a Beholder. The boldness she displayed was not something other Moons could ever dare to replicate less they wished to die a pitiful death.

And at this point, Frost believed that even if she wasn’t here, Ber would have behaved like this regardless. She did not try to reprimand or hush the triplets for acting out line. Rather, this was completely in line as far as she was concerned.

“Serum G I can overlook because that was my choice. But what about the Dungeons? Oboros Infinitas? ImpulseWorks and their Sites!?” Ber’s voice disturbed the fog as she became increasingly agitated, demanding to know why they were kept in the dark. “How much we suffered because we just wanted to figure things out! Moons like us don’t live as long as we do! And I get it. The Beholders were betting on us dying to a Corrupted before we’d learn something.”

“Because we sure as hell wouldn’t keep any of that a secret.” Cer was not ashamed to admit this. “While we were out there for 30 years fighting the Corrupted, ImpulseWorks was capturing fuck knows how many underneath our noses! Why couldn’t we at least know that!? Or that people can be Corrupted!?”

“Calm down! Cer… please, calm down.” Res embraced Cer from the side, as Ber swiftly moved in to hug them both.

Bottled frustrations came pouring out, eliminating most of the fog. It was justified for they felt like they had been betrayed by the people in the Nexus. Frost felt sorry for them, and hearing Cer admit their low life expectancy hammered in how expendable Moons were in spite of how little of them actually existed.

Frost could only imagine how the other Moons also felt.

Things needed to change.

An idea suddenly came to mind. If she could advocate for the Moons like how she did for the triplets, then maybe it would be possible to have them work directly under her. Or better yet; under Jury’s Atelier.

She held onto the idea and promised to share it with Nav and Jury later.

As for now, Galia was put on trial by their judging eyes. The Arbiter seemed to enter a joyous mood.

“There are things better left not being known. That knowledge in itself can induce psychosis. But I cannot deny you any further. However, do not be mistaken; there are things that even I am unaware of.” Galia warned, never changing her expression as she maintained a subtle, devilish smile. “Oboros Infinitas is an Atelier I am happy to share. I implore that you directly speak to the other Beholders. It’s unjust for me to be held accountable for their secrets.”


* * *


Oboros Infinitas was, like Justica Arms, a body that punished people for crimes. Although their workload was usually delegated by Justica Arms directly. What separated them was how they handled criminals. Justica Arms believed in retribution and fair justice.

But achieving this was difficult for troublesome Beholders, Moons, Stars and the Exalted. They were highly resilient to pain and carried unbreakable philosophies and ideals. Traditional punishment, and even the most unconventional, could never dream of placing a dent into the minds or hearts of such high-class criminals.

In rare cases, even regular people were slotted into this category. For crimes where death was but an escape, Obororos Infinitas sought to exploit these people through a process known as the Lament Cycle.

Criminals labeled as the Condemned became a lucrative source of Nex. In fact, they were the second highest exporters of Nex. Criminals were quite literally sent to hell – the Subcut Layer – to suffer. It was said that they even underwent Corruption.

If they were lucky, then they were fished back alongside the Scarlet Healer, who would remain completely unscathed by whatever horrors resided in that infernal realm. Multiple technologies were required to achieve this feat.

Alternatively, one could plead to become a Repenter, which was governed closely by CotigO. They would live in servitude as tools to buy their freedom back, and it would be granted only if they were deemed to have properly repented for their transgressions.

It was as brutal as Frost imagined.

The reason they were kept a secret was to hide them from the Impuritas. The last thing they needed were the Dungeons to have defecting Beholders on their side. An information leak was their major concern. Additionally, Oboros Infinitas themselves wished to remain in secrecy.

“They’re governed by what we call Primordial Demons. Not too different from Angels. They talk about a past world like you and the Arbiter do. After witnessing that blazing city in the skies, I think I can better picture their circumstances.” Galia said.

“They would be enemies of Elysia as well.” The Arbiter added before stating:

“Moons are no stranger to being victims of blandishment, as I’ve learned. But there is only so much I can do without my eyes~ Frost. There was another reason why I called you up to the Floor of Judgement. It relates to the Archiving process.”

“T-that’s right. Your Judgement Corrupted aren’t Archived yet. Just the Civilization ones.” The Archivist blurted out.

The Arbiter smiled, placing a tail to pat the girl’s head.

“Indeed. One of my goals was to ask of you to help me reclaim what was lost.” She said.

Further along they passed great, black pillars which rose into the black clouds. Chains climbed them like poisonous ivy, wrapping them so tightly that the stone underneath could not be seen. Colossal chains ran along the skies, tethered to monoliths that surrounded a giant magical circle.

As they neared it, they realized that it was not just one magical circle. They emitted a golden glow, and the Archivist nudged Frost all of a sudden.

“Memento Mori uses magical circles similar to that…” She reported in a low voice.

There was countless interloping with one another, creating a gyroscope of immense proportions. It was sectioned into a vast, pale spire that ran past the clouds. And within laid the technology of the Chained Theocracy which was no more than a dark padlock that emitted an ominous, purple glow.

That object was the Dimensional Lock.

“I want your help to find my Price of Paradise. You see, while I am an Archetype that oversees Judgement itself, I am blind, and I cannot read the sins and good deeds of people. But I have the power to judge them and grant a way of penance, or to condemn them.”

She suddenly reached out for Frost with all 7 tails as her shrunken wings trembled in delight at her mere presence. The tips never quite touch her, like the Arbiter was reaching out for a star rather than a person.

“That’s why I will once again formally invite you to my Floor of Judgement. In exchange of having those Corrupted Archived to restore my senses, I will aid you in bringing justice to the Nexus to my fullest extent. Ah~ I’m envious of you, Archivist~”

Suddenly, she pulled the Archivist into a hug, walking with her like she was a stuffed teddy bear in her arms.

“U-Um –!” Anna’s face turned bright red.

“Because you have grown to pave a path for yourself. You have Awakened. You may not realize it, but aspects of those Archived Corrupted reside within you. Well done.” The Archivist praised her, brushing her chink against the girl’s head as they ventured towards the pale spire, wondering where else it would lead them.

            

    
        321. So. Much. FLUFF!

    
    
    
    
                Constellations sparkled in the darkness of the spire. They ventured through a black world filled with billions of stars both above and below them. A miniature universe unraveled itself as cosmic wonders floated in the distance.

They walked along an invisible bridge as splendor twinkled in their eyes, capturing every star in their reflection. Fingers were pointed at beautiful constructs of the universe. Smiles were shared as voices of awe slipped through parted lips.

The velvety dark canvas was beautiful beyond words, painted by herculean clouds of purple and blue. Spiraling collections of stars that shimmered like precious gems in this vast black vault reminded Jury of the first time she saw the stars.

Questions arose Ignis pointed fingers in all directions.

“Those are cosmic nebulae. You can think of them as a nursery for new stars.” Frost explained, unable to hide her grin.

“Galaxies! They’re like islands in an ocean of emptiness. It sounds lonely, but you can’t even count how many stars are gathered in each one.” Jury spoke enthusiastically, immersing herself as her tail wagged playfully like a dog.

“Those vagabonds? From the icy trails they leave behind, they are a 99% chance of being comets.” Nav spoke coldly, yet in spite of her tone, her eyes wandered as much as the others. She consumed the world with her eyes, fascinated by the cosmic scale.

It made them feel small. Their troubles all felt so insignificant. It served as therapy for Frost as she felt the weight of her sins fizzle away. Her shoulders had never felt so light. She found solace in this place, and the faces she made entranced those closest to her. The Hired Arm walked alongside her, flashing a sudden smile as the Star Child drew a star for them to follow.

“How many stars have guided the aspirations of dreamers?” Galia rhetorically spoke. “This is a continuation of Umbra’s technological influence. She’s always loved these unreachable heights. As Beholder, we stand above them.”

The Middle Sanctum changed to accommodate and integrate technologies. This world and the one prior were proof of this. Removing them was nigh impossible, however, seeing that the Nexus was damaged during their battle, Galia noted that this concern would have to be addressed in the Arbiter’s Council.

Among other nefarious issues…


* * *


At some point they reached the light of a star. After a temporary moment of blindness, they were struck by a powerful gust.

Their apparel fluttered as hairs tangled. They were greeted with a world within the Nexus. A staircase climbed the side of the pale spire like ivy. They were only halfway up. This world was mostly empty, with a horizon that terminated maybe 15 kilometers outwards. They were inside of what seemed like a giant egg. The curvature of the white, distant walls gave off this illusion.

Mist and small wisps of clouds traveled the skies of the Middle Sanctum. Higher above they found a green, spherical crystal embedded into the spire. Surrounding it was an endless monsoon of crystal rain, stuck in an endless loop. A large disk of landmass surrounded the object where a forest of purplish-green crystals grew, alongside various exotic trees and plants.

One notable plant was the orange and blue, bird-shaped flowers. The Strelitzia; otherwise known as the Birds of Paradise.

They only visited shortly before continuing their journey up the spire, but it was more than enough time for them to unravel what exactly this section was.

“My Warped Stone is embedded here. Those Crystals you see are grown along these fields, much like how the chains are underneath. It takes months before they mature. But if nurtured by the worship of my most faithful…” Galia pointed to the men and women who dedicated their existence to tending to these crystals.

They were wrapped in the most pristine of pale robes. Dirt could not dare to stain such unbelievable cloth. Frost sensed a great power emanating from their robes, the earmuffs they wore which were shaped like the fluffy ears Jury and the Arbiter possessed, and the blindfolds they forever wore.

“Quality 9 or X cloth. Even Beholders don’t wear that.” Cer was impressed. “Would be nice if we were outfitted with them.”

Stars were found roaming this place like guards, watching over these workers who were amongst Galia’s most prized employees of Justica Arms.

“They are my Sacral Appraisers. Of all my worshipers, acolytes, and deacons associated with the 12 Branches, these people are of the purest souls. I place them second only to my Apostles. They rival the healers. But they are people incapable of using magic. You can imagine how the world treats people that are utterly inferior to them.”

Galia explained, waving a hand once as the small group of roughly twenty of these individuals turned their heads in Galia’s direction, hearing her voice. It made them smile ever fondly as they greeted her with some of the sweetest voices Frost had ever heard. It was like hearing multiple Ignises speak at once.

They were vastly more important compared to the Faithful Inscriptors they saw in the 6th Branch. Strange creatures of pale, otherworldly make frolicked alongside them. They were small, white, fluffy balls with a long tail and two golden, beady little eyes. They were like rabbits but without ears or legs.

They perched along the shoulders of the Sacral Appraisers, burrowing their heads along their necks playfully. Some sat on the head of others. They took food, water, and all items from Stars, acting as a mediator between them. Stars were only allowed to speak with them.

These small critters were named Puff Puffs. It was a generic, yet childish name for a creature that worked closely with such a holy Atelier. They were guide dogs, and the Sacral Appraisers that rested saw many of the Puff Puffs swarm their bodies, creating a living blanket to keep them warm.

But looks were deceiving.

These creatures were, according to Galia, level 100.

Several bounced towards them, gathering beneath Frost’s legs as they looked up with dazzling eyes like she was their mother.

W-what the heck. They’re so cute!

Frost crouched down and slowly approached one with a hand, relaying her intentions with a gentle voice.

“Hey. How are you~? I’m just going to pet you, ok?”

They quivered, causing Frost’s hand to back away before Galia assured her that it was a good sign. In fact:

“They’re Magicalis. Born from the shavings of the Nexus. They’ve taken a liking to you and your doppelgangers.” Galia pointed out, giving Frost the confidence to pick them up.

“Soft… W-woah! A-ahaha! Wait, I’m ticklish there!” Frost laughed as one ran along her shoulders, brushing their tail along her exposed nape.

The Little Frost became a hanging rack for these critters, causing Jury to become squeamish at the cuteness overload. The Hired Arm scooped them into her arms, wearing a stoic face as the creatures rubbed themselves against her.

“C-Cute…” Anna whispered.

“Here. I’m sure they’ll let you touch them, right?” Frost brought a few for Anna to pet.

They quivered in delight, causing Anna’s face to bloom pleasantly. At just one touch, her body melted. They were soft! So irresistibly soft that they gave Snap’s fur a run for its money. Nav had one jump into her hands, and she compared it with Snap’s with a serious face.

“50% fluffier. 30% easier to comb my hands through. 70% warmer. 40% softer. 100% more fragrant.” Nav appraised them both. The winner was clearly Snap, and it caused it to let out a victorious: “Brrrr~!”

Nav placed the creature down as her hands sunk into Snap’s fur.

“200% Snap. I’m afraid there is no competition. But I wonder if a coat would alter the comfort rating.” She followed with several dangerous words.

Suddenly, the creatures backed away, and a bead of sweat seemed to run down Snap’s camera lens.

Ignis somehow found herself being followed by these creatures, just like how the slimes followed her a while back. She quickly became their queen of sorts, and before long, it was only Frost who had the last remaining critters.

Jury brushed her tail against Frost’s cheek.

“Softer?” She asked flirtatiously.

“You know it. Nothing’s softer than this.” Frost kissed her tail. “I could wear it as a scarf.”

She wrapped it around herself, flirting unintentionally with Jury as she stared at her with warm eyes past the white fuzz.

“White looks good on you.” Jury complimented, slowly reeling Frost in. Or was it Frost who was reeling her? Both were transfixed with one another, nearly forgetting about the others as they fell victim to their boundless love. “My tail might be bigger, but it still can fit snugly around you!”

“Maybe not up here.” Frost jokingly said as she slapped the center of her chest.

It hurt more than she was used to due to their slight development.

“Wanna see about that?” Jury tantalizingly said, suddenly causing Frost to gulp.

“W-Well –”

“You two…” Res sighed, interrupting them by clearing her throat.

“What a hypocrite. Look at you two living in your own world without us. So you’d be ok if it was only you two, huh?” Cer obviously joked, just wanting to jab them.

“Huh! Wait, they were just getting to the best part!” Ber howled, scruffing the heads of her sisters with her knuckles.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself just cause you’re a little bigger!”

“In front of the Arbiter too – I’m going to fucking kill you!”

“So this is what their antics look like.” Nav said to Ignis.

“Mm. But it’s fun.” Ignis smiled.

“Fun…” Nav repeated, wondering what that word truly meant as she quietly observed these people who were once just voices along an empty void.

And even though she was just a machine, she could feel the corners of her lips curl upwards into a smile.

            

    
        322. Visiting the Eternal Library

    
    
    
    
                Finally, they reached a hollow place reminiscent of the Central Relay. Here one could find two archways leading to completely different places. One held a hallway much larger than the ones prior, and the other led towards a long bridge that ran over the heights of the Middle Sanctum.

Following the bridge would lead one to the Upper Sanctums. As for the hallway, which was decorated with only two distinct symbols, which were chiseled along the frame of the grand archway.

One was a pillar with the top half painted white, and the bottom half made from black stone. It resided in the center of the archway, hanging directly above. Sitting next to it was the symbol of a book and quill. It did not take a genius to be able to decode what they meant.

“Those represent the Advents stored in the Nexus, I’m guessing.” Frost said.

The Archivist immediately nodded.

“That’s right. The Advents are stored inside of the Middle Sanctums. The Eternal Library is just ahead, but…” Anna trailed off, unable to properly form her words as the triplets scrutinized the place.

Cer wagged her tail as she marched back and forth with folded arms. Ber sniffed out the place with her heightened senses, her tail swiping at the floor as her ears twitched at the slightest sounds. Res, as usual, remained firmly planted in place, using her greatest asset: her eyes.

“Never been here before because no one lets a band of random Moons just anywhere, but doesn’t security look a little too lax?” Cer pointed out. “Feels like anyone can just come in here and enter the Eternal Library.”

“I thought so too. Hey Galia! What’s stopping a rouge band of Moons or Stars slipping in and stealing books?” Ber backed her up. “For all we know Iscario could’ve sabotaged something!”

“Forgive me for saying this, but I have to agree with my sisters. This looks too easy to infiltrate. I’ve seen Offices with better security.” Res reluctantly admitted. “So what’s the catch?”

Indeed. The triplets knew that something was off, as did the others. Frost wondered if maybe there were weapon defense systems like the ones she saw along the walls of their old world. But that was quickly debunked as Galia lifted a finger towards the entrance.

“I believe that is an answer fit only for an Archetype.” Her finger then slowly moved towards Anna.

“I-It’s a bit weird, but after the non-Euclidean staircase I think should be easier to understand. Basically, that hallway is like an infinite maze. There’s enough dead ends and the same white walls to drive people mad.” She began as she took the initiative to lead the group.

Galia exchanged gazes with Anna as she passed by. It looked like Galia was going to remain behind, but somehow, the Archivist convinced her to come. No. Rather, Anna permitted her to follow.

It caused the Beholder to hum pleasantly.

They passed through the archway, following the Archivist closely as she continued to explain its mechanism.

“As an Archetype, I can prevent people from entering the Eternal Library and let them wander these halls indefinitely. Or I can let them find it. I can’t remember the last time some entered this way. Usually, people leave through it. Everyone I know so far has entered through my Invitation.”

In short, Archetypes needed to invite or intend for a person to enter their Advent. In long distances, the Archivist could formally send out an invitation to her library, much like with what she did with Jury. It also fell into the same vein of the Blessing of the Nexus.

Could the Blessing of the Nexus work just like Anna’s Invitation? Were there limits? How far could she bestow the Blessing? The Archivist noted that it was a blend between her discretion and the Advent itself. It seemed that even with an Archetype in control, the Advent would work autonomously as if ran by a silent, sapient machine.

And speaking of machine…

“I feel a disturbance in here.” Nav tugged on her apparel right where her heart was. “Inside of the mechanical moans and jitters, I can feel something wriggle. Am I infected with a worm? Is there a disease that affects machines?”

“You are feeling what plagues Beholders when they’re in the proximity of a technology or Advent.” The Arbiter stated, waving a tail in front of Nav’s face as if to hypnotize her. “Essentially, it is the effects of the Genesis Stones. It may be the influence of the Eternal Library.”

“U-Um. Question!” Anna raised her hand like a student asking permission to speak with a teacher. “Genesis Stones are all white. But I’ve never seen anything like them in my Library.”

“They can shift forms. Like how the technologies of the Beholders aren’t solely pale. Take the Warped Stone for example. It takes on the appearance of a crystal.” The Arbiter explained before also dabbling into the purpose of the Dimensional Lock.

It aided in the defense of the Eternal Library, warding away the Librarians. In the distant past, the Eternal Library was subjected to raids despite being located within the Nexus. How they were able to enter was still enshrouded in mystery.

In a way, it was similar to how the Nexus could be infiltrated by non-Blessed; a truth that the Arbiter revealed as they passed through various, black-stained walls which were evidence of their influence.

“The Nexus has no opening or exit. It makes one ponder on how the first person entered this place.” They took one final turn as the Arbiter voice caused the black stains to retreat.

A hand gliding along the walls made them fizzle into nothingness, as if she were a living cure for the rot.

“There are many enemies with aspirations, dreams, and motivations. The Nexus and you, Frost, reside in the center of it all. Like a protagonist if this world were no more than a stage to tell a tale. It’s possible, but I dare to humiliate those that tend to believe that our existence can be defined by mere words.”

“I agree. Words can only convey what people themselves are capable of feeling. For a machine, those words have little meaning outside of showing me a skewed perspective.” Nav solemnly agreed as Frost brought a hand to hers. “It’s akin to looking at a garden through a black and white filter. Its colors were emotions, then I fail to properly differentiate them.”

Soon, they arrived at the colossal doors of the Eternal Library. A red carpet ran along the floors as the walls were slowly replaced with bookshelves. The white turned to a polished brown as the scent of mahogany pleasantly filled the air.

Their footsteps became silent as though to respect the silent rule of the Library. Anna plucked a book from the wall as they entered the great expanse of knowledge of worlds both here and beyond.

Anna gave this book to Nav.

And when she opened it, she was surprised to find that rather than words, there were pictures inside.

“As children, we slowly learned through experiences before we could learn how to read. Picture books were how I was taught about the world I lived in. But believe me, words can create entire, bright worlds. More than there are stars out there. They were what helped take me out of my dark clouds... I hope you can also learn to find comfort in them!” Anna was sweet beyond words, causing the group to immediately pamper her before the Arbiter swiftly claimed her for herself, holding her tight like a stuffed teddy bear.

Nav flicked through the book, her golden eyes reflecting a plethora of colors, becoming a rainbow before all went white. The book was incomplete. Inconclusive. And no matter how many pages she turned she could never close this book.

She flicked to the title and found that there was nothing written on it.

But this book carried a warmth… a power that resonated deeply with her. The Star Child suddenly held onto her other hand, staring up at her with those starry eyes as she drew a heart in the air.

However, Nav did not see a heart.

She saw a cardioid.

A mathematical shape that so happened to take on the form of a heart.

She then asked the Arbiter something.

“Why was I created?”

            

    
        323. Advice for A Machine

    
    
    
    
                Libraries weren’t anything Frost would call special.

Sure, they served a civil purpose, but she could not remember the last time she had visited one. She recalled an Earth during the height of its digital age. Libraries had long since moved online, where millions of books could be accessed with a device smaller than one’s palm.

This library, however, was gorgeous. She couldn’t stop herself from drooling at the boundless heights and the sheer number of books in this world. Unfortunately for her, she couldn’t just pluck one out from the walls. Of course, she physically could but Anna specifically advised against it, warning that she might have the same condition placed upon her.

Basically, there was a possibility that whatever Frost read may be able to be stolen or take form in the world, much like how fairytales of other worlds were brought to life as Corrupted in Elysia due to Anna indulging in their tales.

Frost carefully etched this warning into the forefront of her mind.

In the meantime, Galia reminisced of an ancient Earth where physical libraries were precious. Books were as valuable as gold, both revered and feared by many in her time when people tried to rationalize their world. Galia thought it was funny in retrospect, how people will try to find meaning in the meaningless.

She referenced Act X as they moved through isles of fascinating bookshelves. A wonderland of walnut wood, knowledge and mind-bending twist and turns captivated them, all the while Nav held a hand by her chest.

Act X was an Atelier that preyed on the living’s innate fixation to find purpose. When a person was beaten down by the world and shown that there was no way out of the well, Heralds would appear on the summit of their despair like Angels, offering them a string of hope in the form of the Scripts.

So long as one could follow it, then the emptiness they felt would be filled with whatever commandments they were given. Before desires, ambitions, and identity; there existed one’s purpose, the foundation of one’s existence.

At least according to Beholder Marionette, in Galia’s words no less.

Frost couldn’t relate to it, but she was aware that there were people who allowed the idea of purpose to define them. On the other hand, Nav seemed to understand or at least resonate with Marionette’s philosophy.

A machine, after all, is created for a determined function.

Nav was no different.

As they arrived at a cozy hideout where a long, rectangular table resided carrying tea ware, sprawled books, and cushioned chairs the Arbiter turned to the confused Nav. She motherly sifted a hand through her hair like she was a distraught child.

Finally, as the group settled down in Anna’s warm sanctuary, taking seats and running through the books she laid down, the Arbiter finally answered Nav in private.

“My memories are still frayed. The purpose of your creation is unfortunately amongst those fragmented pieces of that life. Lailah means night. Night is what cradles the stars. Infer with that how you will.

“I was created to watch over Frost? I don’t understand.”

“Your name is Nav. Lailah is an old friend. What you decide to do is up to you. But old habits may be imposed upon you. Processes and a purpose belonging to a distant relic.” A tail moved to Nav’s chest. It drew circled around where it stung the most as a healing light engulfed them.

Velvety particles fell like snow. They cascaded over Nav’s skin as the agony subsided. It became warm. She imagined a furnace burning inside of her chest as she tried to understand the meaning of it. All she knew was that whenever she looked at Frost, Jury, or any of her friends her chest would burn up.

But it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.

Galia, as she glared at a steaming cup of tea, sipped from a mug of coffee taken from her Dimensional Storage. After tasting its bitter yet irresistible flavors, she shut her eyes and directed a few words to Nav.

“It’s a process of discovery. A coffee bean begins like any other. But its brew can differ so greatly with the smallest adjustments. If you think of yourself as a machine despite your ability to question it, then you are damning yourself to remain as one. But this is just the babbling of someone who despises machines. They are inflexible.”

Nav fell into deep thought. A million calculations ran in her mind as she tried to fathom being a coffee bean. She took the advice literally, and it showed in her face. Her eyes became strained, her eyelids heavy with focus as all sound died out.

Until suddenly, she felt Frost’s hand guide her towards the table with them.

“It doesn’t change that you’re still Nav. I can’t imagine how you’re feeling right now. But I think making that distinction is the most important thing you can do.” Frost spoke from the heart, having been consumed by her identity as Sinder.

It caused a bizarre sensation to froth in her chest. It was akin to butterflies rummaging around. Again, it wasn’t unpleasant, and she wondered why such a sensation existed for someone that only had gears and –

“Putting too much thought will wear you down. I know you want to understand yourself better, but learning how to not get too fixated on the little things can help you move forward faster.” Jury chimed in, patting her lap as her chair screeched.

She pulled Nav down and embraced her from behind, her chin resting just above her head. A tail stroked her head in the meantime, her warmth and voice bringing peace to their precious Nav.

“Remember me? The Skewered Beast, and not knowing much else about the world outside of the Black Forest. You know, I’m not just a glutton. I heard you yell at me while I was inside of that crystal~” Jury teased, causing Frost to laugh a little. “I’ve been wondering what I want to do for a while now. I’ve just been following Frost, but I think I’m getting the gist of how to live properly. It might not occur to you now, soon, or later. But it’ll come. I’m sure of it.”

“We’ll make sure of it.” Frost reached out to pat her head affectionately.

“… I will do my best.” Nav’s eyes glistened.

            

    
        324. The Power of an Awakened Archetype and Floor

    
    
    
    
                Nav suddenly asked a question in the middle of their bizarre tea party.

“May I eat the cupcake now? I feel like now is a good time to pair it with the tea, even though I cannot taste it. I’ve heard confectionary is commonly eaten at such times.”

“Now you’re making much more sense to me.” Galia hummed, although: “But such things do not pair well with tea.”

“U-Um… I think you’re wrong.” Anna unexpectedly rebutted. “Tea goes good with everything. Biscuits especially.”

“Hoh?” Galia lurched forward from her seat, drilling her eyes into Anna’s to test her resolve.

And surprisingly, Anna did not break.

“To each their own. But – and may I be tried for saying this – there are right opinions, and less right ones.” Galia mischievously swirled her cup of coffee.

Tension rose in the air. A war over coffee and tea was about to break loose until suddenly:

“Just drink water?” Ber blurted out, breaking the stalemate. “Caffeine doesn’t even work on a Beholder, so what’s the point? And where do you even get the tea from in the first place?”

… I should’ve seen this coming. Frost sighed but found it funny. The triplets, as usual, were walking comedy shows.

“Getting bigger meant getting a bigger brain, huh! So, while we’re struggling with all these secrets, an Archetype of all people wants to hide more away from us!?” Cer howled, bouncing off Ber’s antics before they were both struck in the head.

“Shut up and enjoy the tea.” Res growled. “Do you want to break the Jester stigma or what?”

“Urgh… leafy water…” Cer licked the tea, only to shiver in disgust, greatly pleasing Galia.

“Mud water. It always the lunatics that like coffee.” Ber said aloud, despising both drinks.

“I think tea’s just fine.” Ignis said as Gallia began distributing coffee to everyone, sliding them across the table with impeccable accuracy. “But coffee was papa’s favorite…”

Just how many cups of steaming coffee did she store in her Dimensional Storage!?

“I kinda like coffee better if I’m being honest.” Frost admitted, taking a sip from her mug. “Bitter… I still have a sweet tooth, huh.”

“You don’t like tea?” Jury tilted her head. “What if I fed you directly?”

“Then I’ll consider it.” Frost beamed as Jury dragged her chair a little closer with her tail.

Sooner or later, all eyes fell onto Nav.

She’d be the one to break the stalemate.

How it came down to this only brought smiles across everyone’s faces. The devilish Galia seemed to enjoy seeing the bright faces of the triplets. At least that was what Frost thought when Galia unexpectedly smiled to herself as she sipped away at her coffee, pretending that she had nothing to do with the argument.

Nav held her Taste of Mortality in one hand.

And after a small bite, her eyes instantly widened in shock.

“S-So this… is what strawberries taste like…”

Nav never gave them a verdict.

But maybe that was for the best. She finished the cupcake, scoffing it down like a starving cat. Imaginary cat ears drooped on her head when she realized that all that was left were crumbs and a bit of icing.

And for the first time, Nav understood what it was like to desire.


* * *


Later on, as they meddled in the Eternal Library, something of great importance was brought to their attention. Nav slowly regained her powers to control the Blessing of the Amalgam. Not enough to influence others, but just enough to begin making sense of things.

For instance, Corrupted Personas could now be Archived within the Eternal Library. This was always the case, but after the Awakening of the Floor of Civilization…

“Like this?” Frost wondered as Anna brought the books of the Iron Candle and Asterism onto the table.

She hovered a hand over them as Nav instructed her to touch them with the intention of ‘returning’ them. The process of borrowing and returning books from a library took center stage in Frost’s mind and made the process easier.

Suddenly, particles of light left her body and entered these books. They then began to emit an elusive glow, enough to burn the unprotected eyes of a normal human. When the light died down, the symbols found on the front of the books animated as though they were alive.

“What does this mean?” Frost asked as Nav observed the books before slowly sliding the Iron Candle towards the Archivist, who then took it into her hands and exchanged a determined gaze with a confused Ignis.

Then, she revealed the true power of the Awakened Archivist, her Library, and her Floor of Civilization.

“Corrupted Personas can now be equipped and unequipped by those directed by the Archivist. All Corrupted Personas that are subjugated in the Floor of Civilization will have their books stored in the Eternal Library. This means we are incentives to capture them alive and bring them here unless Frost is present to absorb them directly.”

The implications were incredible.

But in the future, it would make the lives of those that wished to clean up the Nex Megalopolis all that much harder. Similarly, it would also mean that trusted individuals could wield the powers of a Corrupted.

Ignis’ heart dropped as the Archivist handed the book of her father into her hands.

“… Does that mean… Papa will… papa will finally…” Tears fell onto the cover of the book as she felt its warmth travel up her arms. She slowly brought it to her chest and embraced it. It felt like she was being hugged by her father again. “Finally… be next to me again?”

She sobbed. Ignis cried for what felt like hours as she collapsed to her knees.

Even if it wasn’t really her father, there was no greater happiness than to be in the presence of his warmth. Not the heat or flames that defined his Corrupted self.

Just his kind warmth that only Ignis and so few remembered.


< The Iron Candle Has Been Added to Ignis’ Collection >

            

    
        325. Before the Upper Sanctums

    
    
    
    
                The Awakened Archivist had the power to bestow and remove Corrupted Personas from people. The Eternal Library had finally integrated a ‘borrowing’ system with these Corrupted books. For normal Corrupted on the other hand, it did not yet seem possible for normal people to bear their powers aside from the Archetypes themselves.

But she wondered if it might be possible later as concurrent Floors and Archetypes Awakened.

There were major differences between Ber’s Corrupted Persona and one that was borrowed. For starters, Ber could progressively manifest certain aspects of it as her emotional state rose. On the other hand, Ignis could only wield very small aspects of it for a short period of time. Prolonged usage would result in Instability; the same condition that caused Ber to become consumed by the Black Swan.

It also depended on one’s compatibility, which was not something Frost could gauge. Ignis and the Iron Candle’s compatibility was perfect for obvious reasons. She was, after all, the fire to light the wick of the Iron Candle.

Still, they treated this as a net positive. Ignis struggled offensively in terms of damage, so having access to Corrupted Skills would further bolster her strength. Additionally, Anna offered Ignis an indefinite Invitation to her Library.

She was now given a choice between becoming either a Moon, or a Beholder somewhere down the line. Understandably, Ignis wanted some time before she could answer. As a Moon she wondered if she’d become the slave of someone else, and as a Beholder she questioned if she’d become the very thing she despised.

But when she looked at the triplets and Jury, she found that there was no wrong answer.

“It took more than several decades before I came to the decision myself.” Galia assured. “In the meantime, we’ll need others to fill in the power vacuum Scarlet Logic has left behind. Would you be able to fit that niche, Beholder Jury?”

“I am not willing to send people to their deaths. My priority would have to be keeping the Ateliers in check. That’s what I feel like matters the most. We don’t want another Scarlet Logic. And I’m scared of what’ll happen to Frost if things keep going the way they are.” Jury argued. “I want to break down the taboo. And if something’s wrong with the Blessing of the Nexus and the Corrupted, then isn’t it in everyone’s best interest to stop with the barbaric methods?”

Indeed. While there was still no telling what had happened to the Nexus, they had a hunch which was confirmed by Ignis who retold the words of the White Wing – that the Blessing of the Nexus may not be able to prevent people from becoming Corrupted as effectively anymore due to Elysia’s interference.

Aside from the Beholders, the Impuritas, the Ateliers and the Archetypes; there was Frost and Elysia who held significant influence over the Nexus. If the Arbiter wished to stave Elysia away, then Iscario might have been trying to do the same to her.

The end goal wasn’t so clear. Aside from wanting to become Corrupted.

It caused Frost’s blood to boil.

Suddenly, she inquired about Iscario, to which Galia’s eyes silently shut as the Arbiter became unnaturally silent. A foreboding air surrounded them both as they traversed the bridge, entering a wall of fog that rose hundreds of meters into the air. It tumbled gently onto their shoulders, massaging them as they voyaged through the fog.

Galia then answered as she pulled out a black lantern that infinitely burned with a white flame.

It took the appearance of a bright star.

“Iscario was the Apostle of my 12th Branch, anointed by his own blood for a just cause. Once upon a time, that young man was my brightest. He was the tip of my spear, the teeth of my blade, and the bullet of our justice. Unfortunately, what spiraled him into a path of blasphemy is not known. I’m shocked that someone I’ve watched grow had become so vile. If only they had a mother around.”

Galia hovered several Justica Arms above her, each pointing down at herself. They looked like the fanned feathers of a mechanized peacock. At the same time, the exact number of tails wrapped around her throat as the Arbiter lightly strangled her.

“If only indeed.” The Arbiter could only utter, soon removing her tails. A red mark was left along Galia’s flesh, a reminder that she was insignificant in the face of the Arbiter.

She then added:

“Iscario is a topic I myself wish to delay until I recover more of my memories. While I understand the circumstances of our past world, my memories of this world are vague.”

“You were alive here before you became the Arbiter?” Frost questioned.

“I was. All I remember is darkness, chains, a golden tree that bared apples, and…” The fog spiraled into an outstretched palm, forming an invisible blade. She slashed once, and the wall split in half, revealing the grand entrance of the Upper Sanctums.

“… my dearest Price of Paradise.” She gently caressed her blade before it fizzled to nothingness.

Frost wasn’t satisfied with their answers, but they didn’t seem to know too much regarding Iscario. Either that, or they were hiding something from her. Sooner or later, she’d unravel the truth from them. After all, Iscario was her mortal enemy. Even if he was but a mere fallen Star of the Nexus, the personal vendetta she held surpassed all previous woes and conflicts.

She vowed to take his life no matter what.

… no. Not no matter what. I don’t want to bring normal people into this again. This time, I want to be better. Frost silently affirmed as she suddenly entered the limelight.

The world felt warmer the closer they approached the Upper Sanctums. Hopeful faces surrounded her, but for some reason, Frost couldn’t bring herself to smile. Noticing this, the Arbiter hovered a tail above her head. She never directly touched Frost, but the presence alone felt like she was being embraced by a fluffy creature.

“I’m sure there is much going on in your mind. That pain is shared amongst all. It’s always a matter of who can hide or justify it the best. Take pride in the fact that you are essentially the opposite of Elysia.”

“… in what way?” Frost wondered.

“That she Corrupts…” The Arbiter then looked over at Jury, Ignis, Snap and Ber before returning to Frost. “… And that you can make people realize who they truly are. That in itself is a form of salvation, isn’t it? It is one thing to shed light on a person’s darkest moment, and another to climb into that well to save them. You have done many wrongs, but you are still quite a warm person. Did you know? Beholders and Moons have long lost their ability to shed tears.”

Frost was thankful to hear these words, and she knew how hard she had tried to save people from their Corruption. Unfortunately, there were a few that couldn’t be saved, and Corrupted that needed to be Archived, such as the Main Sequence ones.

It caused her eyes to sting. Anytime someone validated her efforts would undoubtedly cause her to break down into tears but this time, thanks to the warmth of her closest friends, she managed to keep a straight face.


* * *


“What happens if an Archetype is, let’s say… unconscious or dead? What happens to their Advent?” Cer brought up an interesting question.

“It is uncertain. But I think people will have free reign over the Advent. There was a 50 year blackout before the Archivist awakened. You can imagine the chaos that occurring during that time when the books were free for the taking.” Galia answered.

“When did you become so talkative? When we asked you the same thing, you’d just stay silent and sip away on your coffee.” Ber complained in an aside, but she was largely ignored by Galia.

“In short, it’s looking like Iscario wanted me away from the Nexus. With what we know about Elysia, they’re probably working together.”

“Plausible. But there is still so much we don’t yet know.” The Arbiter answered as they finally entered the Upper Sanctums.

Here resided the broken Receptions of the Ateliers, the Workshops of the Beholders and most importantly;

The Floors of the Archetypes.

            

    
        326. The Upper Sanctums

    
    
    
    
                The Floors of the Archetypes resided in the upper levels of the Upper Sanctum. It was unknown if anything else lay further above.

How were these floors made in the first place?

How many more floors were there?

Why did everything feel so accommodating?

The Nexus felt like an ark in a way. A giant machine that survived the past world, bringing both good and bad influences into Elysia. The longer she and Nav explored the Nexus, the more they both felt themselves ‘connect’ with this place.

An indescribable sensation as they arrived at the last Central Relay, except here they were surrounded by doors and a hallway that led deeper into the Upper Sanctums. These doors varied in color. They were large and made from the same crystals of the Hyperlinks, each chained down by the Oblivion Locks.

Ber’s face soured for a moment. This place was identical to the arena the Jester of Speech battle occurred in.

Stars and people dressed in pale, silver-trimmed robes prostrated before these doors, clasping hands as if in deep prayer. Greenish-purple crystals surrounded them like candlewicks. This ritual, as strange as it seemed, was explained by Galia to be how Justica Arms repaired their Hyperlinks as well as began the tethering process.

So that’s what they were doing in the 6th Branch. I thought it was just a prayer. But didn’t Bartholow call it that?

“I must politely ask of you all to keep your voices down. And beware of inhaling the smoke. If you can detect the scent of cinnamon, then it’s already too late.” Galia said as they walked to the center of this room, watching the pointy tips of the crystals suddenly emit a white haze.

The Stars then rose onto their feet and fitted a mechanical respirator that clamped around their nose and mouth. Using a twisting mechanism, the item firmly latched onto their faces, taking on the appearance of a closed, 30-petal flower.

They began to fit a respirator onto the faces of the many Anointed Inscriptors, who were blinded by a pale cloth that wrapped around their eyes.

“Please avoid those doors. They are out of order until further notice. We don’t currently know if the Receptions have survived. Oh, and before you ask; no. Not all Receptions reside in the Nexus.” Galia guided them through. “Don’t get too close to the smoke.”

Nav astutely observed the smoke, all the while Frost wondered what those crystals would taste like. Unfortunately, eating them would likely set back Justica Arm’s efforts into reinstating the Hyperlinks again. Judging by the agonizingly slow rate that those crystals shredded their dusty silica, a nibble would probably be a significant deal.

“They can injure Stars and Moons?” Nav questioned.

“Healers have trouble removing them too. They’re amongst an admittedly short list of prohibited weapons. They tend to get stuck in the body and cause irreversible damage.” Galia answered, causing Nav to fall into deeper thought, trying to equate it to something in her great knowledge bank.

“Crystalline silica. They’re not dust. I’m seeing tiny hairs.”

“Enlighten us, Nav. What’s crystals gotta do with it?” Ber urged, also wondering what that haze was as they entered the hallway, turning their heads back to watch the respirators blossom into a pale, metallic flower.

“It’s similar to asbestos. They cling onto the inner layer of the lungs and irreversibly damage cells. Healers can’t remove foreign objects. Can [Cleanse] work?” Nav wondered.

“It works on radiation, so I don’t see why it wouldn’t.” Frost answered. “The question is, does it clean things internally?”

“You’ve pinpointed the issue. Cleanse works well, but it requires a rather high level and direct exposure of the lungs. I’ve heard of healers with levels in Cleanse as high as 30 incapable of removing it.” Galia claimed before she dabbled in the horrors of ancient procedures.

And by ancient, she meant a mere 60 years ago.

Healers would have their hands shoved down the throats of victims. Other times an incision would be made and someone would have their hands rummage around the inside of a person’s lungs. Cannibals would burn and smoke the severed fingers of healers, believing it to be an ailment.

The Nexus quaked for a split second, reflecting Frost’s wrath.

“You agree too. That there are people that cannot be redeemed. Who should be Condemned for such atrocities. You and I are on the same page.” Galia assured. “Healers. Demi-humans. Outcasts who could not speak the language. Who had no idea what the world was like…”

“… did something happen to you too?” Frost carefully asked.

A slight smile formed on Galia’s lips.

“There is a major distinction between Beholders and those beneath even with our technology. Take that for what you will. I am envious that even a child can become a Beholder, but I am not one who weighs people’s burdens. Ignis, was it?”

“Yes.” Ignis immediately answered, watching as Galia’s purplish-green eyes melded with hers.

It was difficult to describe the look in her eyes. Neither motherly nor serious could capture what burned in those cosmic irises. She stowed her cup of coffee away, reaching into her coat where she plucked a golden feather and handed it to Ignis.

“Don’t feel compelled to become a Beholder because it is a position of power. A Moon will suffice. If you want to help people and Ateliers, then become a Star. Ignis. Become a Beholder when you’ve watched everything you’ve believed in shatter before your eyes. The maelstroms we’ve faced. The emotions that peeled away. The beliefs that were plucked. The friends that flew away. The loved ones that forever sleep…”

Her eyes began to animate. The green and purple blended into one. If one looked deep enough they’d find stars in her eyes.

“…To become a Beholder is to morph from a coffee bean and into the ones who preys on them. When Nex replaces food and becomes your blood, you’ll come to realize that morality becomes but a suggestion. Later, it becomes an impediment.”

“Nex can be made with positive emotions too. But I’m not so blind to realize that negative Nex is far easier and more convenient for the Beholders.” Frost stated, understanding that a reform was going to be an uphill battle. “… there has to be a better way to generate Nex.”

“I can think of a few methods. Will it generate positive Nex? Certainly not. But I’m sure you’ll also be on board.”

“What makes you say that?” Frost sternly asked.

The Arbiter then answered in Galia’s stead:

“Because you two carry very similar principles. Discussion should wait until the Arbiter’s Council. It will also serve to demo Jury’s powers. Frost. Beholders require tens of millions of Nex per day to avoid the degradation of themselves. It’s a matter of survival for them, but of morality for us.”

“I don’t expect anything to change overnight.” Frost raised her voice, much to their surprise. “As long as things do start to change, then I’m more than happy. But if no one can get on the same page, then I’ll take drastic measures. Even if it means fighting you again, Arbiter.”

The Arbiter suddenly began to hum a familiar tune, all the while Jury held Frost close. At the same time, Galia was drawn until her shoulders touched with the Arbiter, the tip of her tail ruffling the Beholder’s feathered coat.

“Please don’t be so formal. Michaela is all I want to be called. It makes us feel so distant. The restrictions of our past lives no longer exist here. Therefore, it is in our best interest to work together. The last thing we need is another unbeatable Corrupted. As for now, let me show you the floors of the Archetypes.

Firstly, here is the Floor of Desire. Star Child. Would you mind permitting us into your Floor?”

            

    
        327. The Floor of Desire

    
    
    
    
                The great nothing.

That’s what resided within the Floor of Desire.

A black expanse was all it was, and yet there wasn’t a place that felt more claustrophobic. Frost’s instincts warned her of the darkness, and the Alter Frosts were similarly on edge. The Star Child on the other hand didn’t seem to mind this place as she drew all manners of images, symbols, equations; everything one could think of was drawn like the world was her chalkboard.

“Hey, um, isn’t this just like the inside of the black sphere?” Anna brought up.

“It is.” Frost stated, tracing her hands along the equations written by the Star Child, unable to begin to grasp what they meant. “The place they kept the ‘Captured Star’, huh. GEN-00.”

Her voice trailed off as she watched the Star Child, astounded by how similar they looked. The Star Child unquestionably represented the ‘Captured Star’ or was at least closely linked with it. While Frost knew that she was that same light, there was not enough information to fill in the gaps.

“The Star Child could be an Alter Frost. A primordial you, closely watched over by Lailah. It would explain why she’s so fond of Nav.” The Arbiter responded, causing Frost to wince at the thought of a ‘primordial’ her.

“Please don’t call me primordial. I’m just someone that got caught up in an unlucky chain of events. Hell, I don’t remember anything about being inside of that black sphere. Let alone my time outside of it.” Frost muttered, following it with an exacerbated sigh.

To begin with, she still considered herself to have originated from Earth. No matter how skewed the timelines, or her memories were, Frost was as deeply rooted with Earth than the old Elysia. Still, from the memories she had lost, there was evidence that she had ‘grown’ in the city of the old world, and perhaps had also undergone through the numerous cycles Elysia subjected it to.

She wasn’t the only one who followed this train of thought. Jury and Ber were aboard as well, all the while Nav sat in deep thought, allowing the Alter Frosts to playfully surround her – the Hired Arm included.

The Hired Arm at times hovered by Anna like a guard. She was the closest representation of Sinder, after all, and they wondered if some aspects were carried over.

“Soooo. Let’s get this straight. More than a thousand resets happened. Each reset would have played differently since maybe the fake Jury would’ve tried to fix what she broke.” Ber began unexpectedly, vocalizing the thoughts of Frost, Jury, and a few others.

She suddenly picked up the Star Child, and with her tail, controlled her hand to start drawing a constellation.

“Fake Jury. I like that.” Cer approved.

“Where are you going with this?” Res wondered why everyone seemed to be so absorbed by what she thought was Ber’s shenanigans.

Instead, it was another one of her bouts of geniuses.

“That the Little Frost and the Hired Arm are renditions of Frost from different times or aspects from her! Think about it! This Little Frost is the small her obviously. And the Big Frost is closer to Sinder!” Ber exclaimed, the Star Child drawing smiling faces above the heads of all the Alter Frosts.

“I’ve always felt like they took after different aspects of me, not that they’re from different reset points.” Frost corrected but found Ber’s explanation interesting enough to become food for her thoughts. “What’s weird is that there isn’t anyone else that has Alter them. Just me, but…”

Identity.

The Attribute of the Amalgamation Affinity. Considering Sinder was the first Amalgamation Corrupted, who also happened to be in a way an Alter Frost, she wondered if other Amalgamation Corrupted were also in some way a part of her.

Or at the very least created by her past and present sorrows, traumas, and vices.

There was no real way to confirm this, and looking back, the Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin was a Vigor Corrupted.

Although, ImpulseWorks’ classifications on the Corrupted were dodgy at best.

Could that Corrupted be an Amalgamation Corrupted as well?

She hoped to one day find out.

Or better yet, have ImpulseWorks personally bring the Corrupted to her.

Could there be other Amalgamation Corrupted out there too?

Frost could only imagine what they’d look like.

And speaking of this, she could not wait to unravel The Crowned, which had been added to her Collection. Nav just needed to regain her powers again and everyone would soon be able to see their newfound changes.

That being said:

“More Alter Frosts…” Jury melted at the thought of being surrounded by dozens of them. “Demi-human Frost. Sleepy Frost. Energetic Frost.” She catalogued them like she was reading out a dinner menu, unable to choose what to eat.

It caused Frost to laugh a little.

“Angry Frost. Mother Frost. Hungry Froooost.” Cer joined in, nudging Frost in the side.

“That’s the normal me.” Frost answered, tapping and rubbing Cer’s head in response.

“Then why aren’t you salivating yet? I don’t stink. Or maybe you liked me better with my suit on? Hey… stop it already. A Demi-human’s ears are their life, you know!”

“Huh? I thought it was their tail?”

“You get the point. But I guess this isn’t so bad. Heh. What’s with that look Res? Looking to get scritched too?”

“I’ll have you know I’m not as easy to sway –”

Before Res could finish, Frost also placed a hand onto her head. She glared at Frost, but her ears pleasantly rubbed against her palms before giving in.

“Urgh… Well, maybe for now. Not really the side I want to show in front of the Arbiter or a Beholder, but since it’s you then I’ll make an exception.” Res said, taking pride in her professional side.

After all, being a Moon was more than just possessing abnormal strength, although her sisters begged the differ.

“Ber? You too?”

“As much as I’d love to, I think I’m at a point where I’m just dying to give headpats out than receive them. Didn’t know it felt this good being so high up! I feel so powerful~ Ahaha!” Ber claimed, setting the Star Child down beside Nav. “NAV! Hello~! Do you want a headpat?”

“Is it worth rubbing my head like it’s a plasma globe? Will that really satisfy you?” Nav, like Frost initially, didn’t understand the need or use of giving out headpats.

It seemed so needless. However, that didn’t stop her curiosity from allowing her to present herself to Ber with slightly parted arms, like she was asking for a hug.

“Fine. Oh…? This sensation. You’re using too much pressure. Are you trying to injure me?” Nav questioned.

“Really!? So like this? Better?” Ber readjusted her hand.

“Too little pressure.”

“Huh!? Grrr. How about this!?”

Nav took a moment to interpret the sensation, causing Ber’s tail to wag wildly, believing she had finally conquered Nav.

However –

“Too perfect. Not enough deviation to be pleasant. Snap. Please demonstrate how to properly make one comfortable.”

“Brrrr~!”

“WHAT THE –!?”

Somehow, this dark world became a place where they could indulge in their cozy desires. They indulged for a short while, laughing, and cherishing the moment before they finally left the floor.

Unfortunately, there was little else on the Floor of Desire.

However, the next Floor promised to hold many compelling facets that would serve them in the future.

This Floor was of course, the Awakened Floor of Civilization.

            

    
        328. The Awakened Floor of Civilization

    
    
    
    
                The Upper Sanctums was a straightforward labyrinth sprinkled with the occasional Central Relay or a similar room. There were 11 rooms in total, which matched the total number of Affinities of the Corrupted.

The first was the Floor of Desire.

Secondly, was the Floor of Wrath.

There were no major differences with the Central Relay-like rooms. Everything followed a homogenous pale, marble construction, a boundless ceiling, and reflective floors. The doors leading into the Floor of Wrath were sealed shut. They were bright red, like the color of molten rock.

However, according to the Archivist, this door was not sealed, as she demonstraded by pushing the great doors open. A deafening thud echoed as wind was thrown against them. The doors swung inwards, revealing a hallway that led towards another pair of sealed doors, containing 5 symbols that represented the Corrupted required to Awaken it.

These symbols however, had little resemblance to anything they knew, appearing like scribbles.

“The Archetype of Wrath had awakened from their slumber recently. But as with most Archetypes, they have appeared outside of the Nexus.” The Arbiter explained.

“The Archetype of Wrath would be someone we knew, right?” Frost rhetorically asked, knowing that this was undoubtedly the case.

“I have the faintest idea of who it may be. A rather crude person. Someone who fondly bathed in battle. Their name, however, slips my mind.” The Arbiter left them unsatisfied as Frost approached the door, trying to push it herself and even attempting to analyse it but to no avail.

Then, she did the unthinkable.

She tried to bite the door.

But of course –

– A metallic clash rang out. Her jaw was deflected by a mysterious force akin to the Invulnerability Condition. It threw Frost backwards unexpectedly as she skidded along the marble floors.

“It’s protected, huh. So I can’t even enter their Floors despite being in charge of the Nexus. Looks like we need their permission first. Or to at least touch base with the Nexus.” She concluded, annoyed by this limitation. “If the initial doors can be opened, then that means an Archetype has awakened, am I correct?”

They confirmed this to be true as they backpedaled and resumed their ascension through every single floor.

The third Floor was the Floor of Lament. It remained sealed, meaning the Archetype within had yet to awaken.

The fourth was the Floor of Attachment. It too remained sealed.

Fifth was the Floor of Purpose, opened and owned by the Director. Unfortunately, they could not venture into his Floor as he had not yet entered the Nexus.

Sixth was the Floor of Civilization, and here Anna excitedly led them into its warm expanse. Gone was the blue tint. What replaced it was a warm sun as they suddenly found themselves in the streets of the Nex Megalopolis. The City of Hearts, H9 to be precise. It was a one-to-one scale with the street in question, missing only the lewd Elven catcallers.

Although, there were many silhouettes present, walking by like specters.

“H-Have a look at what I can do! This Floor used to be modeled after our old city. Now, it’s of the Nex Megalopolis.” Anna explained before suddenly, the world began to shrink.

Buildings once tens of meters tall now only stood at around waist height. Words of awe left them all as they were stunned by how the world was downscaled. They could touch and interact with the objects, and Frost wondered if it translated to the world beneath.

And before Anna could declare that this was not possible according to the prompts she was given – Cer began robbing potato carts, spilling a sack of potatoes into her mouth before suddenly.

“Ugh… Mwy twoof…!” She squealed.

“Thankfully not. I could see idiots like her trying to play as a God.” Res smacked the back of Cer’s head. “This place maps out the Nex Megalopolis in detail. Archivist. Can we get much higher?”

Anna furiously nodded. “So much higher! But – Cer, please don’t do that again. I know you’re not ok mentally, but that doesn’t make eating what’s not yours right.” She unexpectedly scolded, right as a tiny blue diamond approached overhead.

It was a miniature Greed Counter. The Archived version, which had its many thousands of hands limited to a mere 10. Its ghastly features were exaggerated in a manner that made it appear cute in some bizarre way. In fact, it looked like a giant, cuddle-sized plush version of the Corrupted.

“It’s 10 times weaker and smaller than its bigger counterpart. But! It can get bigger! It’s… harmless if you think about it. The Arbiter –”

“Michaela.” The Arbiter corrected.

“S-Sorry. Mi… Michaela has the Icon of Judgement Archived just like this on the Floor of Judgement.” As she explained, the Greed Counter hugged her face before shining a blue circle around Cer, as well as other locations in the general vicinity. “It costs a lot of Nex, but, Greed Counter can detect malicious greed from Nex generated within the Nex Megalopolis. S-So long as it’s within its presence. It won’t be easy trying to root the evil out, but this is a step in the right direction.”

She herself didn’t quite understand how it worked, but it was enough to cause hope to brim in Frost’s eyes.

“A Corrupted-turned good. Isn’t that cute? Greed Counter has that meaning as well. To counter greed.” Frost chuckled, as Nav stared at her maliciously.

“I’m the one who recognized that first.” She sternly said. “Does that mean Cer is greedy? How do we deal with a troublemaker?”

“A good steel wire scrub bath.” Res sighed, unable to find the energy to apologize in her sister’s stead. “This would be useful for keeping an eye on the cities. It sounds limited, but the ability to see things overhead like this defeats the purpose of the Eyes.”

“It might serve them better to work here.” Galia pointed out. “The Reality Manifesters of CogitO will take decades to create new, functional Eyes in the sky. Add this to your list, Amalgam.”

“Good point. It looks like a major privacy invasion, but I can see this working pretty well. I can think of some scenarios were someone up here can direct a team below, or quickly figure out if something’s gone wrong.” Frost spoke whatever came to mind, admiring the power of the Awakened Floor of Civilization, right as a big, red heart came bouncing towards them.

It caused Ignis to instinctively take a step back.

“… They’re so creepy in that form.” Ignis muttered.

“Really? You don’t think they’re cute?” Jury hummed.

“It’s hard to forget what it did to all those people. Its harder to forgive it because it doesn’t have the capacity to know what it did wrong. I don’t find it sad. I find it despicable.” Ignis hissed.

“You and I both. But on the bright side, it won’t be able to cause anymore problems.” Frost pampered Ignis, calming her down. “Bright side’s not the right word for it…”

“I don’t hate you though, Frost.”

“I know. It’s ok Ignis. I’m fine.”

As a Demi-human, or at least was one, she could sense people’s emotions. Frost grew a little sentimental as she watched that heart bounce here, as well as a black spade and a green club. According to Anna, The Crowned was also stored here, but it didn’t seem to have a physical form.

After all, she had allowed Sinder to fizzle away. Having a miniaturized version of him as a memento would have defeated the purpose of letting go of her attachments.

Soon, the buildings were as tall as their ankles. They could see up until the walls of the Nex Megalopolis. Unfortunately, much of the city remained unmapped and left in a field of white. The outskirts of the City however, were mapped leading them to realize that wherever the Archivist went was mapped by her Floor.

Suddenly, all eyes fell onto her. Cer gave her a mischievous smile, humming all the while Jury stared at her in shock.

“I-It’s not what it looks like! Geez! I did not go to H9! I’ve never left this place! I’m sure it’s a random part that’s been captured! I’d never go to some place so- s-so…!”

“So what? Just say it already! It’s not like the ghost of lewd Elves is going to snatch your tongue!” Cer teased, taking delight in her sudden power against an Archetype.

“Have you been reading the same books I have?” Jury wondered if that had anything to do with it, causing Frost to turn to her with a blank stare. “Hm? Did you think I’d be able to find all those books by myself?”

The evidence piled onto the Archivist as she became beet red, her words no longer able to form properly. The teasing was short lived and nothing too serious. Cer received a good beating from Res and was due for the scrub of her life later.

Their visit into the Floor of Civilization soon came to an end, and it promised to serve as a vital resource in the restoration of the Nex Megalopolis.

Also, it was a nice change of pace to have some Corrupted on their side.

As they left the Floor of Civilization behind, the Heart of Ours shone a red circle somewhere in H9. Several armed silhouettes could be seen fighting a creature.

One that appeared like an amalgamative mass with many mouths and eyes before it slowly assumed the appearance of a human.

            

    
        329. The Floor of Judgement

    
    
    
    
                The 7th Floor was the Floor of Despair. Surprisingly, this door was unlocked. The Archetype of Despair existed elsewhere in Elysia, their general location left as no more than an afterthought.

The symbolism of the chains was reminiscent of the Chained Theocracy. According to Galia as Frost explained the Affinities, Attributes and Origins of the Corrupted to her and the Arbiter; she figured that they’d fit well with the concept of despair.

Every Atelier seemed to have an Affinity in some way, with Anna stating that Inflow Direct felt the closest to Civilization, perhaps like how Magus thought of the Golden Index as Hope.

Jury’s Atelier would then fall nicely into Amalgamation. But with the loss of Scarlet Logic, who they speculated to be Wrath, the Archetype of Wrath would be the only one without an Atelier for the foreseeable future.

As this was said, a few eyes lingered on Ignis.

The 8th Floor was the Floor of Hope; a brightly lit place where golden carpets and banners resided. The inner doors were locked, however.

9th was the Floor of Ego. A door that remained sealed with many chains. Unlike the previous doors, they could feel a presence within, slumbering as Frost, Nav and Jury felt something ring within that Archetype’s roost.

Nav wandered closely, placing a hand onto the door as if someone was calling for her.

“Ego?” Nav asked, finding difficulty in removing herself from the door.

“’Amour Propre’. The idea of the ‘self’. Or the love of oneself. It’s separate from identity. Where identity is the prevailing self, ego would be the myriad of components that make it up but can also usurp the identity in various instances.”

Galia explained before she echoed the words of another’s wisdom.

“Beholder Descartes is highly affiliated with the idea. That we are made up of many smaller fragments that in total, are larger than the whole. There is a belief that if one believes in who they are, then they can become such a person or thing.”

Her narrative was one woven thread in the fabric of truth regarding the Corrupted. Leaving the floor, she continued with:

“As you can tell, Beholder Descartes is not one Beholder, but a tapestry of splintered individuals that stemmed from one major whole. A confluence of identities. Each represents an idea of how the Corrupted are made, and subsequently, their multiple theories of oneself.

A descent into decay.

An insatiable yearning.

A primal need.

An irrevocable must.

An elusive ideal.

A link between the conscious and the unconscious…

… The mystery is a long running one. There are too many converging facets to call one the ‘truth’, but the Affinities you speak of are interesting. Because it is our first ‘truth’.”

Finally, the 10th Floor was the Floor of Judgement. The walls were pearlescent, and rows of pillars ran along as a black, feathered carpet ran along the outer doors towards the Arbiter’s humble abode.

Corrupted Personas and the non-Corrupted Personas followed the same principle but were also fundamentally different. Corrupted Personas, as they’ve learned, could only occur in people. The Corrupted however, could be born at any moment, influenced primarily by events, traumas, stories, ideas, thoughts, griefs…

Or in other words, Nex.

Deeper into the mystery of the Corrupted was the origin of it, which was heavily implied to have been caused by Elysia after she ate what was forbidden. Her one wrong – her one sin – had damned everyone with no recourse.

Their understanding of the Corrupted was still miniscule, but simply understanding the Affinities and Origins of the Corrupted roused interest in Galia and would hopefully be a steppingstone in further extracting information from these creatures.

Frost’s optimism foresaw that it could help in subjugation, suppressions and, most importantly, preventing them from appearing in the first place.

But with a world as large as Elysia, she understood that her influence would be severely limited.

Soon, they walked through the pale doors of the Floor of Judgement and were greeted by an expansive, pale chamber. It was like a prayer hall. A phantom hymn played from its circular heights, where colorful mosaics depicted a twelve-winged bird standing in the center of the ruins of Paradise.

There, the outline of a giant, golden tree rose as a man donning a flaming blade seemed to guard it. The Red Barron immediately came to mind, but so did the flaming sword that once protected the entrance of that garden in the old world.

“Pay no heed to the imagery or the symbolism. I had Thread Architects from Act X prepare a mural mosaic.” The Arbiter waved it off before gathering them deep into the center of this great… nothing.

It was all marble, with endless pillars and a concave ceiling. Various patches of black feathered banners, as well as carpets could be found scattered along the floor. They were made from the same feathers as Galia’s coat.

“Is that mosaic supposed to symbolize something meaningful?” Frost asked, before she turned her attention to the 12 wings that slowly grew from the Arbiter’s back like the legs of a spider.

“It’s representative of my origin as an Archetype, and my home in this world before I died. I lived in the old world. Then in Paradise, and then – as I am now.” Her wings eventually detached from her back, as if her soul was stolen from her.

A tiny, feathery, circular bulb was the body that held all 12 wings, and it crawled cautiously around the chamber, its legs brushed by them as the triplets instinctively froze in terror. Ignis was much the same. Their instincts screamed at them. It demanded them to forfeit all hopes of free will, for this beast controlled every aspect of their existence.

“That’s the miniaturized Icon of Judgement…?” Total awe consumed Jury, her golden eyes dazzling in its presence. Of everyone here, she was the most comfortable, next to the Arbiter and Galia.

Frost could not believe that something so beautiful could be equally nightmarish. It reminded her more of an Anid funnily enough, and unbeknownst to her, she uttered these words.

It made Galia shut her eyes in approval.

“I thought so too. Icon of Judgement implies that it takes after the real form of Judgement. The flocks of many fall into the trap of the spider’s web seeking salvation, their only penance delivered to them in the form of death.” Her understanding of it was vastly different from many others, the Arbiter included.

“A woe of many. But it has similarities to things of the old. Twelve wings, the twelve Bodies, the twelve Apostles, the Branches… need I go on? I believe these ‘Main Sequence Corrupted’, as you’ve come to call them, are a blend of the past and new.” The Arbiter waved her hand, and the Icon of Judgement lowered its head towards Frost.

“But they also resonate with us. Just like what happened to me. I’m sure that also resonates with you.” Frost curiously stared into its nonexistent eyes. It hadn’t hit her yet that this was the same creature that had felled a million in a single night. It bumped its body against her, the fur within coarse, and lined with barbs akin to fishing hooks.

Had it not been for her DEF stats, as well as its weakening, then it would have stolen her face and eyes. It was unfortunate that she had no means of adding it to her Collection, and seeing one in the flesh, even if it was only a tenth of its original strength, still hadn’t properly registered.

They were finally here on the Floor of Judgement. It took a while, but now they could get down to business. The Arbiter found a patch of black carpet and took a seat, kneeling as she kindly beckoned Frost to join her.

“So. Now for the real question – Why did you call me up here in the first place?”

She took a seat before the Arbiter, legs crossed as the others surrounded them, eagerly waiting for her 4-month-old answer.

“I’ve told you before.” The Arbiter tapped both her dimly lit eyes before reaching out, hovering her fingers just before Frost’s. “I want my eyes back. Initially, I planned to ask you to help recover the Corrupted to work towards my Awakening. However, as fate would have it, you’ve brought along exactly what I’ve been searching for.”

Her 7 tails surrounded them like a cocoon as a small, glimmer of light formed between them.

“I must politely ask, Archetype to Archetype, will you Archive the One Thousand Eyed Bird and the Listening Bird in the Floor of Judgment? As needless as it is to ask, I wish to establish a firm level of trust between us all.” A tail wrapped one of the Arbiter’s hands before she went to touch one of Frost’s.

She never, ever allowed herself to touch her directly, as if it were a taboo.

“In exchange, I, my Beholder Galia and her Atelier will serve to judge all enemies of the Nexus. All suspects. All parties. All individuals will be subjected to our justiciary. With the eyes of the One Thousand Eyed Bird, and the power to read the sins of others from the Listening Bird; no lie shall go undetected. No ill deed shall go unpunished.”

Before the Arbiter’s Council had even begun, 3 Archetypes and one of the more instrumental Ateliers had pledged their allegiance. Soon, there would be a second Atelier; one that would allow the auditing of the Ateliers through the manipulation of time itself.

Jury had proven to be rather lax when it came to punishing wrong doers. She was nothing like Frost, who wouldn’t blink twice to torture those that injured the healers. Merely thinking about them caused her blood to boil.

If it were up to her, then they’d be subjected to endless torment.

            

    
        330. Situation of the Nex Megalopolis

    
    
    
    
                Meanwhile, fires spread along the Nex Megalopolis. Rampant pandemonium engulfed populations across all city Sectors. Hysteria spread like wildfire as Ateliers tried to regain control over the situation.

Inflow Direct took care of the City of Clubs which had received the largest number of casualties and damage. Justica Arms extended their reach across the entirety of the City of Hearts, peacekeeping as the 6th Branch Justicers – a Branch’s ultimate unit – were dispersed to deal with residual Impuritas and rumored Corrupted sightings.

The Advent of Desire had a profound influence over the city, but the true extent remained unknown. Additionally, there were only so many Atelier personnel to begin with, which sparked Justica Arms to begin a campaign with the Associations and Offices to offer aid in this time of crisis.

The Guilds and the Golden Index too offered their hands, helping wherever they could. Other Ateliers prioritized immediately extracting the Genesis Stones as they found them, as Beholders directly took command over their personnel.

But even they could not reverse the damage.

As flames bellowed with a horrible cacophony of shrieks, a small team moved through the tight ruins of a street in H9.

The chaos was not the forefront of concern for a specific squadron of ARU O-Type personnel. Individuals equipped with the strongest White Monsoon-class Corrupted Items were dispatched into the City of Hearts from M-A1; the manufactory heart of ImpulseWorks.

Their mission? To capture the Corrupted. Without the aid of Scarlet Logic, they entered the fray mostly blind, wearing Cognition Scramblers to blend in with the destabilized society. They were like phantoms amongst the chaos, aberrations that spearheaded the rising Corrupted threat for but only one goal.

To bring them back to ImpulseWorks.

They had already taken numerous into custody, some declaring they were still human, and others that tried to shred their faces off. Each Corrupted were trapped within a specialized containment unit, functioning on Caldera Industries’ and the Chained Theocracy’s tech. It allowed for Suppressed Corrupted to be temporarily stored within a spatial chamber roughly the size of a small, square parcel.

Begone were the days when Corrupted needed to be transferred in iron boxes.

Each small box transformed in a manner to vaguely resemble the Corrupted within, some like grotesque growth of flesh, and others that grew fur, petals, or mechanical parts.

Regulation was heavy surrounding the manufacturing of these objects, named the Rapid Isolation Device, abbreviated, and widely called RIDs. But their method of operation seemed to hint that there were more technologies involved in its construction.

That being said –

All T-4 Artificers had authorized for the movement of ARU O-Type Units as well as lower leveled ones, leading to major successes within the first 24 hours following the end of The Crowned’s defeat.

25 Corrupted were confined in total, and lower ranking ARU units were made to haul back the captured Corrupted to be stored and thoroughly examined by not only ImpulseWorks, but by all Ateliers at hand.

The reason being was that there were likely normal individuals amongst the suspected Corrupted, as well as Dungeon entities, whose names were rumored to be the ‘Impuritas’. Chatter along the Cognition Receivers and Transceivers were loud, easily cutting through the bleeding background of screams and the crumbling homes of many.

That, and the death throes of lesser levelled ARU Units.


“Sector H9 under major investigation. All 24 ARU O-Type Units are in the area of operation.”


 

“B-Type Units encircling. All designated strips have been cleared so far. A-Types are working closely with the Peace Flocks. M-Types are sharing information with the Guilds and representatives of established Associations.”


 

“This is K-Type Unit-53 Operator, on the northeastern side of H7. Permission to ask a question to all relevant parties?”


 

After total radio silence, a high-pitched scream played along the many hundreds of earpieces within the City of Hearts before a voice suddenly spoke.


“O-Type Unit 1 Operator, permission to speak. Quickly. Pale stones are interfering with the reception.”


 

“Regarding the acquisition and storage of the Corrupted. Food and water are a necessity for them?”


 

“A T-4 Artificer has vetoed for it against the others. Follow mission protocol. We don’t have Scarlet Logic to scout the Corrupted in advance. Three of you! Follow the trail!”


 

The O-Type personnel were far and few in between, with less than 30 existing in total just in Brandar. They were individuals just beneath the power of a Color, armed with Corrupted Items, Atelier Items and proudly worked with ImpulseWorks. To others, they were the loyal bloodhounds that hunted and recovered Monsoon Corrupted.

The gap between them and the rest of the world was enormous, and they were seen as the last line before this massive power canyon. ARU O-Types were essentially the last realistic bastion of strength a person could achieve without needing to dabble in the Blessing of the Nexus or an Original magic.

They were micro-Moons in a way. Speckles of dust from an even greater power above.

What was strange however, was how concentrated they were in one particular location. Under these circumstances it was unlikely that a Monsoon Corrupted was roaming around. No obvious Corrupted rampaged through the city, so why were they so hyper focused?

As amnestic helped remove the trauma from children with Serums, the injuries of people as many had become reluctant to the aid of healers. And how could anyone blame them? The City of Hearts and Clubs were hit hard by the false healers, who assassinated indiscriminately with poisoned vials.

And equally killed as many healers themselves.

The largest source of chatter regarded missing healers, most violated by rubble and bared heavy signs of trauma. In rare instances, people were even caught intentionally hiding a healer within their homes, basements, and other places during the chaos.

In the City of Lust no less.

One could image how Liquidators must have felt. How ARU forces, who were explicitly trained to only kill Corrupted wished to paint the streets with their innards. However, there were administrative orders to capture them by numerous Heralds.

Their time for punishment would come.

However, there was another force that sought to avenge them. That fought ferociously and indiscriminately against all those in its path, screaming out the final phrases of its victims endlessly through dozens of mouths. Teeth arranged like claws lined these mouths as they howled like a forbidden bagpipe.

The reason why ARU O-Type was dispatched was not just to Suppress unknown Corrupted.

Their primary goal was first and foremost to recover Corrupted.


“H9, central city, 10km into wreckage of an Eye. White haired amalgamation of flesh. Prepare to attack on sight!”


 

“This is O-Type Unit-1 Operator. Mimicry has been found!”

            

    
        331. Mimicry

    
    
    
    
                O-Id-090-03. Mimicry. A Corrupted that once shared the same Site as the Little Red Heart and escaped over a decade ago after the A-L7 disaster in H6. Its whereabouts were largely unknown, and it was responsible for numerous innocent lives to become detained, terminated or given extensive doses of Serum A.

But ever since the incident in H5 and its consequential elevation into a ‘Nightmare’, ARU O-Type finally had a lead. It seemed to have been following the trail of something, or heavens forbid, someone.

12 hours ago, there was a mysterious loss of low-grade ARU personnel in a particular area. The communication lines had victims recite their death throes over and over. This was a hallmark of Mimicry, and the ARU O-Type immediately recognized the pattern.

3 O-Types were sent first to assess the situation, entering the 10km wreckage zone of a fallen Eye. Twisted metal protruded from the grounded wood and brick like blades. Giant structures of steel groaned in the wind. Blood mixed with soil and debris, creating a foul stench as the group relayed every step taken forward, their senses honed to sense the slightest changes in the wind.

Each of them wore the same cut of cloth retrieved from a serpent-like Corrupted. Their weapons were staves, and their outfits were made from polished snakeskin, spun into a flexible, scaly suit of armor.

A green cloud emitted from the mouth of their snake-like staves, instantly corroding the materials caught within. Unlike regular ARU units, they did not need to wear civilian gear, for the Cognition Scramblers hid them from plain sight.

But it did not stop Corrupted from sensing them. Passages were made using the green, corrosive fog. Walls of steel and mangled wreckage gave way with little resistance. They could breathe this air without issue, thanks to the armor they donned. Even though they had no head or respiration protection, the Corrupted Items provided such benefits in their ever-enigmatic way.


“Forward O-Type Units. 5km in. Does the spotter have an eye on the Corrupted?”


 

One of the members spoke. A response came not a second later.


 

“O-Type Spotter. Center of the fallen Eye. A 2km hollowed area was untouched by the debris. I can see a mass of flesh with pale hair feeding on something. It’s inside of a luxury tavern that’s supposed to double as a brothel.”


 

Information was relayed so succinctly that a normal person would have been overwhelmed. Not to mention that there was major interference due to the presence of small traces of pale stones, which melded all lines together. They were tiny, but their influence was extraordinary to say the least.

Few of these stones were Cognition Receivers from slain ARU personnel, undoubtedly the doing of Mimicry. Eventually, they arrived at the lip of a crater where a largely ravaged town resides. The tavern sat in the middle, the slabs of black slate that made up the streets ploughed aside.

They prepared for combat. It was never known if Mimicry’s true threat level was O-White Monsoon, and they’d soon be the first to confirm this. It lurked within as the sound of crunching could be heard.

Through the windows they saw a red mass of flesh with many eyes feasting on the bodies of half-living corpses. The inhabitants of the town were gathered into one place, their legs turned into threads that tied them all together.

It strangely had pale hair, like that belonging to a healer. The creature in question was 2 meters in all dimensions, shaped like a lump of meat. It suddenly split itself down into the middle, revealing a grotesque column of teeth arranged like open ribs which scooped many into its maw, crying endlessly like a broken record:

“It’s an unprotected healer. No one’s going to think twice about a missing healer in the chaos.”

“Sell her to who? Not many clients are looking for a healer in these parts.”

“If she’s got the magic, then we’re rich! Surely, she can regenerate her fingers and teeth!”

“Not a bad face. But her organs might do better as materials for some fresh gold coins.”

“It’s ok. You can stay here with us. We’ll take care of you. Here. Just drink this. It’ll all be alright…”

“Don’t let the healer struggle. We need her if we want a better life after this apocalypse!”

The mangled shouts were intertwined with a pristine weeping coming from underneath the Corrupted. They had thought that Mimicry had taken the vague form of a healer because it had devoured one, but much to their shock….

… A dark-skinned girl with pale hair and sky-blue eyes clung loosely onto the flesh of the creature, tentacles wrapping her tightly as if to protect her.

This girl was a healer, and it was the only person Mimicry had spared out of hundreds. Its intentions were unknown, and as walls, rubble and earth were upheaved upon the arrival of the ARU Type-O Units, they could only assume that she would be next.

“Gambit teams are everywhere. Healers must have their synapse fluid extracted.”

“I don’t want to die here… Please don’t eat me…”

“I have a child –!”

“Mama –!”

“… but did anyone – I’m sorry! – value the life of this warm light? – No- NO! NOOO! – It carries the same scent – STOP RUNNING! PLEASE COME BACK –! – As the same thing I’ve been searching for – A-ahaha… it’s… over... – for all this time. I just… – AAAAAAAAAAAAHHH! – wanted to know – HELP MEEEEE! – What form I could take – My arms! Don’t eat them please! Let go of them! – So that they could smile at me – ITS TEETH! GAGH –! And stop running – My legs… are stringy… – She who wears black and gold – it’s all gone… my stomach… it’s all missing… – My perfect and ideal self – Give my brother back! Get out of his body –!”

It desperately tried to form something coherent out of thousands of final breaths it had stolen. But woven between its amalgamation of voices was its true voice. A wicked, vile, gargle that rose hairs along the backs of the ARU units.

This Corrupted was speaking to them.

            

    
        332. A More Palatable Mimicry

    
    
    
    
                There was a sudden stalemate between them. With the situation regarding the dwindling number of healers, rescuing one alive had also become of utmost priority. It seemed like they would attack at any moment, but Mimicry did not react like it had done to the past ARU personnel.

Rather, it was as though it were waiting for these specialized ones.

Soon, a dozen of them arrived at the scene, surrounded by a writhing Mimicry as they mentally communicated, trying to figure out the best method to approach the situation. Their usual fast, relentless, and calculated strikes were forfeited for this one moment.

“W-Wait… wait…!” The healer cried, catching them off guard.

Why would a healer want them to wait?

Did she not want to be saved now?

“Don’t attack it! Don’t hurt it anymore! It saved me! Please believe me!” She exclaimed, holding both hands out to dissuade them.

Unbeknownst to them was that the healer and the tentacles covered a large wound in the side of the creature, to which the healer attempted to mend much to the shock of the others.

“Do you understand that you’re in the presence of –!”

“I-I understand! I know! S-Sorry but I can’t just leave it to die after it saved me!” She cried with surprising initiative rarely seen in healers. “I was… T-This place – people tried to capture me. B-But it saved me from them!”

Mimicry trembled, and the healer immediately resumed tending to its wounds, caring little of its fleshy, bloodied body. Although, the sight of death that surrounded her made her queasy. She knew that the creature she tended to was a natural born killer; an abomination that feasted on the living, but healers in general could never leave the injured behind, no matter what.

Mimicry purposefully maimed them enough to prevent the healer from saving them. But there was also a deadly air that surrounded the healer.

It felt like even without Mimicry’s intervention, she would not have healed those people. What were supposed to be gentle eyes despised the dead for she knew what they would have done to her.

None could suspect her of being a false healer either, for she showcased her magic for all to see.

“Please step away from the Corrupted! That is a Monsoon Risk-Classed Corrupted! You will comply or we’ll have to use force!” The leading Operator threatened. “Multiple of our personnel have been killed in the last 12 hours by it. We will NOT allow you to stand between us and 090-03!”


“Was Mimicry capable of mind control?”


 

Chatter over the Cognition Receivers resumed as tensions escalated.


 

“No known records. That healer’s becoming bothersome. What do you suggest we do, Operator? Healers don’t die easily.”


 

“With the Ateliers in this state? We don’t need another war. But circumstances call for immediate action. We cannot lose Mimicry again.”


 

It seemed that at any moment a bloodbath would break loose.


 

“But that Corrupted spoke to us, didn’t it?”


 

“Does that matter? There’s plenty Corrupted that can speak. That doesn’t make them capable of understanding. No such Corrupted exist. Think about your roots. Think about how many friends you’ve seen get churned by them on the Sites. What makes this one so different from a bear storing a meal for later?”


 

“Do you suggest we attack right away?”


 

“That won’t be necessary.”

A single voice rang from behind the ARU personnel, binding them in place as their bodies froze solid. A deadly chill ran down their spines. Every hair rose, and their blood ran like ice. A collective thud could be heard as their hearts sunk to their bowels.

A presence unlike any other overwhelmed their senses, destroying their fight or flight response.

Footsteps approached. The debris crunched as a figure clad in a heavy coat passed by, accompanied by silent, red-haired individuals each bearing bloodied wounds. The figure was a brown-skinned woman, who bared horns that mimicked the ears of a fox. They were black, and carried streaks of white much like their long hair which enshrouded their face.

She was hunched over, to the point where her fingers drifted along the ground.

Behind those strands of hair was a single golden eye. The sclera was a deep, inky black.

This person was a Demon.

“From what woods did you come out from?” She sniffed the air, arching her back as the loose hair brushed aside, revealing the Demon’s subtle smile. “To think a scent so familiar would find itself in our palms. Act X is frightening. But the White Wing is equally as mischievous. A shame that she’s changed for the worst.”

Her heavy coat was black, the collar raised to her chin. Underneath her coat was a dress fitted with many meaningless pockets containing nothing. She walked sluggishly like a decrepit, animated corpse. No boot was raised higher than 5 centimeters. They practically dragged along the ground, marking her presence as the ARU forces fell into an uncanny lull.

“Old World Angels, am I correct? Those primordial souls have not learned to accept what has and what will be. Uncontent, they seek for what may. I can sense it in you. Life. A soul. A mind aware of its existence…” The Demon hushed, speaking agonizingly slowly.

“A familiar scent…?” Mimicry’s voice spoke clearly in the presence of this woman.

Somehow, she lulled the competing voices to a permanent sleep with her presence alone. On her shoulder was an insignia of a snake devouring its own tail, bearing the words ‘Oboros Infinitas’, and above it was the word ‘Sloth’.

“That you are. A shame I was given little time to assess the names that man had written down. A surprise that ‘Mimicry’ is a written name. Proof that you are an ‘individual’. That you are capable of thought. A Corrupted with a mind is a charming thing. Such a useful… asset to make life a breeze for those who live word by word, not page by page or book by book.”

“… do you know where I can find the person with this familiar scent?” Mimicry wanted nothing else, curious by the knowledge of this woman. Every other word was ignored by it, musing the Demon as she blinked, sending her two Scarlet Healers to tend to the Corrupted.

They essentially moved forward, desperate to heal such a monstrosity. To fill the gap that the healer could not.

“There are more warm ones…”

“New Age Angels are as lovely as New Age Demons. But I digress. ImpulseWorks employees. Oboros Infinitas has taken authority of your… ‘mission’. Please resume collecting the Corrupted. There may be useful individuals amongst them.”

“M-Ma’am… W-With… All… Due respect…” The Operator tightened a grip around his chest, his eyes pried wide open, unblinking as the Demon stood still.

“Ma’am?” She questioned.

“I… I’m sorry. I don’t know your name…”

She turned to face him, lurching her face forward close enough where it would seem like they would kiss. Her scent was intoxicating, and so was his; the scent of terror. A trinket hung around the Demon’s neck made a sound akin to that of water filling an empty jug.

That black, circular device which saw 7 distinct symbols along its rims was a Nex Accumulator.

“Does it matter? Go to sleep, little one.”

She blew her breath into his face, and at once, she fell into a deep sleep whilst standing on both legs.

“The vice of sloth thrives in all. Your stagnation as mere ImpulseWorks slaves is pitiful. Lay him beneath a dream catcher. He will require one.” The Demon uttered before her attention returned to Mimicry. “You wish to see the Amalgam.”

“The Amalgam…?”

“The Black Dove.”

“The Black Dove?”

“The Archetype of Amalgamation.”

“Archetype…”

“They who were once Sinder.”

“… why does my ideal self possess so many identities?”

“Why do you express so many separate selves?”

“Because I can only take form of what I assimilate.”

“Funny… Almost hilarious.” The woman smiled. “Then do you seek to become an enemy of the Amalgam? We were given specific instructions. Very specific orders to not cut against the grain of the Amalgam. Do you understand?”

Her tone insinuated a threat that Mimicry failed to pick up on. Somehow, Mimicry was a pure soul, wanting but one thing:

“I seek to become like them.”

“Mimicry mimicking the Amalgam. An aspect of the light wishing to return to the originator. Fractured, but it could work. Like a Faux Angel. But less egregious. What if I told you that I could bring you to your ideal self?”

“… I would be happy.”

“But how can you assume such a self when you are nothing but an amalgamation of many?”

“Then I will become one… a form… I ate an evil Angel. I can take that form…”

Slowly, Mimicry’s body shrunk in size as the Demon approached them. The healer and Scarlet Healers had finished tending to it, and they backed off Mimicry’s body silently crackled into a humanoid shape.

Suddenly, the Demon removed the gloves from one hand. Sporadic, frayed hair became smoother than silk. Milky skin was worn on the naked, feminine body of the Corrupted. And finally, when their eyes opened, they revealed a pair of crimson irises, humoring the Demon.

“Red eyes… just as the possession warning was so long ago.” She offered her hand, and Mimicry took it with clumsy hands and sunk their teeth into it without a second thought.

It never crossed its mind that it was a gesture to lend a hand. To help it stand. It shocked the healer but elated the Scarlet Healers as the Demon simply allowed Mimicry to feast on her hand.

A pair of horns then suddenly grew on Mimicry’s head, giving her the appearance of a Demonic healer.

“W-Will you be ok?” The healer asked, half panicking.

“Primordial Demons are immortal. We who have fallen so far from those great heights. Us who have lost our wings. But we still are a part of that light, however vaguely it is.”

The flesh of her hand never seemed to run out, feeding Mimicry until its body finally became complete enough to be called a ‘her’.

“It’s a curse. No thanks to a certain other mangled being who neither qualifies as one of us, or one of them. No… they’re not part of the light. They’re a taint. A rot. A darkness to overshadow it…” Her words were always spoken with a small frown, but seeing Mimicry eat her hand like a tamed dog caused her lips to curve into a smile again.

“Will you bring me to the Amalgam?” Mimicry demanded, rather than asked.

The Demon’s smile grew wider.

“For the sake of restoring this wretched place, it is in our best interest to have a power like yours on our side. I wonder how the Amalgam will wish to tame you. Whatever the case may be –

– Infinite burdens await in this city’s restoration.”

[image: image]

            

    
        333. Wait, We Can Rematch Them!?

    
    
    
    
                The One Thousand Eyed Bird and the Listening Bird were now one within the Floor of Judgement. The process had little to do on her part aside from the intention. The Arbiter touched Frost’s forehead with a hand, and at once, particles of pale-golden light lifted from Frost like a piece of her soul was taken away.

Not a moment later, a black, giant fuzzy ball manifested behind the Arbiter. It was as large as a small car, its feathers ruffling almost playfully. Snap’s ball form immediately came to mind, and it caught sidelong glances from the others, wondering if this was a long-lost twin of Snap.

Suddenly, as a moment of marvel enraptured them, many tens of golden eyes appeared over the black, feathery ball, reminding them of the great monstrosity that was the One Thousand Eyed Bird.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird and Listening Bird Has Successfully Been Archived >


 

… Right? Wasn’t this supposed to be the monster that nearly broke Frost so long ago? The monster with a layered maw that tried to devour the Amalgam herself?

“Michaela. Can I ask you something?” Frost spoke, weakly pointing a finger at the black, fuzzy creature who trembled. And within this shrunken version of the One Thousand Eyed Bird resided a miniaturized version of the bleeding Listening Bird, using it as though it were a nest.

“But of course~” She hummed, her eyesight now emitting its full, golden luster as she observed the world with wide eyes, taking deep, fulfilling breaths.

Finally, after 15 years, the Arbiter could see the world for what it was, and when her eyes landed upon Frost, her tails began to wag, whilst few resisted touching her. There was an overwhelming sense of adoration, melded with an air of passion oozing from her eyes, prompting Jury to inch closer to Frost like the Arbiter was about to snatch her away.

It made the Arbiter smile pleasantly, especially at the sight of Jury.

“Why do the Corrupted take that form?” Frost finally asked.

“You mean the miniaturized form?” The Arbiter asked, sinking a hand into the ball, where the Listening Bird showed its head and brushed it against her palms.

… that little thing killed so many fucking people, and now it’s living its life as the most adorable thing in the world.

“I’d call them cute more than miniaturized to be honest with you. What’s the purpose of it?”

“That would be a question for another Archetype I believe. The answer is not so clear to me either. But I find it humorous. Finally… my Throne, eyes, and the language I’ve long awaited to learn have arrived.” She fell into the sea of feathers, disappearing entirely before remerging at the other side, instilling more confusion as that was one of Snap’s special features.

“Not so unique are you now, huh Snap~?” Cer teased the poor spider before suddenly, Ignis tugged on her tail. “O-Ouch –!?”

“Don’t bully Snap.” She warned.

“Brrrr…” Snap whined sadly, causing even Cer to feel a little guilty.

A wire scrub bath would be her punishment for sure. But for now, their focus was on the miniaturized Corrupted. Frost didn’t sense any hostility. Also, the intentions they bore in their hearts were a resounding pale. Of course, this inadvertently inflicted Scrutiny upon the Corrupted, which caused them to freeze in place.

Both Corrupted then suddenly approached her. She raised her guard, glaring at the pair as the others too prepared for the worst. But to their surprise, conflict never arrived. Instead…

“Weird. I feel icky just thinking about a friendly Corrupted. No offense, Snap!” Ber exclaimed, patting Snap.

“Do all Archived Corrupted have some kind of affection for Frost or something? Wait, it’s trying to Jury too. What the…?”

“But not us…?” Res’ ears drooped slightly, her tail lowering to the ground.

The One Thousand Eyed Bird and the Listening Bird went around rubbing themselves along with almost everyone present. The only ones spared were Cer and Res, which caused Frost to theorize that this was because they weren’t in some way Corrupted.

If one thought about it, Cer and Res were the most normal of everyone in the group, as weird as that was. Frost was dumbfounded by this, but a part of her still remained wary of the creature even though it could do no harm. It was a core trauma of hers, after all. Just looking at those eyes reminded her of Iscario.

To think that her trauma was so bad that even a Corrupted had formed after it.

She deeply exhaled.

“Haaaaaaah. Sorry. That thing’s brought me hell when I first arrived in this world. Seeing it like it’s an innocent animal in a petting zoo rubs me the wrong way. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not mad. Just irritated.” Frost vented, bringing Jury to calm her down. “Thanks. Haaah. So that’s it?”

“Indeed. It’s not an arduous process as we’ve seen. Now we currently have…” The Arbiter trailed off, looking to the Archivist to finish off her sentence.

“3 chapters of the Book of the Price of Paradise complete. Only 2 chapters remain.”

“What are the chances of the last chapter being another Amalgamation?” Frost needed to ask.

“Very high. I’m willing to bet that all final chapters are Amalgamation Corrupted. I don’t know how they form, but from what we’ve seen…” The Archivist refused to finish her sentence.

Jury then continued for her.

“… A breakdown is needed. At least from what we’ve seen with Frost. Never, ever again.” She vowed, embracing Frost’s waist with her tail.

A still silence brewed. Everyone seemed to have something on their minds, but the words refused to come out until Frost shattered it with a voice of conviction.

“All the more reason to get the Ateliers to change their ways. The less egregious things there are, the less likely I’ll break down. Hah.” She suddenly laughed, brightening the mood with a smile. “That’s another thing to throw in the faces of the Beholders. This cannot continue.”

“Agreed.” Res nodded.

“Whatever you say!” Ber threw a fist into the air.

“Goes without saying. I still have problems with that mindset, but I guess it’s fun either way. Hear that Galia? Maybe you should focus on those Impuritas things.” Cer barked haughtily, knowing that she was now untouchable at Frost’s side.

Frost imagined a poodle barking at a giant serpent.

“The Hearts are our main enemies. They cannot change. They take everything away from people.” Ignis whispered to herself.

“Even worse when we’re aware that they’re born partially due to the Ateliers.” Jury chimed in, causing Nav to slowly nod her head in agreement.

“Ateliers have a matching Impuritas counter force as we’ve learned. I believe it is in the Nexus’ and all Atelier’s best interest to unite just as they are.” Nav announced. “But I’m 99% sure you are already aware of this.”

Galia then spoke, stroking the feathers of her coat.

“We are, but it’s not as easy as you believe. One way for the Condemned to be used was to send them straight into the Derma Layer in search for Hearts to destroy. The issue stems from the fact that it is difficult for even us Beholders to descend. Us who bears a technology are prone to being ruined by it down there.”

This also explained why technologies were removed from Condemned Beholders before they were sent off. Access was also an issue. Due to the nature of the Spatial Distortions, it was impossible to accurately tell where one would appear.

This was where Frost’s Spatial Distortion Ability would finally find a great use.

However, there was one prevailing issue.

Manpower, and their strength. 50 Moons were nothing. Especially when they could so easily die against a Woe of the Fallen Star. Personnel were expendable when they couldn’t afford to be.

Nav made a joke about this truly being the Degenerate Era; a belief held by the Iron Moon of the Chained Theocracy. In astronomy, it was a conceptual era where no stars or moons could ever form again. It was the total descent into nothingness, and the state of the Nexus’ Moons and Stars allowed it to become a perfect metaphor.

This was when Nav then brought something interesting.

“What if we allowed Moons, and aspiring Moons to fight Corrupted in here? More of my functions are returning, and standing here I realize that I am able to initiate rematches with Archived Corrupted.”

She then turned to a shocked Frost with deadpan eyes as the One Thousand Eyed Bird nestled into her neck.

“I have a solution for your irritation Frost. Allow me to help you vent.”


* * *


//////// < CAUTION > ////////


 

< CORRUPTIO MODERATA >


 

 < ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


One Thousand Eyed Bird

“All seeing. Ever watching. Who would be accused hung all those that could testify against it. Little by little, its innocent coat of white feathers turned black to reflect its unrightful prejudice. It lurks in the black forest, seeking only one thing: to enact judgement against the Skewered Beast.”

            

    
        334. The Power of the Icon of Judgement

    
    
    
    
                Rematching a Corrupted meant to fight them in their prime. No stats were barred back. To further complicate things, the Corrupted also distorted a major section of the floor, creating a sub-floor which became their Corrupted Zone.

However, many invulnerabilities were removed. Major damage resistance instead replaced it, meaning someone powerful enough could simply trample over the Corrupted without any regard for the Conditions.

Furthermore, materials could be harvested from the Corrupted but not in the traditional way. Instead, materials were gifted by the Corrupted to certain individuals, like trinkets or baubles.

They were given only by Archived Corrupted on an unknown basis. Res was given a white feather to hold onto by the One Thousand Eyed Bird, and Cer a golden feather. Finally, Ber received a black feather, as if symbolizing that it had recognized them as one of its own.

A joke about them being Demi-human birds could be made, but now wasn’t the time.

This all needed to be initiated within the Eternal Library firstly by the Archivist. Afterwards, those allowed would be sent to a sub-floor within one of the 11 Floors of the Archetypes to fight with the Corrupted within their Corrupted Zone.

Nav carried mysterious authority within the Nexus, mostly in the form of interacting with the Archetypes and their Advents. She was able to determine the functions of the Archivist, her Awakened Floor as well as the Eternal Library when Anna’s Blessing could not. Nav also had significant sway on who could and who couldn’t wear a Corrupted Persona, whereas the Anna could only determine their compatibility among other things.

Nav’s powers came into question. Was she an Archetype? Was it because she was once Lailah in the distant past? Lailah used to be able to speak to all Angels and Demons according to the Arbiter. Was this connected in some way?

Truth be told, no one knew. Many secrets have finally been unraveled, but many more still lingered in the dark, waiting for someone to shed light upon them. The Arbiter’s memories didn’t return all at once, except for a few regarding her past life in Puritas rather than their old, Angelic self.

What she learned was something she did not wish to share at the moment and promised that they’d eventually learn everything in due time alongside her.

Returning to the topic of the Corrupted, there was one major issue with the rematches.

Frost thought that she could ‘farm’ them like it was some sort of a game. ‘Free experience’ was what she believed, her mouth drooling at thought of devouring an Apocalypse Corrupted and attaining its stats.

However, as she’d find out against the One Thousand Eyed Bird – she could not gain stats from Archived Corrupted. At best they could be used to level her skills, hone her combat, and better their coordination and synergy.

It was a terrible realization.

Because this meant that the Icon of Judgement was no longer within her reach. Frost was therefore incentivized to search for the Main Sequence Corrupted herself if she wished to attain their powers and to also add them to her Corrupted Collection.

Surely, there wouldn’t be another Archetype after their powers, right?

Also, maybe an Archetype or Advent capable of rearranging one’s Corrupted Collection would later appear?

Thankfully, she was assured by Nav that she absolutely possessed the Crowned as part of her Collection. Finally, reaching the Fourth State would mean something. Although, Nav warned that it might carry similar conditions to a Corrupted Persona.

After all, The Crowned was essentially a persona of Frost. She figured she’d leave it until the time came, because of now, Frost wanted to try fighting a Paradise Lost Corrupted for once.

The risk of death was nonexistent. Death in a sub-floor was not a true death, as it existed within a Corrupted’s State of Mind. Or as the Archivist put it, their chapter in their encapsulating tale.

This meant that MP replaced HP.

At worst, and theoretically speaking, they’d be ejected from that place with their bodies intact. Frost wanted to test the waters, and the Arbiter chose to join her.

The others were due to remain behind.

Later along the line Nav suggested that maybe even Corrupted Personas and regular Corrupted could be interacted with in such a way. But until then, Frost focused on the paramount task at hand, and at once, they disappeared from the face of the Eternal Library.


< Entering the Icon of Judgement’s State of Mind >


 

All fell silent.

Eerily silent.

A white world surrounded them. Winter mountains rose to the skies, cupping them inside of a valley where a long, white road ran towards a city within the center. There were 12 roads in fact, each guarded by a white gargoyle, holding onto a longsword as they pointed upwards at the sky.


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< PARADISE LOST >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET CAN NO LONGER BE HEARD >


No.

That wasn’t a sky.

What Frost saw was merely the pale body of the many kilometer tall Icon of Judgement.

She could not even read its stats, and before she knew it, her body felt heavy. So incredibly heavy. The weight of her combined sins anchored her down into place as the Arbiter gracefully approached the entity, summoning a blade of her own.

But she did not point it at the Corrupted, but instead, at herself.

“We partially take the power of the Corrupted as you’ve realized.”

She began, drawing blood from her chest as she prepared for the inevitable.

“You can’t speak. I can’t blame you. Whether you’ve overcome your sins or not is insignificant to it. Because we lack penance. We lack a price of paradise. And therefore, we will both be judged.”

The Arbiter plunged her blade deep into her chest, collapsing beside Frost with a motherly smile. Frost could not move. Her blood drained to the recesses of her body. The overwhelming power of the Icon of Judgement surpassed her realm of imagination.

It was not a Corrupted merely capable of ruining cities.

It was a Corrupted capable of annihilating most, if not all of Elysia.

Her breathing ceased. The compressions of her chest perished. All thought was forfeited as she gazed up into the wings that spread themselves over the pale mountains like the legs of a spider.

“The miracle of its defeat saved this world. I watched her walk these roads, clutching her tiny hands together. I watched as that bird took away my precious white dove.

I watched her become this world’s price of paradise!”

All faded to black.

Frost felt her body violently being torn part into thousands of pieces.

Yet ironically, it was the most peaceful death of all.

            

    
        335. Welcome to the Floor of Amalgamation!

    
    
    
    
                The next time Frost awakened…

“… a blue sky…? The sun…?” Frost whispered, staring up into a pleasant afternoon sky past Jury’s cascading hair.

She heard splashes.

The laughter of the others.

She felt Jury’s embrace tighten as her eyes lovingly locked with hers. It was the perfect way to wake up. And when it felt like Jury would lean down to kiss her –

“O-Ouch – J-Jury –!?”

– Frost was constricted by her tail. Her cheeks were pinched until they turned red. Jury didn’t say a word as she pouted furiously. It was obvious why she was so angry, and Frost realized that she had made her worry again.

“… Yeah… I’m –”

“’– I’m sorry. I know I’m an idiot. I’ll try not to do it again.’” Jury spoke for Frost. “How many times is it going to take until you stop running in headfirst! I hate that part about you! Because what if something happened to you again!?”

Jury rightfully scolded her, and Frost took it to heart, also agreeing with her over eagerness. It reached a point where Frost became so pitiful that it felt like Jury was shouting at a puppy.

“I didn’t realize how strong a Paradise Lost Corrupted was –”

“Idiot, if we couldn’t take down an Apocalypse without following the gimmick Conditions, then what made you think you could take it on!? I’m angry at the Arbiter too because she obviously knew what you were getting yourself into!”

This was the first time Frost had seen Jury so mad. It was refreshing in a good way, because it proved just how much she meant to her. And it pained Frost to know that she continued to hurt the person she loved.

It made Frost tear up as she weakly held onto Jury’s hand, which hovered around her stomach.

“Promises shouldn’t be broken so easily, you know! Really, Frost… I just don’t want you to keep disappearing from my side.” Jury deeply sighed, floofing Frost’s face with the tip of her tail, wiping away those tears before she broke into a relieved smile. “If you’re going to keep being so reckless, then maybe I’ll just have to hold you down.”

Jury unexpectedly pinned Frost against the grass, showing that she meant what she said. Even though she was angry, there was always a layer of kindness mixed within those golden eyes.

And before Frost could say something, Jury mashed her lips against hers, casting away the guilt in her chest. Frost didn’t try to fight for dominance. She completely submitted to Jury, falling deeply into the pleasure of finally tasting her lover after so long.

The voices of the others could no longer be heard as they entered a world of their own. Frost felt like Jury knew she couldn’t find the words to respond, hence why Jury went in for the kill.

Their tongues danced, with Jury easily overpowering hers. She was hungry, and Frost was an irresistible fruit to the starved Angel. But there was no taboo this time. No wrongs. Only rights.

The kiss lasted for a short while, but to them, it was not long enough.

The sun shone overhead, basking them in its brilliant warmth as Jury shot her a smile even brighter than the sun.

“Do it again, and watch what I’ll do to you.” Jury threatened in a seductive manner.

Frost finally managed to break free from her guilt and grinned back.

“Don’t threaten me with a good time.” Frost joked. “Thank you. Really. I love you.”

Jury slowly leaned down again, yearning for her lips once more. “I love you too…”

But suddenly, another pair of golden eyes was shoved between them. Nav’s face appeared seemingly out of the blue, receiving a kiss at the back of her head from Jury, and a kiss on her cheek from Frost.

“I was told by Cer that heading between you two was an excellent method of increasing our bonds. I appear to have skipped all the formalities and entered the ‘kissing’ step. Woooo.” Nav celebrated with the most tone deaf, monotone voice possible before she turned over to Cer, giving her a thumbs up. “It worked.”

“Heh. Guess you could say you headbutted in, huh Nav!?”

“I get it.” Nav nodded, headbutting Frost and Jury unintentionally with a metallic thump. “Oh, I didn’t have enough clearance to nod properly.”

“Are you doing this on purpose?” Frost had to ask Nav, causing her to tilt her head to the side.

“Doing what?” She responded innocently.

“World to Frost! We’re in the Floor of Amalgamation! What the hell do you think you’re doing with Jury in front of all of us!?” Cer barked, already assuming a sprinter’s running position as she knew that hell would soon follow.

“Ignis is here too. Think about her!” Ber, who was supposed to have matured, joined in, covering Ignis’ eyes with her tail.

“… May the Beholders help you, Cer.” Res offered a prayer, knowing well what was going to happen. In fact, she pulled out a piece of soap from her Dimensional Storage and gave it a small rinse in the nearby lake.

Frost created a steel scrub from her strings.

It was time to scrub down that damned wolf once and for all.


* * *


< I can see you’re giving Cer a scrub bath. It looks comfy >


 

< I have taken refuge onto Snap’s back. There’s a woodland nearby with animals >


 

< Mm… This place is what you could describe as a paradise, I believe >


 

< Ahem. As you can tell by my prompts, a part of our communications has been reestablished. My manner of speech is also integrated with the prompts. Hopefully I don’t sound too cold in your mind as you read this >


 

< I expect to be able to showcase your stats soon enough >


 

< But for now… >


< Welcome to the Floor of Amalgamation >


 

< Also… >


 

< Thank you. I could not bring myself to say these words a number of times >


 

< Whenever I did, I felt something bothering me in my chest >


 

< I suppose that is what you would call shyness. I don’t know myself. But I am grateful to experience it >


 

< I just thought you should know, Frost >

            

    
        336. After Frost Thaws Comes A New Spring

    
    
    
    
                Paradise.

Nothing else came close to describing the Floor of Amalgamation.

There were no wars.

No conflict.

No one to scream.

No one to cry.

No troubled slaves.

No signs of desolate lands.

No tears from a crying father.

No rejected masses who didn’t know what the sky looked like.

No deaths of the innocent.

And no woes from those precious to her.

The warm rays felt so real that she nearly believed they were somewhere near the plains of Wharftow.

The grass was so green that Frost thought they were along the flat expanse of Brandar.

Mountains so wide she thought back to Grandis.

Forests so magical her mind returned to the Village of Virt.

Rivers so clean that they must have been in H4.

A lake so vast that she could have sworn this was exactly where she stood next to Cer when she first opened up.

And a sea so endless that no one knew where it would lead.

It took a while before Frost was able to accept this place as the Floor of Amalgamation. Her defensive mechanisms begged her to look deeper into this world, and she obeyed, compelled to break this illusion.

She began feeling the flow of the water, tasting the rawness of the salmon that swam through, breathing the flowery scent of flower gardens, and basking in the warmth of the moving sun. Animals roamed this paradise, with all manners of beautiful flora that painted over the landscape.

Frost was in a world of her own. The illusion dispelled the longer she immersed herself. She realized that this was all real. And if it wasn’t, then she now refused to allow this illusion to break.

She asked the others to leave her alone just for a little bit.

That little bit became what felt like hours. Frost roamed the Floor of Amalgamation. The paradise that nearly convinced her that the Nexus was an ark from the past, preserving all life in the event of a disaster.

But Frost believed it was more than that.

She saw a new perspective of the Nexus after witnessing Anna’s Awakening, and as she embraced the sunlight through the canopies of the forest, she arrived at this warm conclusion.

Maybe the Nexus was an ark carrying the hopes and dreams of those of the past.

Frost brushed her hair. Shook her head, and smiled to herself as she looked down into her palms.

Of course, the Nexus had all kinds of interpretations. All kinds of meanings, functions, purposes. The Nexus was too strange to have one concept pinned down, aside from ‘amalgamation’.

She thought about the unfulfilled dreams of the Archetypes.

And she wondered if Awakening them was to finally fulfil them, like how Anna realized she had saved the world in her own way. It helped shape her into a better person. She was still timid, and jumpy and sometimes needed a bit of space before she could do things on her own.

But…

Frost eventually left the forest, entering a small clearing where Jury and Nav began laying sticks into the ground like stakes. Meanwhile, Ignis and Ber hauled sticks from the mouth of the forest, waving at Frost with vibrant smiles.

Cer, Res, and the Little Frost – to her surprise – went off to catch some fish in a nearby river. As easy as it was to catch them with their bare hands, they tried their hands at fishing for once. They used a simple stick with a piece of metal string at the end, but of course, the impatient Cer used the tip of her tail and unsurprisingly caught a catfish.

It made Frost laugh.

Snap could be seen running in the distance, joining a herd of Beefed Boars. At the same time, the Hired Arm sat cozily along the grass beside Anna and the Star Child, watching over the others with a large sheet of paper in hand.

Anna’s silver eyes met with Frost, and she raised her hand timidly. Her smile burst with blissfulness, as if she were thanking Frost from the bottom of her heart.

She’s finally out of the library. Able to experience things on her own. An Awakening still isn’t so clear to me. But if this is what it means, then I love it. It’s beautiful. I wonder, if I were to Awaken like her, then what part of me would change?

Frost pondered as Ignis and Ber dragged her by the hands.

Or maybe I already Awakened and I just haven’t realized it yet?

They showed her what she missed while she went on her long stroll. Jury and Nav recalled the moment they declared that this world was their home but realized that they never had a place to actually call ‘home’.

With each stick they passed, and with every wall Frost imagined, she quickly understood what exactly Jury wanted to make here.

“What do you think, Frost!? I was thinking of one, big house! We can make one, can’t we?” Jury’s eyes sparkled as she suddenly picked Frost up from under the arms, twirling her around as shreds of grass flew into the skies like confetti.

The world turned so slowly.

And as cheesy as it was to admit it, she fell in love with Jury again. And again, and again. The rime and frost that had built over her heart after all the needless suffering finally began to melt away as Frost suddenly felt herself begin to shake.

Words failed to leave her trembling lips as her hair concealed her face. Then, as her heart finally thawed into its true, tender form, she found herself unable to speak.

A tear ran down her cheek.

She tried to wipe it away, but that trickle soon became a monsoon.

It arrived unexpectedly.

She herself didn’t know what happened.

But before she knew it, and as Jury stopped to see what was wrong –

– Frost broke down into a storm of tears.

I don’t care.

I want to stop caring.

Because at the end of the day, I just want to be with them.

When Sinder broke down all that was left was ashes.

But when Frost broke down what came after her winter was a new spring.

Frost had never cried so hard. She was completely helpless against her gushing storm of emotions. Her screams were barely muffled by Jury’s chest. When everything came crashing back down, and when she could no longer stand on her two legs…

… Then she could count on the support of her precious friends.

If she couldn’t bear the weight of it all, then they were here to help her.

Frost cried for all the wrongs she committed.

Cried for the people she couldn’t save.

And cried for the friends she hurt.

But mixed within was a cry of relief.

A cry to cherish this moment.

A cry to relinquish the despair.

And a cry to finally celebrate because it was finally over.

Many things still awaited.

Many more hardships would be faced.

But never in her life did she feel like she had people she could confidentially call her…

… family.

            

    
        337. Plans for the House

    
    
    
    
                Constructing a place to call home was not as simple as plunging materials into the ground. It was a complex feat that went beyond their scope, leaving them to rely heavily on the instructions of both Nav and the Archivist who had access to the relevant knowledge.

Wood was absolutely going to be the main material of choice. As powerful as they all were, creating concrete and the relevant construction materials was impossible with the tools they had. And even if they did have the tools, it wasn’t as if they’d know how to use them properly.

Another issue also arose.

The triplets’ idea of a ‘home’ was functionally a stick hut made from an assemblage of foraged material and wooden poles. When asked where they’d put a kitchen or a fire to prepare food, Cer and Ber pointed outside and said, “in the open, duh?”

It rained almost immediately, soaking the lands as animals sought cover in the forests and caves. But for them, Ignis erected a giant skeletal tent to temporarily shield them from the rain.

Then it hit them.

Why not also use Ignis’ bones as a material? It would simplify the headache. Anna thought it was a crazy idea, but she was about the only normal person present. Living inside of a house made from a bit of Ignis was incredibly low in the scale of morbid horrors.

“U-Um, Ignis? Is that ok with you?” Anna asked, a little taken aback by this.

“I want to also live under the same roof. If it’s me that holds this roof over us, then I’ll be more than happy. It’s ok Anna. It doesn’t hurt me either.” Ignis sweetly assured her.

There was something symbolic about Ignis being the one to consistently tether them together in a physical manner. She had plenty of Biomass to spare, and they could always use wood to act as a façade for the bone.

It’d be shoddy, but it’ll also have its own charm in a way. Maximizing the size of the house was perhaps the most important part, and for this reason, the triplets’ idea was understandably rejected.

Curious, and as Anna and Nav continued to alter the design of the house with Jury leading the operation, Frost asked why they didn’t want a house too big.

“It’s not for any distorted reason or anything like that.” Cer began, folding her arms as she shot her sisters a glance, waiting for Ber’s approval for something.

When Ber nodded, Cer lightly kicked the grass and confessed.

“Moons like us don’t stay in one place. When we sleep, it’s usually beneath a tree. Maybe upside down. On the tree. Wherever. Oh. And don’t feel sorry for us either. Going back to a place we can call ‘home’ would ruin us if we didn’t have Serum G. Moons never stop orbiting. It’d be against nature if we did.”

“Idiot…” Res sighed, taking over as Frost suspected that this wasn’t truly the reason behind their distaste. “Frost. As you’re aware, we come from an incredibly poor background. Although poor would insinuate that we only lacked money and food. I won’t get into the details of what was ‘normal’ there. But it was our ‘home’. It was where we were born, and where mom used to live. Inside of a tiny, little hut by the same lake Ber lived in.”

“Also, big houses were considered targets for humans, and places Demi-humans needed to avoid. You can guess why.” Ber added after a short moment of silence. “But that’s that, right!? Besides, how are we supposed to fit everyone into the same house with this new me!?”

She punched the air before pointing at herself with a thumb, grinning happily. Her breasts plopped onto Cer’s head as she leaned over. For some reason, Frost thought of a bipod for a machine gun.

“Ahem.” Cer cleared her throat before grinning as wide as Ber. That mischievous smile of hers was something Frost had gradually come to adore. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t want to stay too. Heh. How ‘bout it Frost? Won’t you take these orphaned Demi-humans under your wing?”

“How old are you again?” Frost laughed. “Yeah… You’ve been under my wing for a while now.” She patted Cer and Res’ heads simultaneously. Res immediately melted in her palms, whilst Cer stubbornly refused to allow herself to submit.

Her tail was all the proof Frost needed to know that she genuinely enjoyed being touched like this. Seeing that innocent side of them was always a pleasure. Ber didn’t ask for a head pad. Instead, she just waved the white, fluffy tip of her tail along Frost’s back like a feather.

“I want this place to be a sanctuary for us. A place we can live and come back to when things turn rough. We can call this our paradise. But it won’t be built at the cost of people like that city. It’ll be made with compassion.” Frost then exchanged gazes with all three of them before finishing with: “I want you to think of this place when you think about ‘home’.”

Cer’s eyes widened unexpectedly, and Res didn’t seem to know how to respond. But if anything, she could tell that it was a complicated concept for the triplets to wrap their mind around.

Aside from Ber, of course.

“’Compassion’ is the one thing lacking underneath us by people. Also! Don’t you think this is cool?” Ber suddenly exclaimed.

“What?” Res blinked.

“It kinda is.” Cer was on the same wavelength as her.

“That we can take off our boots for once! We’re building instead of breaking things! Think about it!” Ber’ excitement was infectious, and even Res couldn’t help but to smile at the prospects of dabbling on old things, and even lending her hand in new endeavors.

When one condensed their troubles and anxiousness, it all stemmed from the fact that they were never allowed to spread their wings for the better part of 30 years. Even standing around doing nothing was new to them. Res peered up at the sun, as if asking an authority if this was ok for her.

Frost entered her vision.

She was the only authority above all else in the Nexus, and she’d gladly allow the triplets the freedom they were robbed. Frost didn’t have to say a word because it was already so clear to Res.

“You’ve cried hard enough, right Frost…” Res began, slowly raising a hand from her side to gently hold onto the hem of Frost’s coat. “I’ve also cried enough times where I thought I couldn’t anymore. Frost. If I were to ask you for your chest, then would you lend it to me?”

The fact that she had to ask for permission for this saddened Frost.

So, she swiftly embraced Res, drawing her face into her chest as she crouched down to her level, feeling her saddening vibrations travel across her body. And soon, Frost felt a warm dampness soak in her chest, and she couldn’t be happier that she had become the first choice of support for the triplets.

They did see her as their ‘mother’, after all.


* * *


Later on, when they had finally arrived at a solid plan for the house, and when Res managed to calm down, it had already turned to night.

And this time, standing by the edge of the lake beside Frost was not just Cer, but her sisters as well. A reflection of a vibrant moon hovered over the surface of the lake, but it paled in comparison to the other three that smiled from the bottom of their hearts.

Everyone had their woes. No one was truly free of their past, vices and despair. People still tumbled in the night. Turmoil born from trauma was still ever present.

But here in the Floor of Amalgamation, they could ignore it for once and appreciate other facets of their life. Smaller things that made them happy. And it wasn’t until deeper into the night, as they prepared fish over an open fire, that Ber suddenly arrived with a needle and string.

Frost gave her a heartfelt smile.

Because Ber never forgot about the promise they made within her State of Mind.

It was time for her to teach Frost how to weave some cloth.

            

    
        338. Midnight Feast

    
    
    
    
                Weaving cloth was a lot harder than Frost thought. Ber’s weaving tutorials over the course of the night were magical to her. It was as if cloth was being formed between her fingers, like the intricate web of a spider.

Damaged apparel was restored thanks to her, except for Corrupted Items of course. Frost tried to apply this dexterous feat with her metal strings, creating a relatively weak cloth of steel.

It was stronger than the feathers she gathered from the One Thousand Eyed Bird, to the point where if she had fitted Cara’s Dawn Team that tagged alongside them back in Divas Pass, then there would have been zero casualties. The object was chain mail, but with string, so…

“String mail.” Ber through of a clever name for the invention, however, this wasn’t a new thing at all.

There were people who rocked bikini armor made from high-quality cloth: arguably the most useless form of armor too. No. It was the most useless form of armor. What was the point of using high quality cloth for only certain areas of the body? The material was light enough to be worn normally.

Frost wondered if people that wore it just like the exposure or the feeling of the wind against their skin. Either way, it bothered her to know that Adventurers out there felt protected in those things.

“Haaaaaaaah.” Frost gripped a burning log from a giant bonfire, which sat in the center of their camp.

The flames licked high into the skies as endless stars expelled the darkness of space. The moon and the bonefire provided all the light they could ever need, though a lot of them were perfectly capable of seeing in the dark.

“Hmm? What’s wrong?” Jury inquired, half salivating at the butchered meat Ber was preparing on a wooden counter.

“I thought of something stupid again.”

“Bikini armor.” Nav announced from atop Snap, where all the Alter Frosts, and even the Star Child gathered. They were like baby scorpions on the back of their mother, except they all had their heads resting all over Nav.

“You guessed it. I still don’t get it. From what I’ve seen speed isn’t the be all and end all. Someone’s bound to get swatted down eventually. And before you say anything, Cer, I know. Some professions benefit from it. So please, let me rant in peace.”

Frost had developed a biological ‘Cer’ detector that sensed whenever she was going to add her few cents, which may as well be pebbles for all Frost cared. Cer was an expert at winding people up, but at the same time, she was good at bringing the best out of others.

She was the most vocal when they tried saving everyone from the crystals.

Ber also gave a demo for how to properly butcher meat. Early, a few hours after eating some grilled fish, Frost wanted to eat something hearty. But truth be told, this was because she guess could tell Jury wasn’t satisfied with just 3 whole salmons.

The reason why her appetite had grown so much was because of her tail and an innate desire to eat. Angels, according to Anna, did not need to eat as much but Jury on the other hand likely carried a vice derived from Elysia.

She was, after all, a glutenous Angel.

“Gluttony is a major vice in many fields. Judgement most prominently. Maybe Angels were supposed to represent the opposite of them?” Anna suggested, causing Nav to nod in agreement.

“It’s plausible. The Arbiter could confirm for us, since she is what I believe to be the first Angel. Myself? I do not know if I am an Angel, or a Faux Angel as artificial components make me up, rather than biological functions. As I say this, there is a weird sensation again in my chest when I look to the stars. I am drawn to them.”

Suddenly, the Star Child drew a cardioid heart for Nav again, its meaning still wrapped in mystery.

“That can be proof that you’re just like us. I couldn’t tell you the number of times I’ve also kept my gaze up there.” Frost assured; her sentiments warmly shared with the others.

“The stars are the only things you’ll see at night, aside from the moon. When you get so sick and tired of everything down, you’ll naturally want to look up.” Cer offered a piece of her mind as she rested along the grass. “Good thing it’s not raining anymore.”

“Stopping by to marvel something is part of living.” Res also assured. “Better than those who can’t.”

“Everyone in my city was drawn to them.” Ignis then spoke, staring up at the same night sky she always knew and loved. “Even the people who couldn’t see them were also drawn to the stars. Like Stella and the children of the Derma Layer.”

“They’re beautiful, right? It’s hard to get over how many there are. Both of us came from a world of nothing. I think that’s why we’re so drawn to them, Nav.” Jury hummed pleasantly, before shifting her eyes onto Frost.

She could what Jury was thinking.

That there was no better sight than Frost.

It made Frost flush a slight red, and it made Jury happy to know that she got it. Nav then looked down at the two of them, focusing on their eyes and their bright smiles.

“Stars were more of a reflection of me, so I looked down most of my life to see them. If it’s taught me anything, then anything can be a star. What’s the difference between a reflection and the night sky if you’re not going to be able to touch either of them?”

“Ber.” Nav suddenly spoke, causing the butchering Ber to twist her body around.

“Did ya want something to eat too!? Or maybe some more wisdom from this wise wolf!?” She proudly held out her chest, making Cer smile fondly at the liveliness of her sister before suddenly –

“… I just wanted to say that I adore that analogy. I think I understand somewhat. There are flaws in it, but I appreciate the image. You are 170% smarter than your counterparts.”

“Counterparts!?” Res spat, shocked to hear this leave Nav’s mouth.

“What the – If anything, they’re my counterparts!” Cer shot up from the ground, cracking her fists playfully before Res also shot a glare at her. “You heard me right, Res! I’m your superior!”

“Tch. I hate how quickly you can play off into people’s shenanigans. Idiot.” Res, in spite of her words, couldn’t help but break into a smile.

Nav quickly realized that ‘counterparts’ was a terribly way to describe them, and she apologized appropriately. To begin with, no one was upset since it was Nav. Although, had anyone else said this, then they’d be due for electric therapy.

Ber suddenly squealed uncharacteristically as she hacked away at the beefed boars, her tail wagging wildly like a branch stuck in a storm. Frost helped with the preparation and cooking, sharing culinary techniques of the past and future.

Ber, being the forager that she was, had already hand-picked certain plants and spices to add flavor to their meal. What was supposed to be a simple midnight snack became a feast as the duo put their skills to the test, learning greatly from one another.

For starters, Ber did not know that certain parts weren’t edible to humans. She hosted a small biology lesson as they cut, prepared, and finally cooked their meals. Ignis was roped in as well, who proved to be a keen listener. She’d be Frost’s student in due time given the nature of her powers.

And she could not wait to see what else Ignis was capable of.

Stews hung over an open fire. Skewers sat alongside them. Giant chunks were prepared as a spit-roast. The variation of meat meals was wide, and Frost’s appetite thanked her for the magnificent, savory scents that filled the air.

It was a little strange to not eat the beefed boar as it was.

But she was thankful that she could now enjoy food like a normal person again. The moment made Frost sentimental. She surived from rock bottom with Jury eating away the carcasses of their enemies, and she even went as far to consuming humans. It took a toll on her mind, and when she finally held that skewer in her hand and sunk her teeth into the roasted vegetables and meat –

– Her eyes watered.

“Sho… Gwood…” Frost mumbled, looking down at her skewer.

This time, the stick was left intact.

            

    
        339. Nav at the Break of Dawn

    
    
    
    
                It was only a matter of time before she’d be able to do something with the Nexus.

For now, they had another 6 days for themselves. An Isolation Sphere would’ve done wonders, but Jury didn’t have much Nex left, and neither did the triplets. No one knew how much Nex Jury required daily. It could’ve been a million for all they knew, so her remaining 20 million Nex was strictly kept aside.

Slowly but surely as time elapsed within the Floor of Amalgamation, Frost could vaguely understand what Anna meant about ‘feeling’ the Advent. For the first time in a while, she managed to dream. A part of her was afraid that her night would be plagued by nightmares. That she’d tumble and turn through mental turmoil.

But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

She imagined that same confectionary paradise again. The cupcakes. The sweets. The tasty treats oozing with delicious jelly. But at the same time, her mind took her back to the ancient past. The old facility that housed GEN-00 took up half of her dream as she recalled cold, metal hands cusping her when she was just…

… a speck of light?

“… so… cramped…”

Cracks of light sept into her vision. A groggy Frost awoke sleeping on something soft for once. Her back didn’t need it, but it thanked her and Jury’s tail for offering her such comfort. Her hair was amiss, with stray strands glued to her mouth. A part of her was tempted to just eat it, as she couldn’t be bothered to swat them away.

She groaned lightly, trying to shift lightly as she felt many warm limbs hold her down.

She woke up that morning surrounded by familiar faces. Arms latched onto her. Legs were curled around her body. Tails coiling around her face like fluffy snakes. Jury’s tail wrapped around them all, creating a giant nest as a tended symphony of adorable snores filled the air.

It was a treat for the eyes.

A cleanser for the soul.

Snap also found itself snuggled within the bunch, where the Hired Arm leaned against, half-swallowed by the fur. Surprisingly, even that eternally stoic Alter Frost could find the time to rest.

Was it because she – the ‘main’ Frost – went to sleep? How closely connected were they to begin with? Not that it mattered right now. She was just happy to see that even they had their own needs, as far as she could tell.

I don’t want to get up… but I can’t go back to sleep either. Ugh. I became everyone’s body pillow, huh? Not that I mind.

Jury latched the closest to her, monopolizing more than half of Frost’s body as she embraced her like a child with a stuffed teddy bear. Being smothered by her lover’s soft flesh was utter bliss.

Cer drooled into Frost’s shoulder, as Ber rested her head on Frost’s stomach, whilst Res’ tail wrapped around her wrist. Ignis’ head silently snored on the other side of her belly, and Anna kept just one hand close.

Nav, the Star Child and the Innocent were missing.

As much as she wanted to remain snuggled in her possessive embrace, she was curious as to where those three disappeared to. Slowly, she gently struggled herself free, silently apologizing with tender whispers.

Thanks to her ability to see seconds ahead in the future, she was able to determine which movements would rouse them awake. Finally, once she slipped through, several made dejected, annoyed faces in their sleep once they lost the beloved touch of their black dove, causing her to giggle softly before she swept the landscape with her eyes.

And there, sitting atop a lonely rock was a certain pale-blue haired woman.

On her lap rested the sleeping heads of the Star Child and the Innocent. Nav didn’t require sleep, and she simply sat there watching the sun rise and cast its warm light across the Floor with her back turned towards them.

She watched the lovely hues above turn from a deep shade of purple into soft orange and pinks. Though she was surrounded by the beauty of nature, she existed in her own realm, separate from the organic world.

What was going on in her mind? Frost could read people and their hearts now, but Nav was a being who did not possess one physically. Nav existed in a strange form of solitude for there was so little she could understand in spite of her libraries of knowledge. So little that she could experience because of depraved senses.

A barefooted Frost approached her. The scrunching of the grass beneath was loud, but Nav didn’t respond. She was captivated by the beauty of the natural world, and she then looked down upon herself and the two children in her lap before she suddenly asked the wind and the dancing flowers:

“Stars don’t fall. But the sun rises and sets. The knowledge flowing within my circuitry understands how the world must work. The orders that govern it. Experiencing it is different… I had a dream of cupcakes. But I could not taste them.”

Nav paused, as if waiting for a response.

She knew who approached, or at least made a calculative guess.

“I had a similar dream too. A world of confectionary. Then it was back into that facility. What’s on your mind, Nav? I’m here to listen to anything you want to say or get off your chest.” Frost joined her as Nav slowly shared eye contact briefly, simply to acknowledge her presence before setting her gaze back into the ascending sun.

“Is ‘good morning’ not the appropriate greeting?” Nav questioned, becoming stubbornly serious all of a sudden.

“Right. Sorry. Good morning, Nav.”

“Good morning. Did you want to hear how I spent my night?”

“Go ahead.” Frost found a spot on the boulder to join her, but not before asking: “May I?”

“If you are comfortable sitting here, then you may. I pondered the significance of my existence. Translating thoughts into words is difficult as you can see. There is a myriad of things I cannot grasp, but I feel like exposing myself in such away will help me to understand these things.”

Nav, weirdly, was sometimes able to eloquently put her thoughts into words, but when things seemed to take a sentimental turn, she’d lose that ability, like she was flustered.

“Stimuli are limited. I am so close to a piece of a star, and I bask in that sunlight, but I cannot describe the warmth for my senses feel lost.”

“Do you feel like you’re losing your senses?”

“Partially, I believe. My sense of touch is dwindling. I knew my wish was incomplete. But I didn’t understand the implications of it. I should be happy that I exist. But…”

Nav brushed the hair of the Star Child and the Innocent lovingly in each hand. For some reason, they were attached to her. Each stroke caused both children great joy, and it caused Nav’s eyes to shimmer pleasantly.

“… I yearn to make a similar face. I yearn for another bite of the cupcake. I remember taking this light into my palms. Space is cold. But it embraces countless lights. Do you think space itself would want to be embraced too?”

“I think everyone wants to be embraced. Thinking too big might not be a good thing for you. I’ve said before, but let’s focus on the smaller things. I know it might be hard for you, but I’m here.” Frost got up from her seat and wrapped her arms around Nav’s cold frame, pressing herself closely against her body.

This caused Nav to warmly smile, as if she could feel Frost’s warmth. The beating of her drumming heart brought Nav to ease as she kept both tiny, Frost look-alikes close. Now that she thought about it, the Star Child was basically a negative-colored version of the Innocent.

The Star Child likely represented that small, captured light within that black sphere.

“I won’t lie to you, Nav. It’s hard for me to understand exactly how you feel. But if it’s hurting or bothering you, then I don’t want you to stop complaining. One day, we’ll find the Piece of the Fallen Star again and complete your wish. Until then, let’s make the most of things. I’ll stay here for as long as you want.”

“I appreciate it.” Nav’s chest tingled. “My attunement with the Blessing is growing steadily. It won’t be long before I can reveal your stats. I’m sure they’re splendid…”

She suddenly trailed off, twisting her body to look at the now rousing others, who complained in groans with phrases like: “Where’s my Frost?” (Jury), “No way… M-my dream of someone eating Frost came true!?” (Cer), “… cold…” (Ignis), “Mom…?” (Res).

It made Frost laugh.

Then, after a short moment of silence, and as the warmth of the sun embraced them both, Nav concluded with:

“I wish I could shape my thoughts into tiny bite-sized pieces and dip them into a fountain of chocolate fondue. Would that make my thoughts easier to digest? I’m certain that it would."

            

    
        340. A Moment With Jury

    
    
    
    
                Construction on the house began that morning. By noon now the skeletal framing was roughly complete. It would take another 2 days at most to finish everything. Afterwards they’d be tasked with furnishing their home.

They considered expanding it in the future. Or making a small village for people they wanted to keep close or protect in this paradise. The Floor was too vast to be a sanctuary for the few. Maybe… for the Moons and Stars could also find a place here. Those that never had the pleasure of seeing the beautiful side of their world.

Frost had plans. Ambitions wider than the oceans of the Floor. Enacting them was different from dreaming. But if there’s one thing that’s she learned, it’s that one didn’t need to reach for the stars to achieve things. And if she really did need a star to reach, then she had herself and her trusted friends.

From what they understood, an Atelier could be held within Jury’s workshop which would be located beneath the Floor of Amalgamation, but somehow also within the same floor… however that worked.

Galia promised to show Jury this. It would require an extraordinary amount of work and materials, but it would be worth it in the long run to have Jury’s Atelier headquarters located within the Nexus, with potential branches placed outside.

It was all speculation at this point. A fun one at that. Whatever would become of Jury’s Atelier was answer for time to reveal. Additionally, Jury wanted to somehow incorporate Frost into her Atelier symbolically, coming up with a beautiful design which she carved into tree trunk.

Two feathers. One shaded white, and another left as an outline to represent black. A white feather and a black feather so to speak, each representing themselves.

“I know I have grey feathers, but what about this~?” Jury waged her tail back and forth, showing off the pale feathers that sat bundled just beneath the bulbous organ. “You and me. I want to draw an umbrella over it. I read in a book that some people used it to symbolize love. Or, I can circle or love heart around it.”

“It’s perfect the way it is.” Frost leaned her head against Jury’s shoulder. “It also represents me as the ‘Black Dove’, huh. I could be a secret Color associated with your Atelier.”

“Our Atelier.” Jury corrected.

“Aww. Yeah. Hmm~!” Frost became rife with excitement. A pleasant tingle filled her chest as she imagined the prospects of the future under their united command.

Problematic shadows aside, the light of such a future kept her keenly optimistic.

“Happy? I haven’t heard you purr before.” Jury was surprised by the sound Frost made.

She wasn’t even aware of it herself. Ever since defeating Sinder, or probably as far back as hatching from the egg, Frost had become a little more feminine in not just appearance.

“Happy wouldn’t even begin to scratch the surface. I could cry right now, you know? I imagined this world to be peaceful, just like this, when I first arrived in the Nexus. That naive me went straight off into the wild like I was invincible. But that’s how I ended up meeting you. Crazy how the world works, huh?”

“We first met next to a dead tree too.” Jury fondly raised her head to the beautiful, shimmering leaves of the great oak tree.

Rays of sunlight penetrated the umbrella-like canopy, casting light upon them and the bountiful, red, and green apples that grew along thick branches.

Those apples were Hung Jury at one point in Jury’s life. In a way, she also saw it as herself; living a miserable life in the dark that was no different than death. What those things were was still a mystery. The One Thousand Eyed Bird was a strange Corrupted to begin with. For instance, why were there so many ‘Jurys’ in the first place?

Not that Frost could talk. There were enough of her as it was. She had a feeling she’d be seeing another Alter Frost very soon too. It was a trend by now to at least periodically meet an Alter Frost.

Was that Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin also one?

Nav actually confirmed that there were numerous out in the wild, and they were not necessarily extractable from the Corrupted she manifested. Apparently, the Little Frost answered positively when she asked whilst inside of the Advent of Desire.

Any and all attempts to make the Innocent speak were just with a question mark emoji.

Frost’s train of thought was wonky at best. Whilst sharing a sentimental moment with Jury, she ended up thinking of arbitrary things. Her arms wrapped around Jury’s clawed arm this time around. Usually, it was Jury who clung onto her, but she wanted to go on the offensive.

“You think this tree is symbolic too?” Jury asked, watching as petals showered around them. She reached out towards an apple with a normal hand, plucking it as she brought it close, inhaling its sweet, irresistible scent.

“You mean because of the fruit?” Frost wondered if she was talking about the ‘forbidden light’ Elysia ate.

Jury shook her head before splitting the apple down into two pieces, offering Frost one half.

“The tree. Not the fruit.” She giggled. “A dead tree coming back to life. Some going as far as to bear fruit! I know it’s not the same tree. Doesn’t it remind you of something?”

“The Corrupted being able to be Realized?”

“Mhm. Corrupted… people that lose themselves being able to come back. To wear a new bark…” Her somber voice was accompanied by the laughter of Ber in the background, with an Ignis who diligently chatted with her. “… and bear new delicious fruits. They might not be the same. But I think it’s a step to become better. ‘We Can Be Better’. The language of words. I love that motto.”

Jury spoke whimsically, like she was lost in a daydream. Her enchanting voice was paired with the sweetness of the apple Frost sunk her teeth into, and she fell in love with the same phrase.

We can be better.

It was cathartic. The ideal of redemption resonated deeply within her because it was an ideal that she sincerely yearned after her wrongs. Of course, the Ateliers were much to blame, but she also bared faults that needed to be addressed.

The spring leaves and scent of dew etched themselves into her mind. She took a step back suddenly, with Jury still in her arms before she suddenly pecked Jury on the cheek. Her body moved on its own; a slave to the ebbs of her affection as Jury turned her head sideways, and again, Frost attacked her lips.

“… doesn’t taste like meat this time, huh?”

“Mm. It’s sweet.”

“… Yeah…”

“… Frost…”

“… mhm?”

Their lips gravitated towards one another. This time, Frost didn’t find herself needing to stand on the tips of her toes to reach Jury. Well, she was still on her toes though. The height difference didn’t matter much anyway. In fact, Frost loved it, because it meant that more of her could be consumed by Jury’s warmth.

Their eyes were hazy. Their breaths ragged and in sync. One could imagine what would happen if they were alone on this Floor. If Frost was an apple, then she’d gladly let Jury take as many bites as she desired. Slowly, their lips met again underneath the tree that bared the feathers representing them both.

Those feathers would forever be etched along its bark and immortalized on Jury’s Atelier insignia. Frost tried to pull Jury down a little closer, tugging her arms.

“Won’t you crouch a little? Please?” Frost asked. “It’s hard to reach you~”

“I see… Here. I can do something better.” Jury softly whispered into her ear, her breath causing ripples of electricity to run down Frost’s body before suddenly, Jury’s weight became unbearable and before she knew it –

“I’ll be your canopy from now on. The shade that protects you. No one is allowed to eat you other than me~”

– Jury sandwiched Frost between her body and the grass, mounting her stomach. Her scent was indomitable. It suppressed all Frost’s senses. Her body surrendered as she felt a tail slither into her coat, and a hand cup the side of her face.

Frost raised her hands, holding Jury’s cheek before she brought her head close.

“I’d love that. Much more than you think… A… Ahaha…” Frost suddenly giggled.

“Hmm?”

“Sorry. I just found it funny that I’m supposed to be the Amalgam, yet I’m the one being eaten. Some things don’t change. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Let’s be better. Let’s be us. Let’s change this world for the better.” Frost whispered back into Jury’s ears as she wrapped her arms around her neck, watching her eyes sink into pleasure.

“We will. I’d take so many bites out of you right now. You don’t know how much I’ve been holding back. But…”

Jury looked as though she was about to nip Frost’s nape. To caress certain spots, but she refused to indulge. Instead, she cast her gaze to the side where she saw the others inconspicuously watching.

The Archivist peered through the house blueprints, with the Hired Arm covering the eyes of both the Star Child and the Innocent. Nav on the other hand keenly watched, her brows furrowing gradually like she was… disappointed they stopped?

Cer sat around eating grapes like they were popcorn beside Ber and Res at the riverside. Judging from Res’ face, she could tell she was mentally uttering: ‘Get a room’.

We don’t have one yet.

Frost mentally sighed before she broke into a small fit of laughter with Jury, her lover collapsing onto her.

And later that day, the group would then decide to take a small break at the beach of the Floor of Amalgamation.
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        341. A Trip to the Beach

    
    
    
    
                The plan was to have a double story manor. Something built to look and feel like a house, rather than a base of operations. Jury’s Atelier would function as that said base when time came to preserve the peaceful beauty of the Floor of Amalgamation.

After the Frost and Jury’s intimate moment, it became clear that a separate building needed to be made just for themselves. It became their biggest priority for obvious reasons neither of them wished to dabble on.

Firstly, there were no materials to completely soundproof the walls of the house. Various items were dumped from their Dimensional Storages to test which could be used for construction.

Upon experimentation, they quickly found that the feathers of the Listening Bird were quite effective at blocking the transmission of sound. It was ironic, but it fit well with the theme of the Corrupted.

This, however, wasn’t the focus for today. There was a beach at the end of the river, just several kilometers away. If one sat at the top of a tree, they’d be able to see an endless ocean afar, stretching so far that it appeared like a wall. At some point the ocean disappeared over the horizon.

It was west of the house. The same place where the sun would set in the next few hours. Their band marched on through plains, kicking up grass as they foraged for goods along the way. Ber imparted her knowledge of the wild to them, knowing which flowers tasted good, what things could be used for seasoning; it was fun listening to her go off.

Plains turned to sprawling forests where mushrooms grew from the base of trees like warts, and along their bark like platforms. The world here didn’t bear anything too out of the ordinary from Earth’s standards. From oaks to pines, to thick columns that rose a hundred meters, with canopies so thick that it prevented light from reaching the forest floors.

These trees, which were found in Grandis, were called Pillar Wood. They were introduced into Grandis from the Anid region hundreds of years ago by invading Insectids and Anids. The ridged cold of the north made them great for withstanding the common storms which saw shards of ice hail upon the Region like arrows.

“Insectids can’t last in the cold. But Anids? They have that quirk that makes them the top dogs of the north.” Cer explained, poking one of Snap’s legs with her tail. “No one knows how they came to be. What the goals of their masters are up in that stringed hierarchy. Could be world domination for all we know.”

“Ignore her.” Res swiftly interrupted as they climbed the slope of a hill. “Anids don’t amount to anything too big. But they have exceptions to the level 140 limit. Just like the Mycelli. Don’t bother to compare them. It’d just be a contest of what’s worse. Turning into a breeding stock or into a conscious puppet for a mushroom.”

“A mushroom. Heh. It sounds funny, doesn’t it?” Cer smirked, raising a finger. “But it’s one of a hundred thousand fates worse than death.”

“If you ever hear someone climbing a tall tree and ‘sleeping’ at the tip, it’s a good sign to start packing.” Ber added, wearing a serious face all of a sudden. “If the news was from a few days ago, then it’s already too late.”

“For us? Moons? Beholders? You? We’re at the top of the food chain. A little mushroom isn’t going to do much damage. That’s where you gotta make the distinction, Frost. Can it be malice if they’re just trying to survive?”

Cer uttered something dangerous. The answer to this came to Frost immediately like a gut reaction.

“Malice or not doesn’t change the fact that what they’re doing directly harms us. The Ateliers are the same. Even if they have good intentions, that doesn’t excuse them from their wrongs.” It didn’t change Frost’s mood or anything. In fact, she still wore her expectant smile. “I’m not exempted either. ‘Just trying to survive’… I have a feeling the Beholders are going to pull that excuse on me too. The scary thing is – that excuse isn’t something I can dismiss so easily.”

“Beholders require Nex. There must be a better way.” Jury echoed her sentiments.

“Ex – act – ly. Buuut. Sorry, I get you Frost. I just wanted to see how you’d respond. Gotta test you now before your big debut.” Cer mischievously smirked, moving to the front to lead the pack.

She still didn’t put on her Receptionist suit. The white, buttoned uniform she now wore actually fit her much better than the suit. Frost then took notice of her tail as she answered:

“Thanks. I’m confident enough as it is. But you’re right. I’m lacking experience when it comes to dealing with figureheads. The big wigs if you want to call them that. And I don’t mean Managers, Operators, or things like that. I mean people that truly run the better part of the world.” Frost answered, her eyes unable to tear themselves away from Cer’s tail, which caused Jury to blink strangely.

“Carpalis doesn’t count?” Nav wondered.

“She does. But… I don’t know how to explain it without sounding like I’m dismissing her. We didn’t argue about anything. There was just a lot of mistrust between us for a while. I’m talking about the Beholders that’ll be on Galia’s caliber. Carpalis has a moral code. I have no idea what they have. Fucking hell… It’s suffocating enough just trying to listen to her voice. Imagine hearing them all at once.”

Her complaints caused all three of the triplets to nod simultaneously.

“Imagine living under her wing. You’d go crazy.” Cer hummed.

“That explains a lot of things.” Nav unintentionally jabbed.

“Huh!?” Cer twisted her head around, just enough to catch Frost staring intently at their backs. “What’s with that look as well Frost? I get it. How’s the view? I guess if there’s one thing Jury doesn’t have, it’s pants to show off her –!”

“I was wondering if pants normally come with a hole at the back for tails. Or do you cut them?” Frost had no idea what Cer was trying to insinuate. Jury ended up relaxing upon realizing something too, causing Frost to look at them both innocently. “What? Is that a taboo topic?”

“Ahem.” Res punched Cer’s arm. “Demi-Human tailors do it. But just so you’re aware – these clothes are made specifically for each individual. I’m not sure if you’ve heard of them before, but there’s a group out there called the Weavers that makes non-Atelier Items. I couldn’t tell you what they are since everything’s auxiliary to us. We just get clothes from them.”

“They’re better tailors than me, that’s for sure. But I’ll catch up!” Ber cheered, with Ignis nodding in approval.

“Ber can do anything.” She agreed.

“Right!?”

“Weavers. I think I’ve heard about them before.” Anna said, prodding her mind for the relevant knowledge. “Don’t they come from a defunct Atelier?”

“You mean liquidated?” Frost asked.

They were close to reaching the top.

“Liquidated means their technology has been retrieved or destroyed. Very little is left standing. A defunct Atelier – or a Fallen Atelier – is when a Beholder abruptly dies and their Atelier collapses due to the power vacuum. There are numerous ways too, of course. The status of their technology is unknown, but the products are alive and well. The Weavers, I think use a product of an old Atelier.”

“Sounds kind of redundant when we have Act X already.” Frost wondered.

This caused Nav to then shoot a logical, rhetorical question.

“Two Ateliers with overlapping functions cannot exist at once. It would be inefficient. Absorbing the other may be favorable.”

“I see… If we killed Marduk, then that’d make Scarlet Logic a Fallen Atelier, huh.” Frost said.

“They’re completely different right now. An Atelier pit against the Nexus ought to be called something else.” Res said, right before slipping a long, exhausted sigh.

“Res?”

“Are you ok?”

“Is something bothering you?”

“There is an 85% likelihood that you are annoyed.”

“Bzzzt?”

Voices called out to her as they reached the top of the hill. There, as they stared out that the glistening ocean, Res brought a hand to a certain red hairclip.

“We’re here to enjoy ourselves. I was waiting for you all to realize that, but you kept on going on about the Ateliers. Just for once, I want to drop this exterior of mine and enjoy the water. It’s been so long since I’ve seen the beach…”

“Awww~!”

“I’m sorry~!”

“C’mere Sis~!”

“Reeeeees~!”

“It’s ok!”

“You’re right Res. Let’s enjoy ourselves.” Frost was the last to speak, and the last to pat her head as Res futilely tried to hide her glee.

Out of all the triplets, she was the sweetest and most receptive to being pampered.

Finally, after an hour of trekking, they had finally reached the beach.

And here, Frost would finally show more skin than she was used to.

            

    
        342. Beach Episode!

    
    
    
    
                Water.

The bane of the filthy (Cer), and the nemesis of all felines (Ignis). Their fears regarding the sea never arose until they were finally face to face with the boundless, crystal-blue expanse. What was supposed to instill them with awe instead filled their hearts with terror.

Ignis instinctively despised the water. But the true reason wasn’t because she was afraid. Rather, it had more to do with her personal scent being washed away. Ignis waddled behind the group, sticking closely to Ber as their boots sunk into the sifting sands of the beach.

Boots were then kicked off and abandoned as bare feet trampled the shores, leaving behind many unique prints.

“Papa used to say that my scent smelt like mama’s. I was always afraid to wash it away.” Ignis whispered tenderly.

“You too!?” Cer cried, folding her trousers up past her calves. “Mom always used to tell me she loved my scent.”

“Shut up, Cer.” Frost sighed as the others began to remove articles. “You’re not fooling anyone.”

“Tch. Are you seeing this, Nav? How they abuse us just because we don’t like water!?” Cer barked.

“Your scent is unique, but not the kind I would want to associate myself with. Doggy.” Nav said, her eyes never leaving the ocean.

“Frost! Your machine is broken –!”

Their resident troublemaker was suddenly scooped from feet by Frost.

She hauled her over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes as she marched towards the sea.

“W-Wait – I don’t know if I’m supposed to like this or not!”

“Too late. Off to the ocean with you.” Frost sighed, but smiled regardless, her march became a sprint.

The warm sand turned cold as she neared the shore, causing the fur along Cer’s tail to stiffen and whack Frost’s face in futile resistance.

“If I gotta swim, then you gotta get changed into something more revealing!” Cer bargained for what felt like her life.

It caused Frost to pause abruptly. Sand kicked into the air as Cer believed that she was safe. A devilish grin formed on her face, her tail wagging fondly as she slapped Frost’s back, assured of her victory.

“Heh. I guess not. You were just a guy not that long ago so –”

“Alright.” Frost casually answered.

Cer was shocked.

Her eyes were peeled wide as she froze, staring down at Frost’s back as she felt this person’s heart race unexpectedly. Behind them stood the others, whose warm smiles told just how much they adored this surprising development.

No... Not really. If one thought about it, then it wasn’t that much of a surprise. They knew that sooner or later Frost was bound to completely embrace her body. It was all just a matter of time.

“… Wait – You’re ok with that?” Cer sounded concerned more than shocked. It wasn’t her intention to strongarm Frost, but thankfully, this was far from the case.

“I’m not going to lie, it’s weird to me. This body isn’t perfect, and it can feel like I’m wearing a costume. More than ever after getting back into my old body.” Frost began. The gentle waves were silent, wanting to listen to her calm voice. “But I’d be damned if I didn’t like being in this body too. Becoming ‘Sinder’ didn’t make me want to go back. If anything, it pushed me to realize that this me is the real me.”

Frost then continued after a brief silence:

“I’m not going to wear a bikini or anything. Haha… I still hate them. Probably for some irrational, ridiculous reason. But… because it’s you guys, I think I’m willing to give it a try. Nothing’s tearing me apart right now. It feels like it comes and goes.” She herself didn’t know how to explain how she felt, but her words were full of hope, and she could feel so many encouraging eyes support her from behind.

“As long as it’s nothing too showy. Maybe down the line I can learn to be a little bolder. Old habits die hard, huh?”

Jury mellowed at that immediate answer, and her ears flapped like tiny bird wings, knowing Frost was now all the more willing to explore options for her body. It was only natural for Jury to want to see Frost in something nice.

Of course, Frost wouldn’t consider this in public. But here, in private with people she’s become so close to, she’d be able to thaw and blossom. Frost had unconsciously walked deeper into the water. It was roughly knee-deep, but Cer never reacted strangely enough.

Suddenly, Cer asked something.

“Put me down.”

Cer, stared up at a somber Frost with sobered eyes, and when Frost blinked – a surge of water was thrown into her face.

“H-Huh!?” She was blinded temporarily.

At the same time, Cer dove in the water, submerging her entire body before leaping out with a long growl.

“Don’t give in so easily next time. Geez. If making me feel guilty was your plan, then what can I say, you won. Do what you like. That’s not gonna change who you are in our eyes.”

Her mature response would have been surprising if she didn’t expose her true colors back on that moonlit lake. Those words carried unbelievable weight. If the ocean was any deeper, Frost felt like she’d sink.

“So, you gonna get out of those clothes or what!?” Cer suddenly tackled Frost into the water, initiating a playful wrestling between the two.

“You little…!” Frost laughed alongside her fuzzy companion, rolling in the shallow waters as they bombarded one another with water attacks.

“Not fair…” Jury suddenly complained. “I’m coming in too! I just need to get out of this coat.”

“Hey, when the hell did Frost get so cute?” Ber remarked, nudging Jury with her tail. “Aren’t you happy as well Jury? Sooner or later, we’ll see Frost in a dress. Just like me! From me following her, to her following me! Maybe I was the real mother swan all along.”

“… Ignis, let’s go together. If you’re afraid of the water, then let’s go do something in the sand.” Res pulled Ignis away from the clinically insane Ber towards the wet sand.

“Ber has her moments.” Ignis chuckled, waving at Ber.

“Too many, more like it. Ugh… I don’t want to get these trousers dirty. Or my hair ties either. They tend to slip in wet environments. No one makes good quality hair ties anymore.” Res complained, allowing her hair to flow freely.

Though they were triplets, it never failed to surprise them just how identical they truly were. Aside from Ber of course. No one wanted to imagine the chaos that’d ensue if Res and Cer managed to ‘grow up’.

            

    
        343. Beach Episode Continued (And With Pictures!)

    
    
    
    
                Res, removing her pants and standing in her sports-like underwear, sat down with an Ignis who also changed into something more appropriate. The red suit she had always worn morphed into a pleasant, casual summer dress. The instant transformation left Res dazzled.

“Weird question. Why do you wear a suit instead of, well – anything else?” She had been wondering for a long while now. As she removed her suit, Ignis grabbed at the sand underneath them and looked up at her with sincere, lovable eyes.
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“… that’s a secret.” Her ears cutely twitched.

“Is that so? Hah…”

“You’re not going to swim?”

“I’ll give it a little bit. It’s irritating even for me to get soaked. I need a good reason first.” Res sighed as they slowly began to pile sand together, eventually creating a mound. “First time seeing the beach?”

“Mm. First time. It’s the first for a lot of people here too.”

“You live in Divas Pass. What was stopping you from seeing the beach?” Res wondered.

“If you went into the water there was a chance you would never be seen again. Lots of people disappeared that way.” What Ignis referred to were the gravity wells that littered the seas surrounding the Nexus. “And Aquatids in Grandis aren’t the nicest people. Are we building something?”

“I’m just following you.” Res smiled.
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Elsewhere, the others were just about ready to jump into the water. Jury stood in black shorts and a frilly top, exposing her abs to the world.
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She tended to Nav first, checking if there was anything she could do for her, but for now –

“I wish to watch for the moment. I lack the dexterity to move on such unstable ground. I know. I believe it’s a flaw of this body. There is a 0% chance that it is my fault.” Nav argued with the air, convincing herself that this was the truth.

“I’ll bring you in soon. Look after her, Alter Frosts~! And you too, Anna!” Jury called out to them with an eccentric wave, right before Ber tapped Jury’s tail with hers.

“Wanna see who can get to Frost first?” Ber smugly teased with an air of superiority.
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“Are you formally declaring yourself as a rival?” Jury calmly asked.

“Pffft. Whaaat? No~! Let’s just say I want to stretch my wings. You should too!”

The duo agreed to compete in a race towards Frost. The first to touch her wins. There was no prize pool. It was just a fun game. The two prepared themselves, catching the eyes of the Alter Frosts.

The emojis that hung over their heads were retrofitted into cheering banners, with the Star Child attempting to do the same with her drawings. In the background, Snap could be seen being followed by a small family of crabs. No matter where it went, from the water to the canopy of the surrounding palm trees, the crabs would somehow reach it.

Eventually, Snap gave up and allowed them to rest atop its head. Slowly but surely, the few crabs became 10. Then 20, 40, and soon, a mountain of crabs sat atop its back. It became a single, mass organism hell bent on doing nothing but lazing around.

It was bliss for Snap. Their pincers helped trim off excess fur. Not that anyone could tell. But so long as Snap didn’t mind, then everyone was happy.

“Cute.” Anna mumbled, adoring Snap with childish glee. “It’s like watching a mother hold all her babies on her back~”

Nav on the other hand…

“Amazing. Snap has managed to secure us a feast in less than an hour. I expected no less from our arachnid friend. Truly, a mastermind in the making.” Nav thought aloud to herself, which the Hired Arm agreed with a few nods before she clicked her fingers, and in that instant –

[image: image]

“You can do that!?” Anna exclaimed, shocked by the Hired Arm’s powers.

“The Hired Arm is a reflection of Sinder. Sinder must have had similar powers. You’ve seen the portals she can create. It’s impressive. What would be more impressive, however, is if the Innocent would talk to me.” Nav complained from out of the blue, irritated that the Little Frost had decided to revert to her emojis.

Suddenly, the Little Frost cupped her mouth around Nav’s ear and, to her surprise –

“… only once…” She whispered innocently, before backing off and throwing up twice as many emojis.

“… what an enigma you are.” Nav vented with a long sigh.

Meanwhile, Frost had already changed into her swimwear. It wasn’t anything spectacular, however.
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“JURY!?” Frost exclaimed, before she was suddenly kidnapped by her lover and brought to the shore.

“Hey! Someone call the Justicers! Give me back my Frost!” Cer complained, giving chase. “Grrr. Damn water bogging me down! RES! DO SOMETHING!”

“… Let us build in peace, you mutt.” Res grumbled. “Wanna make a tower here?”

“Mm. I also want a tavern in between the town square and the housing districts.” Ignis hummed.

They didn’t build a sandcastle. They built a sand city, packed with all the features a real city would froth in envy over. It was intricately built, and Ignis put her tentacles to good use, increasing their manpower by hundred-fold.

“Isn’t that cheating?” Anna wondered.

“It’s ingenuity. Oh. Everyone’s gathering around the build.” Nav broadcasted in a deadpan voice, finding herself smiling over every little thing.

Indeed. Everyone gathered in awe over the sand city. Ignis blushed at all complements hurled at her, and Res, although she didn’t show it, took pride and pleasure hearing so many praises.

Suddenly, Cer took Res up by the arms and stood right beside her.

“What now?” Res asked.

“Just something fun!”

She twirled with Res, exchanging places rapidly before they stood side by side again. “Look at us! Bet you couldn’t tell us apart!”

[image: image]

Obviously, the one that spoke was Cer. How she thought this would fool them was completely beyond them. Frost, still held in Jury’s arms, noted that even if they were to go completely bald anyone could still tell them apart.

“… I’ll forgive you for even considering that, because at this point, I think you’re right.” Res didn’t know whether to smile or frown, so she did both and shoved her head in front of Frost.

“Haha. Sorry.” Frost stroked her head.

If there was a day they wish could last forever, it would be today. The sun slowly began to descend into the sea, painting the world an orange hue. Using Frost’s steel strands, a small barbeque mesh was made for the hundreds of live crabs Snap managed to masterfully capture.

“Brrrr… Zttt.”

“They were good friends, huh Snap? But they make better meals.” Jury said, and Snap agreed. In fact, Snap had sneakily eaten a few whilst they groomed its fur, leaving behind empty, soulless husks along the shore.

And unsurprisingly, Cer adored that saying.

What an unhinged wolf…

            

    
        344. Ignis, and the Resonance

    
    
    
    
                Precious memories were made on that day. Irreplaceable bonds strengthened by laughter and joy. They were practically more than just family at this point. It was just sad that they had so few moments where they could spread their wings just like this.

No compromises were made. All the questions in the world, however arbitrary they may be, were asked underneath the stars. The crackles of a campfire played as calm waves crashed along the beach. The serene ambience was hypnotizing.

It replaced the constant explosions of the past, with the distant chirps of cicadas supplanted the screams. Fun, unordinary topics were brought up to mellow the mood, and to act as icebreakers for Anna and Nav to participate.

Even the Star Child conjured complicated symbols with childish enthusiasm, eventually becoming a game where they had to guess what she drew. The success rate was less than they liked to admit, usually because she’d reference some obscure, mathematical, or cosmological equations that no one aside from Nav understood.

… and the Innocent.

She was the one who judged whether someone answered correctly, as the Star Child had a terrible habit of elaborating why the answer was either correct or incorrect as thoroughly as an academic assessor. A simple ‘thumbs up’, or ‘thumbs down’ was all that was required to convey the same idea.

The laughter lasted well into the night. Eventually, another night had come and gone, but this would be another to add to their list of happiest moments. The best part was when they woke up and realized that they could return to this place whenever they wanted.

Knowing that this paradise existed in a realm detached from worldly affairs was enough to cause a warm, bubbly feeling Frost never experienced since arriving in this world. To have a place to come back to; a place to call home and their own was enough to keep her awake.

There was an innate fear of losing this place. Like it was just a dream. Nothing could last forever. She knew that. But even so, embracing such an ideal wasn’t so bad.

She allowed herself to cherish a hopeful outlook for the future as they returned to the construction of their home. Ignis finalized the framework in accordance with Anna’s blueprints. A quick test proved that they were strong enough to withstand anything below the power of a Moon.

Electric bites, beams and claws did little damage. Of course, it was nothing a bite from Frost couldn’t handle. Ignis’ DEF stats were as insane as ever, and this invited the prospect of creating weapons or tools out of her bones.

“Nn. I armed healers with this.” Ignis revealed, brandishing her iconic, bony blade. “Healers don’t fight. But my powers allow a part of me to protect them. Like a symbio… symbi… symbiosomthing. Do you think it’s useful?”

She stared up at Frost with hopeful eyes.

“Absolutely!” Frost exclaimed, causing Ignis to melt. “It’s symbiosis. Just like your title. The Symbiote. It means two different organisms living together in harmony, both benefiting from each other.” She wanted to encourage Ignis at every step along the way. Her powers had time and time again proven their weight in the number of lives she was able to save.

Out of all of them, Ignis was easily the most robust. Not to mention she hasn’t utilized the other bodily Systems yet. A thousand pathways unraveled before Ignis. Experimentation was key, but so was her drive. The Crimson Hunger were still at large, so her primary goal to carry on her vengeance made her combat orientated by default.

However, after witnessing how her ‘flesh’ could attach to people like biological prosthesis, she consulted with Frost if there was a possibility of having other uses. Ignis considered herself ignorant in this field, but her passion to learn and absorb Frost’s knowledge like an everlasting sponge sparked a similar ember in Frost’s eyes.

The first person they thought of was Carpalis.

Maybe with their efforts, they could offer Carpalis a new hand…

“It’ll be a good idea to arm healers. The question is if it’ll cause more problems than solve them. Well, Moons could have a use for them too. People say I’m the center of everything, but so far when it comes down to fights, you’ve been there to keep us at arm’s length. I’m proud of you, Ignis.”

“Thank you. It means a lot to me.” Ignis further melted as Frost brushed her hair. “I think we’ll find an answer soon when Nav shows us our stats. She says she’s close! She can feel it!”

“Just a few days at best then, huh. I can feel something too. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out what I can do with the Nexus at the same time… and Ignis, I know it might feel weird to tell you this but, if you ever wanted to stop fighting, then –”

“– I wish I could stop fighting too.” Ignis began, clutching Frost’s hand. Her paws were tiny, but they carried the weight of a million souls. “But we can’t stop anymore. To me… it’s a privilege as much as it’s something to hate. Papa would forgive me for giving up. Everyone here too. But I wouldn’t be able to look at myself again because we can change things, even if it’s hard to do it ourselves. You showed me this. You held onto me even when saving me seemed impossible. I also have someone I have to defeat. I won’t stop until I get revenge for Papa.”

“… Yeah. You and I both. I don’t like fighting either.” Frost uttered before she embraced Ignis, pulling the girl’s head onto her shoulder. “This world demands that we do. That needs to change before we can rest. You know about my past, right? How I came here as a healer?”

“Mn. Someone from the Nexus betrayed you.”

“I’m not stopping until they’re dead. And even after that, who knows what’ll pop up along the way. You’re right about our strength being a privilege. I couldn’t agree more. But it does weigh us down sometimes, huh? We see things others don’t. The ugliness of the world, down to its core. What’s untouched and left to rot. It also uncovers biases we once thought.”

Frost’s somber voice carried an unknown emotion. She didn’t know it herself. Whether it was hopeful, or depressing. She only knew that this was the truth she had come to realize along the way.

Despite this, she wore an encouraging smile for Ignis.

“Trying to help everyone isn’t as easy as a snap of a finger. People will hate you for helping them too. And people will die because of your good intentions. It’s not easy, but that’s the price we pay trying to pave a paradise.”

Then, Frost pulled her away and stared into those crimson, glistening eyes, brushing away stray strands of red hair away from Ignis’ face.

“You’re still young, but you can deal with concepts I never considered until I was in my teens. I think? Aha… and you carry a burden adults will usually tuck their tails and hide from. Many more crumble to it. It’s been a while since we’ve spoken like this. I just wanted to know how you’re dealing with this.”

“… it’s ok now. I won’t cry because papa is with me. In here.” She pointed to her chest. “And you’re also back. I couldn’t be happier of the outcome. It’s not like we can turn back time to change things. I’d like it if we could, but I think that’ll cause more problems. I’m not that selfish.”

“It’s caused a lot of problems already.”

“Mn. ‘The One Who Corrupts’. I wonder if Elysia was the reason why papa become Corrupted.”

“We don’t know ourselves, but that’s a mystery for another day. Hey. Here. Take a break.” Frost sat down on the grass, patting her thighs for Ignis to rest her head on.

And she gladly took it, wearing an adorable smile.

“Thank you. ‘The One Who Corrupts’. What does that make you, then, Frost?” Ignis wondered, all the while the Star Child drew stars in the sky.

“Hm? Sorry?”

“You. Because you can help people come back from the Corruption.” Ignis giggled, staring up into her golden eyes. “… ‘The One Who Saves’. Salvation. Realization… If Elysia Corrupts, then maybe this warmth is the opposite.”

Frost never thought of it that way.

It made her heart flutter as a swarm of golden petals swept across the plains like tiny specks of fleeting light. Miraculously, the petals didn’t get stuck on anyone. However, just as Frost mentally pointed that out, one fell onto Res, and another onto Cer.


* * *


2 days later, the house was complete.

And on the dawn of the same day, Frost experienced a powerful resonance with the Nexus.


< The Archetype of Amalgamation has taken control of the Upper Half of the Advent of Amalgamation >


 

No one knew what the ‘upper half’ meant.

But it didn’t change that she now had absolute authority over the Nexus.

            

    
        345. Nexus… Awakened?

    
    
    
    
                On the 4th day of their arrival on the Nexus, the Advent finally fell into Frost’s hands. It occurred unexpectedly precisely at the break of dawn.

The sudden sensation was like being struck by lightning. Angina came to mind at first, which devolved into what she thought was a heart attack. The racket caused that morning sewed panic as her friends tried to understand what was going on.

That was until a flash of light burst forth from Frost’s chest. It was a temporary burst, blinding all aside from Nav who clutched at her heart, experiencing a similar sensation. Amongst the panic, Nav and the Alter Frosts dragged Frost out from the unfurnished manor and into the plains.

Thankfully, the panic was only temporary.

Particles of light sparkled in Frost’s chest. They parted away like leaves caught in the wind, dancing around her as Nav assured them that everything was fine in Frost’s stead. Nav too could sense something emerging, both within herself and within Frost.

The only reason why Nav didn’t express herself as vividly as Frost was because she simply did not know how to.


//////// < ATTENTION > ////////

 

< The Upper Half of the Advent of Amalgamation Is Resonating >


 

Nav didn’t issue a warning or a caution, which was the first sign of good news. Those without the Blessing of the Amalgam could not read this and required Jury and Ber to maintain order as they watched the spectacle unfold with hopeful eyes.

The particles of light outshone the sun. Each tiny fragment was a star, and they orbited around her like she was a living galactic nucleus. Small fragments of light then shone from the chests of the Alter Frosts, and partially from the Star Child. They gravitated towards Frost, forming a transparent, string of light.

Other strings could be seen too with origins indecipherable to the human eye. They came from everywhere and nowhere. The fact that they came from the Alter Frosts supported Nav’s theory that other ‘hers’ existed out there.

One in particular was close.

She could feel it.

The light in her chest eventually reached a critical point. A holy, emphatic explosion of light engulfed the Floor of Amalgamation. Frost couldn’t describe the sensation, understanding now what Anna meant by it being ‘felt’.

A lasting, electric fluctuation in her chest played in sync with the throes of the Nexus.

The Advent of Amalgamation shivered as she did. Breathed as she did.

It beat in tune with her dysfunctional heart.

Even though her organs played no vital role in her body, Frost felt like the Nexus had become her true heart; an autonomous, external organ that obeyed all intentions. When the light died, the throbs of the Nexus faded away. The strings of light also disappeared, but her ability to sense the Alter Frosts within proximity of the Nexus did not.

In fact, she could sense all Corrupted Archived within the Nexus, as well as all beings within. Including the Blessed. Before she could catch her breath, Nav issued a celebratory message:


< The Archetype of Amalgamation has taken control of the Upper Half of the Advent of Amalgamation >


 

< Congratulations, Frost! The Advent is now under your command >


 

< Half of it to be precise. Do not worry about me. I’m doing as fine as a machine can >


 

< There may be uncertainties regarding the Nexus in the same vein that the Eternal Library has a mind of its own >


 

< But I believe there is much you can do >


 

< I currently cannot show you everything until my throes subside. Regardless, there are important things you must know >


 

< Nexus Ability: Salvation >

< To protect the identity. To defend the soul. To preserve who we are >

< EFFECT: You may grant the Blessing of the Amalgam or remove both the Blessing of the Amalgam and the Blessing of the Nexus >


 

This immediately caused Frost’s eyes to widen. Somehow, the others managed to interpret exactly what that look was. Jury was the first to arrive by Frost’s side, catching her as soon as the energy left her legs.

Jury didn’t utter a word, for Frost was not in the condition to speak. Her shock was known to all by her eyes alone, which seemed to shine like stars in the cascading rays of the morning sun.

“… Blessings…”

Still Frost spoke, the words leaving her gaped lips as she stared at a smiling Nav.


 

< LIMITATIONS >


 

< Those who once had or currently possesses the Blessing of the Nexus may not be Blessed by the Amalgam >


 

< Not all beings may be Blessed >


 

< The Nexus issues the Blessing of the Nexus. You do not decide this >


 

 

//////// < CAUTION > ////////

 

< Increasing the number of Blessed will increase the Nex upkeep of the Nexus >

 

< Current Daily Nex Requirement: 200,000,000 Nex >


 

 

//////// < WARNING > ////////

< Bearing the Nexus makes you now susceptible to Instability >


 

< Nexus Ability: Of Darkness and Light >

< If the dark can malform, then why can’t the light? >

< EFFECT: When your Sanity reaches critical levels, currently manifested Corrupted will become Unstable >


 

< All Alter Frosts are now susceptible to Instability >


< THE NEXUS >


 

< Blessed: 4,658 >

< Beholders: 10 > < Stars: 35 > < Moons: 56 > < Exalted: 130 >


 

Intruders: Nil Guests: Nil


< Status: Stable >


 

Nav was not finished yet. There was still more to cover. However, Nav suddenly collapsed much like Frost. The Hired Arm swooped in to rescue her as Nav offered one last prompt before she succumbed to an unexpected sleep.

And for the first time in what felt like years, Nav mentally spoke to them.

“I can now read your stats. Everything is laid so clearly before me in this lightless void. Fear not. I am still here…

… thank you for worrying.”

            

    
        346. The Prospect of New Moons

    
    
    
    
                The one, single-most important leverage to sway the Beholders of the Nexus could not have arrived at a better time. The Ability to remove the Blessing of the Nexus meant that she could cut them off from the Nexus permanently.

Because once the Blessing was taken away there was no method of reinstating it. The only other roundabout method she and Nav theorized was if they were Realized or saved like Ber. It was saddening that Cer and Res couldn’t adopt the superior version of the Blessing. Nav would have loved to communicate with them all regardless of the distance that tore them apart.

The Blessing of the Amalgam could be summarized as a link between its users and the Nexus, facilitated and overseen by Nav. She was the one who interpreted and produced every piece of information from the Nexus, or from wherever this information was derived from in the first place.

This then begged the question.

Was there someone else that did this for those with the regular Blessing?

The Nexus itself didn’t seem to be Advent that held authority over the actual ‘System’. Rather, it only decided who was allowed to receive it. Still, it didn’t change that the Nexus played a large role in how it functioned. After all, the Nexus was required for people to grow with the ‘System’.

There was no answer to this question. Currently, it was a matter of Occam’s Razor. The simpler theory of the Nexus being the sole authority of the Nexus was the simplest, and perhaps the right answer all along.

Either way; there were other abnormalities with the Nexus Frost wanted to place attention to. The Arbiter mentioned that Elysia had some sort of influence over it as well, and Frost wondered if it resulted in her now being susceptible to the Instability Condition.

Or, was the Nexus like this all along? Some great, unfathomable power. Spending time brooding over its mechanisms was futile.

This was definitely not the case. At least in Frost’s eyes.

The whole concept of being able to manifest one’s deepest, most selfish emotional despairs had a root; Elysia. Its mechanisms were still ill understood. Hell, even Frost didn’t know everything about ability to bring the best out of people, whether through Salvation or Realization.

Of Darkness and Light held an indomitable, thematic tone that set the differences between her and Elysia’s power. But at the same, confusing, disturbing time – that same light she bared was not as benevolent if the flavor text was anything to go by.

Could the light positively reinforce someone’s ill conceived, internalized outlook of themselves and the world?

Perhaps. If the darkness blinds, then the light leads. To where, however, may be another case of Stella and the children of the Derma Layer following false stars towards irreversible despair.

Frost thought long and hard regarding this because serious implications were due ahead. She was no stranger to administrative work, but she could already begin to feel the pressure of having this level of responsibility as essentially the ‘head’ of the Nexus.

Things need to change.

Frost persistently vowed to herself as Jury held her close. She laid in her lap, as Nav did in the arms of the Alter Frosts. They were both currently too weak to meaningfully move themselves, as there was much more to uncover.

For starters – Frost’s newfound powers had yet to be fully detailed.


 

< Nexus Ability: Those Who Reach >

< Where stars may no longer form, there are many more ways to stave off the darkness >

< EFFECT: Appoint Moon Candidates into Aspiring Moons >


 

< Moon Candidates are chosen by the Nexus >


< But you may also appoint others as Moon Candidates, or remove them at your discretion >


 

< When Aspiring Moons reach a certain point, they will become Moons of the Nexus >


 

< Methodology of creating Moons is complex >


 

< It may be best to leave this when we decide to appoint more Moons >


 

Good idea. Getting more Moons would help immensely with keeping order. They’re only weaker than the Beholders and the Corrupted.

“It will take time before Aspiring Moons can become Moons. The triplets are an outlier due to Serum S. But I believe it will be a good start. Having people fiercely loyal to you, and perhaps Jury’s Atelier will be beneficial at keeping the Ateliers in order.”

I don’t know about the ‘fiercely’ loyal part though. I’m not trying to indoctrinate them, but having a loyal force wouldn’t be bad.

“Mind you, the Moons universally come from the most abhorrent of backgrounds. Your gesture of kindness will build that loyalty. If Ateliers of the likes of ImpulseWorks can have Workers willingly throw their lives away, then imagine these future Moons. I am inclined to believe that current Stars will also be on board, however, the future had many obstacles.”

Yeah. Too many to count. I don’t want Moons to throw their lives away, but it won’t be any secret that they’ll have to fight Corrupted too. Galia and the triplets are bound to have useful insight.

“I agree.”

Stars unfortunately could not be created. That didn’t seem to be a power of hers, or if they could be created anymore. The same with Exalted, but their creation was no secret.

Frost thoroughly explained their findings to the others, causing a major burst of celebratory cries. This was the affirmation they needed to know that they were finally at the top, or as Cer called them, the ‘Top Dogs’, ‘Big Wigs’, ‘Top Brass’, ‘The Head’ – Cer vomited as many names as possible.

It wasn’t like they needed confirmation to begin with. But hearing that the Advent located in the center of the world – their Celestial Heavens – was under the control of the same, shabby person from so long ago caused their hearts to throb with delight.

“How many times have I already said it?” Cer began, her tail wagging wilder than ever. “You really were our one-way ticket to heaven!”

And now, it was time to have a look at everyone’s stats, Abilities and Skills.

            

    
        347. Ignis’ Stats, and Corrupted Skills!?

    
    
    
    
                It first began with Ignis.

 





	< LEVEL : 200 >
	 
	
< The Symbiote >


	 
	 



	NAME : Ignis
	HP : 380,000 ^20/Min
	
MP : 35,000 ^10/Min


	AGI : 65
	RESIST : 550



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 2,700
	
MAG ATT : 2,400


	O : 230
	D : 40



	ORIGIN : Original
	ATT DEF : 7,500
	
MAG DEF : 6,500


	S : 40
	E : 0









“Ignis’ stats are tremendous. Consider that despite her ODSE exceeding 200, she is capped at level 200, much like the triplets. Perhaps one day there will be a method to go even further beyond these levels. I hope there will be no need for such a thing.”

The only thing lacking was Ignis’ ATT stats, but these could be easily fixed with Corrupted or Atelier Items, as well as skills from Weaponized System.


< PROFESSIONS >


 

OFFENSIVE

EXTERNAL SYSTEM: 50

WEAPONIZED SYSTEM: 140


DEFENSIVE

SHAPESHIFT: 30

BODYCRAFT: 10


SUPPORT

SYMBIOSIS: 40

ADAPTATION: 0


EXPLORATION

BIOENGINEER: 0


There were two new Professions under Ignis’ belt now. Adaptation, and Bioengineer; an extremely complicated name that no doubt related to her Gene Expression Skill. Detoxification seemed to derive directly from the Adaptation Profession.


< ADAPTATION >

< Survival of the fittest >


 

“A Profession focused on self-improvement and perseverance against external pressures. There is nothing else that’s notable as Detoxification is her only current skill for it.” Nav mentally spoke.


< BIOENGINEER >

< Manipulation of the organic >


 

“This one shows the most promise. To manipulate and create life. Gene Expression allows Ignis to create simple biological organs using accumulated Biomass. Simple organs like bones and tissues are categorized here.”

Doesn’t that mean we can help Carpalis recover her hand?

“With Ignis’ level of competency, Carpalis will be akin to a lab rat. But she is likely to comply.”

I don’t want to hurt Carpalis any more than necessary. If healing magic doesn’t work on Demons, then this is the best alternative, unless she wanted to use prosthetics. I want to try talk to her about it after this.

Frost sincerely wanted to help Carpalis recover her immobilized, left arm. It made the weakest Beholder all that much more vulnerable, and not to mention that her Faustian Bargain was also severely damaged by the ordeal.

Carpalis was the only reasonable Beholder. Losing her would be catastrophic. She could imagine how much worse the Guilds could have been under the rule of a barbaric Beholder.

Also, Carpalis was a close friend of theirs as well.

Nav unraveled more of Ignis’ stats.


< ACTIVE SKILLS >


 

(O) External System V

< Overcome the biological restraints >


(O) Weaponized System V (*140)

< Wield the internal foundations >


(O) Devouring Slash IV [0/10]

< All is flesh >


(D) Complex Machinations II [0/10]

< Reconstructing at will >


(D) Hardened Shell I [0/10]

< The skin is the first line of defense >


(D) Reinforce! I [0/10]

< Harden the flesh >


(S) Acrid Micro Secretions III [0/10]

< ‘Ttttsssssss’. >


 

(S) Implausible Sensory Makeup I [0/10]

< To mimic what was is no more >


(S) Adjust Biology [0/10]

< Conflict inspires rapid change >


(E) Gene Expression [0/10]

< Machinery of Life >


Her Offensive levels did not quite match up with the levels in her Active Offensive Skills. The reason was due to her being Realized and carrying over much of the stats from her previously Corrupted self.

This was why Nav left a reminder. It also meant that Ignis’ Weaponized System had long already reached its Mastery. However, the truth was that there was more than what met the eye. Nav could not showcase the hidden subskills within Weaponized System or External System.

They were, in a way, a biological trait rather than a skill, or likely a blend of the two. This made zero sense because Frost’s [Punch] was listed as an Active Skill when anyone in the world could use it.

The truth was, no one knew why, until:

“Corrupted Skills.” Nav investigated further, finding out that many of Ignis’ hidden skills were actually categorized as Corrupted Skills.

This was the first time Nav had seen this, likely thanks to the aid of the Nexus.


< CORRUPTED >

 

< ACTIVE: Manifest System (Extended) >

< Tear open the cages. Let them see what horrors lay within your imperfect shell >

< COST: Biomass >


 

< ACTIVE: Manifest System (Weaponized) >

< Assimilate. Lacerate. Annihilate… The flesh must not be underestimated >

< COST: Biomass >


 

This had two versions, however.

A Stable version, and an unlisted, Unstable one. This spawned immediate confusion, even for Ignis who was not aware of this until now. Apparently, this whole time she had been using the ‘stable’ version of her Corrupted Skills.

This was dictated by two things. One Sanity, and brute forcing the skill without meeting the Biomass requirements.

Judging by what they had witnessed during Ber’s rampage, the Unstable versions of a Corrupted Skill was as powerful, but dangerous as there was likely no way of controlling it. The Corrupted Skills was an eye opener, because this meant that Jury and Snap were also likely to have such powers hiding in plain sight.

There was little else to note for Ignis, aside from one particular Ability.


< ABILITY: Moon Candidate >

< A twinkle of light, wishing to become a moon to stave off the night >

< EFFECT: Appointment to become an Aspiring Moon. Can be confirmed or denied at any time >


 

This was a choice for Ignis to make.

But there was also the prospect of her becoming a Beholder in the future.

For now, she left her options open.

And one day, she’d find the answer that resonated the strongest with her.

Until then, the Corrupted Skills needed to be unearthed. Snap likely knew about this a long while ago, which may have been why it rejected Nav from snooping into its stats.

Realized people didn’t seem to have emotional states like Ber did. Rather, they could just use those powers at will. This was the biggest difference between them.

“The efforts of returning from Corruption is a reward unlike any other. Frost. Do you think there are others like this?”

“Unlikely. Why?” Frost ended up speaking out loud.

“Wishes have been granted. So many of them. The chance, while improbable, is never zero when it comes to miracles.” Nav ominously warned.

            

    
        348. Snap's One Request

    
    
    
    
                Snap wasn’t one to ask for favors.

But if there was one thing Snap wished to keep a secret, it was its stats. Their eight-legged friend was unlikely to be hiding something dangerous given its friendly nature.

They trusted Snap enough to keep its secrets, but Frost wished to hear at least one reason for why it was so adamant. Everyone kept secrets. Such was a given. However, without any explanation Snap was bound to spawn curiosity. At worst, people might begin to suspect Snap of wrongs.

Whilst held in Jury’s arms, Snap approached Frost with its head lowered, as if to graze the grass.

“Brrr. Bzzt! Bzt!” Its head drew close. The lens of its monocular eye shimmered in the sunlight. Within Frost could feel an intense, sincere gaze from within.

“You can’t tell us because you think it’ll be dangerous if word got out?” Frost translated its words, causing Snap to innocently whine, croaking with its mechanical churns before it bumped its head against her stomach.

This was the first time Snap had ever expressed any semblance of fear. They were aware that Snap was able to take photos and potentially recordings of their happiest moments, but there was something deeper that it refused to reveal.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Snap was able to access other parts of one’s past. On the surface that didn’t sound bad. In fact, it promised to be incredibly useful when it came to better understanding others.

However, the fact that Snap was highly hesitant to reveal this likely meant that there was a malevolent caveat attached to its powers.

What do you think of this, Nav?

Frost asked her mechanical companion for help as she embraced Snap’s head, assuring it that they wouldn’t pry anymore. Jury, Ignis, the triplets – they all came in to offer comfort to Snap.

This was its only wish as the Observer of Hope.

“It’s ok, Snap.” Frost cooed.

“Firstly, as Snap’s friend, I will respect its wishes. It hopes that you will one day understand the importance of its secrecy.”

Do you think the Archetype of Hope has a hand in this too?

“Highly likely. They’ve become close as of recently. It would be wise to ask Magus directly, but it also seems that Snap is also doing this out of its own will.”

Snap purred into her lap before Nav suddenly flashed a prompt.


< There are things that are better left unknown >


 

< Snap asks that you allow it to remain as an observer >


 

< This is its only wish >


 

“… Snap…” Frost stroked its giant head lovingly. “The more mysteries there are, the more convoluted things get. After all the things we’ve seen, you can see why I’m worried about your secret.”

“… zzzt.” Snap sadly replied.

“But, if it’s you, then I guess it can’t be helped. I don’t think it’s anything dangerous. You’ve always been here by our side. Helping us. Everyone. Showing them that not all is dark in their lives with your captured memories.” She placed her face against its forehead. “I trust you. Even as a Corrupted you tried helping Calfasio.”

Hearing Frost’s words of rapport caused Snap’s giant, long hands to slowly wrap around her and Jury, pulling them close like a child wanting attention from their parents.

“If it makes you feel better, I’m the old Elysia. There isn’t anyone more dangerous than me. People are bound to think I’m a walking trojan horse.” Jury softly said, her tail coiling around one of Snap’s legs. “We have things we don’t want to share too. It can be hard even with the people you trust the most. Snap~ I’m happy that you’re finally speaking to us like this!”

“Yeah. You’re always so quick to help people, but you never stop to think about yourself.” Frost hummed.

“Snap’s AGI may be to blame.” Nav unintentionally joked in a serious tone. “Could AGI also affect the neurology of creatures? Electrical impulses being emitted and transmitted at such a speed would cause neurons to potentially wear out without the appropriate –!”

“Nav! Too much!” Anna exclaimed as the Little Frost cupped Nav’s mouth with a cheerful expression. At the same time, the Star Child wrote the equation and a diagram depicting exactly what Nav was trying to explain.

“Dizzy…” Ignis’ eyes swirled. “Is that what I have to learn too? I’m scared.”

“Basically, that means we electric wolves got the fastest reaction times! That’s what you’re getting at, huh!?” Cer proudly exclaimed, brightening the mood as she stood there with folded arms.

“Doesn’t that make us like machines too!? I heard you machines have all kinds of electric stuff running through you! Kinda weird. Not a lot of machines have electricity running through them.” Ber joined her, standing back-to-back with Cer with a smug, proud look on her face.

Res grumbled.

“No. That just means your brains are more fried than usual. Idiots.” She then shuffled to the side of Snap’s head, her ears folding lightly as she empathized deeply with how Snap felt. “I also have things I don’t want people to know. If they were ever brought up from the ash and mud, then I’d feel lost too. Don’t feel desperate. Out of everyone here, you’re the most trustworthy. At least I can feel safe that you’re not going to become a Corrupted and start turning your friends into crystals.”

Frost lightly laughed at her jab.

“I trust Snap too…” Ignis collapsed into Snap’s fur.

Scrutiny revealed one of the purest, pale flames deep within Snap’s body. Its heart was also shown to be closely entangled with theirs, as it shone a bright blue. There was no need to fear Snap. Rather, Snap assured them that this secret was in fact a good thing.

And one day, Snap would show them this.

“Gotta love secrets amongst friends. But I’m with you, Snap. I wouldn’t tell anyone about Jury’s secret collection of aphrodisiac fruits –!?” Cer’s mouth was instantly clamped shut by a thick, pale fuzzy tail. It wrapped Cer like a snake, and she was swiftly moved to a place where Frost couldn’t hear or see her anymore.

“She’s lying!” Jury exclaimed.

But the fact that she reacted so quickly caused clouds of doubt to brew.

… yeah, right.

“I’m immune to those, you know?” Frost sheepishly said, collapsing onto the grass where she stared up into her lover’s eyes. “… wanna tell me what you were going to do with them?”

Jury gulped hungrily at the sight of Frost’s exposed collarbone.

And when it looked as though she would feast on Frost –

“Well, how about me Nav!? Wanna check out my stats!?” Ber just managed to snap them out of their lustful trance. “Huh? Why are you looking at me like that? Did I do something, Nav?”

“… I was about to witness a reproductive scene between two mating partners. My knowledge has not yet dabbled on that aspect of life.”

“You don’t need to know anything, Nav!” Anna worriedly exclaimed, suddenly causing Nav to smile unexpectedly.

“Ah… I managed to get a reaction from someone. Bizarre that you reacted so strongly. Could it be that you’re well versed in it?”

Anna turned an immediate shade of red as the Hired Arm seemed interested in the conversation all of a sudden.

“I don’t know anything!”

            

    
        349. Ber’s Corrupted Skills

    
    
    
    
                



	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
New Moon
Galvanized Claw


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
Soul Rank: Incandescent | Atelier: Nil


	 
	 



	NAME : Ber
	HP : 120,000
	
MP : 30,000


	AGI : 65
	RESIST : 200



	AGE : 43
	ATT : 4,500
	
MAG ATT : 4,500


	O : 200
	D : 150



	ORIGIN : Demi-Human (Wolf)
	ATT DEF : 2,500
	
MAG DEF : 2,500


	S : 50
	E : 210









It was easy to tell how much of a powerhouse Ber truly was at only a single glance. Her ATT stats were possibly the highest of any Moon yet, and this didn’t take into account the stats of her Corrupted form – The Black Swan.






	LEVEL : 200
	 
	
< The Black Swan >


	 
	< CORRUPTED >



	 
	 
	
AFFINITY : Desire


	 
	 



	NAME : Ber
	HP : 320,000
	
MP : 60,000


	AGI : 75
	RESIST : 700



	AGE : 43
	ATT : 7,500
	
MAG ATT : 6,500


	O : 200
	D : 150



	ORIGIN : Trauma
	ATT DEF : 5,000
	
MAG DEF : 5,000


	S : 50
	E : 210









Her stats were significantly higher from when she was just the ‘Electric Claw’. Ber was already strong then, but now she was nigh unstoppable, as far as Moons could go. Eternal Night Corrupted could be tackled head on solo with minimal risk.

However, as strong as Ber was, it did not change the monstrous power of the Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted. Never mind Apocalypse… and dare they even conceive of one ranking amongst the forsaken Paradise Lost Risk Class.

Frost gulped, her body vividly remembering the overwhelming aura of the Icon of Judgement; an entity that not even the Arbiter could hold a candle to. Amongst all the miracles of the world, the defeat of the Icon of Judgement was the most important of all.

One thing to note about Ber and Ignis – or anyone that reached either the Blessed or non-Blessed level limits, was that there was virtually no more room for further growth. Leveling up was also a gamble, for it was the Nexus that decided what Skills and Professions one received.

This was the curse of the Blessed.

A limitation that prevented them from deviating too far from what they were poised to become, rather than what they wanted to become. Still, it didn’t change the unmatched power the Blessed possessed in relation to the greater part of the world, who required complex understanding of magic whereas the Blessed could simply ‘invoke’ their gifted powers like it was just a game.

Frost wondered what prevented people from levelling further. How magical affinities were granted to begin with, and if they perhaps had any relation to the Corrupted Affinities in some capacity.

Why did this matter in the first place?

It was simple – the Corrupted Personas and Skills allowed maximum levelled individuals to soar to even greater heights. Corrupted Personas were the cheat code to bypass these limitations, and consequently, they possessed major drawbacks if handled poorly.

Otherwise known as ‘Instability’.


< Corrupted Persona Collection >

The Black Swan


CORRUPTION


 

< (C) Manifest Corrupted Persona >

< Is this the ‘you’ you wish to be? >

< EFFECT: Manifest a Corrupted Persona after reaching a certain State >


< (C) PASSIVE: I Wanna Be a Swan! >

< Striving to become what I desperately want. Whether I look the part doesn’t matter so long as I believe in it! >

< EFFECT: Partially manifest The Black Swan. An arm becomes a bladed wing >


 

< (C) ACTIVE: Futile Galvanism >

< Reverting to the claws that defined my strength >

< EFFECT: Transform a hand into a feathery claw. Deal 20,000 ATT damage >


 

< (C) ACTIVE: Desperate for Love >

< The only way for one to achieve what they want is to grasp it firmly with both hands! >

< EFFECT: Unleash piercing slashes from the swipe of your claws. Spawn temporary wings with clawed tips to your aid >


 

< (C) PASSIVE: Transpired Instincts >

< What was lost and wrapped in secrecy shall now be known >

< EFFECT: Manifest your fantasized black dress. It shall protect you so you can remain beautiful >


 

< (C) ACTIVE: Singing Wingslash >

< My reach must go beyond what it once was. No longer must I be stunted by Serum G >

< EFFECT: Windup your wings to create a major sweeping strike. Effective range: 100 meters | 180 degrees >


 

< (C) PASSIVE: Resounding Voice >

< With the fruition of my sense of self, I look to the moon and smirk as I howl in its moonlight >

< EFFECT: Your voice deals 1/10th of your MAG ATT as damage to enemies of your Flock >


 

< (C) UNIQUE | PASSIVE: Roost of the Knowledgeable Swan >

< Armed with this knowledge, I no longer wish to follow that paradise. I now seek to build one anew with my new flock! >

< Summon an endless barrage of Shackles Removed from your spanning wings. The world shall know that you’re finally free >


< Usable only when The Black Swan has been manifested >


 

As usual, the ‘effects’ of the Corrupted Skills were quite vague.

From this list only two skills could be taken at a time whenever her emotions reached a new State. The difference between her and Ignis was that Ignis could use her Corrupted Skills at any moment, whereas Ber had to fulfil an invisible emotional meter.

However, in Ignis’ case, in order to use the Iron Candle’s skills, she had to increase her emotional state. Nav speculated that there was a possibility of also manifesting it further down the line, although likely not as potent as Ber’s.

It all depended on compatibility. Whatever that actually meant. In any case, Corrupted Skills were a force to be reckoned with, and Frost believed it would be what’ll separate Moons under her command from those belonging to the Ateliers.

Indeed.

Frost considered the possibility of equipping Moons with Corrupted Personas.

There was little else to note of Ber’s stats and abilities, aside from one peculiar Ability.


< ABILITY: Unrealized >

< Is this the ideal you? >

< No known effect is derived from this Ability >


 

What a strange Ability…

            

    
        350. Jury’s Updated Stats

    
    
    
    
                



	LEVEL : 220
	 
	
Beholder
Jury


	 
	 



	NAME : Jury
	HP : 500,000 ^1,500/Min
	
MP : 200,000 ^250/Min


	AGI : 90
	RESIST : 260 (+45)



	AGE : 26
	ATT : 13,500
	
MAG ATT : 15,000


	O : 205
	D : 150



	ORIGIN : Original
	ATT DEF : 10,000 (+300)
	
MAG DEF : 9,000 (+300)


	S : 0
	E : 0









Jury, since regaining her memories and becoming exposed to the Advent of Desire, had become a Beholder in every sense of the word. And to think that Beholders like her still had room to grow.

Her stats far exceeded all expectations. Yet it still was not in the realm of the Beholders, who easily dealt over hundreds of thousands of damage at the snap of a finger. Regardless, if this was what Jury was capable of now, then they could only imagine what she’d be like in the future.


< PROFESSIONS >


 

OFFENSIVE

BODY VERSATILITY: 100

< Manipulation of your body >


LACERATER: 60

< Your claw must have a use >


TAIL EVOLUTION: 45

< A blossoming organ to carry all your needs >


 

DEFENSIVE

DIVINE WORKS: 90

< Art of the Angels >


OMNIDYNAMIC: 60

< Excellence in all combat situations >


< ACTIVE SKILLS >


< (O) Lacerate V >

< To cut them down >


 

< (O) Bleeding Edge I [0/10] >

< To make them regret >


 

< (O) Body Manipulation V >

< Heighten the mechanical tolerance of your body at will >


 

< (O) Tail Evolution IV [5/10] >

< An organ waiting to bloom… >


 

This skill was oddly mysterious. From a giant bulb, to neurotoxins. to… a potential sexual organ, there was no telling what it was bound to become or what it even was!

No. No no, no. Don’t think about it. Now’s not the time.

Frost recalled her intimate interaction with Jury’s tail, feeling the tip of it playfully pat her belly. An inconspicuous Jury hummed delightfully as she monopolized her like a stuffed toy, cuddling her from behind within a cozy living room.

They had moved back into the manor for now. Its interior was spacious, with rooms closely resembling ball rooms, paired with timber floors that saw Ber, Anna and Nav sand and polish to a clean, satisfying gloss.

The living room, which was devoid of all furnishing aside from beanbags made from cloth, and stuffed with grass, was the central atrium of the house. Beautiful wooden archways led to different wings of the manor. A total of four wings were present, each built along the cardinal directions.

The central atrium – the living room – was built like a towering dome spanning an area of roughly 2,500 meters squared. The wings went off as far as 200 meters in each direction, all featuring simple rooms.

A balcony was also built overhead. There was much discussion regarding the use of safety railings considering a fall from roughly 7 meters wasn’t going to hurt anyone. However, for the sake of Frost’s sanity, she insisted they kept conventional safety features. The last thing they wanted was someone to destroy the floorboards because someone couldn’t be bothered to use the stairs.

The house held a Victorian era theme. It wasn’t perfect. In fact, it was incredibly crudely constructed, with uneven cuts, window frame, and unlevelled wooden beams. Everyone had an opinion of what was ‘level’. Where Frost, Anna and Nav used a small container holding water to gauge the level, the triplets were hellbent on using their intuition.

The results spoke for themselves, and one could easily tell which sections of the house were made by whom. It gave it character and served as a reminder that they all had lent a hand in creating their home.

Important facilities such as a kitchen or bathroom were yet to be made, and they figured it would be a good idea to outsource the work.

The house was complex enough.

“Hm? Is there something you want?” Jury innocently hummed, unaware of Frost’s subtle restlessness.

“It’s nothing. Hey… what’s with you and my stomach? It’s not like I’m carrying a child.” Frost offhandedly joked, causing Jury to softly laugh before she made a unique, tender face.

Her mellow eyes whispered: “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“I’m sorry to tear you away from your lover, but we are still not yet done.” Nav interrupted.

Sorry. Fire away, Nav.


< (O) (B) Retrocausality [5/10] >

< Call in a predetermined strike. Whether from the past or future is up to you to decide >

 

< The (B) is here to label it as a Beholder Skill. As you can tell, they are not founded under a Profession, but rather from the technology one bears >


 

< (O) (B) Localized Entropy [1/10] >

< The order of disorder >


 

< (O) (B) Doppler Strike [2/10] >

< Blueshifting ever closer >


 

< (D) Angel Feathers III [5/10] >

< Feathers of the most sacred >


 

< (D) Dynamic Resistance III [5/10] >

< Adapt to damage types >


 

< (S) (B) Isolation Sphere >

< What was used to keep dire evil trapped within mechanical, amalgamative orbs >

< EFFECT: Construct an invisible, spherical barrier capable of altering the lapse of time compared to the external world. Timescale may be increased or decreased >

< LIMIT: 10x slower than real time, or 10x faster than real time >

< COST: 10,000,000 NEX per 1km3 >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


< Isolation Sphere is susceptible to proliferating Corrupted Zones or hijacking by the Corrupted, or those with significant NEX generation >


< Please treat the Isolation Spheres as Corrupted Zones >


< Isolation Spheres may be entered freely, but there may be only one established exit >


< Owners may freely manipulate it >


 

< (S) (B) Angelic Kiss >

< Bless them with your love. Who could ever reject it? >

< EFFECT: Grant the Invulnerability Condition to anything you kiss whilst invoking the effect. A thin layer of their Time will make them impervious to all. Does not remove preexisting conditions. The Soul is unaffected >

< DURATION: 1 second >

< COST: 12,000,000 NEX >


 

 

< (S) (B) Turn Back the Clock >

< The wish to turn back time. The ultimate healing mechanism >

< EFFECT: Reverse the time of selected entities to a previous state. Seconds as infallible healing magic >

< RESTORATION LENGTH: 1 hour >

< COST: 50,000,000 NEX >


 

Jury’s Passive Skills also saw little change, aside from:


< PASSIVE >


 

< (O) Maturing Tail >

< Soon… >


 

And her final Beholder Skill:


< (E) (B) Time Seer >

< If the world is a story, then time travelling is just a matter of turning back a few pages, no? >

< EFFECT: Able to see the physical origin of Nex. Traumas may be unveiled, and recent sites of accidents can have its past unraveled. Further use cases cannot be listed. Please experiment. May be used in conjunction with Isolation Sphere >

< DURATION: Unlimited so long as NEX is available >

< COST: 25,000,000 NEX per minute >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


< Wrongful uncovering of trauma may inadvertently begin a Corruption Event >


< Aberrations of Elysia may intervene >


 

The Aberration of Elysia part was worrying, and they wondered how they’d have to deal with them. Frost didn’t have anything particularly negative to say about the Aberrations, albeit this was based on her limited interaction with one of the Horsemen.

But from that prompt alone, it was safe to assume they wouldn’t take kindly to Jury’s meddling with time.

Now, for Jury’s Corrupted Skills.

            

    
        351. Jury’s Corrupted Skills, And a Corrupted Request

    
    
    
    
                CORRUPTION


 

< (C) PASSIVE: Origin of Gluttony >

< The vice all of me will forever share >

< EFFECT: Hungrier more often. Require copious amount of food to sustain functions. NEX requirement for the Heart of Time (Fragment) is also affected >


 

“Fragment?” Jury wondered. “It’s just a fragment?”

“… Nav, can you confirm this?” Frost asked.

“That I cannot. However, because Jury is derived from Elysia who must have possessed the Heart of Time, her technology may be a fragment of one larger whole.” Nav explained. “This is news to us.”

“… did – did the White Wing have something similar?” Jury asked herself, remembering the peculiar pocket watch. “Nnngh… This is confusing now.”

“It’s gotten more complicated all of a sudden. But at least we’re not left in the dark. What a terrible silver lining.” Frost sighed.


< (C) PASSIVE: Remnants of Purity >

< May you cherish that tail >

< EFFECT: An evolving tail with a primordial origin. Differentiates you from the Original >


 

< (C) PASSIVE: Innocent >

< The purest >

< EFFECT: Innocent >


 

Nothing else could be found. Nav expressed difficulty in digging deeper, her face wincing as if in pain. Jury’s existence was always odd, but this only further drove the nail deeper as to what Jury actually was.

It didn’t change anything in Frost’s eyes. Neither was Jury worried, but Frost held onto her tail regardless in an act of assurance.

“It’s ok, Jury. You’re you, and that’s all that matters to us. Whatever we find moving forward won’t matter. Right?”

“I know~ It’s just weird having to uncover something that’s been with me all this time. ‘Innocent’. Like the Little Frost?”

“Maybe. You were an Innocent to begin with. Haaaaah. Jury.”

“Yes?”

“Are you worried?”

“No. Not really. It’s just a shock to realize that my Heart is a fragment of something larger.” Jury whispered, her words trailing off.

Suddenly, Frost twisted herself in her lap. Her soft thighs hugged Jury’s sides as she straddled her lover, and without any warning – she pecked Jury on the lips to bring her back.

“Just as you’re always the one to snap me out of my trances; I’ll always be here to bring you back. Feels nice to be the one taking the initiative.” Frost hummed temptingly, cupping Jury’s soft cheeks with one hand as another pressed against her stomach.

Her fingers ran along Jury’s firm, defined abs, tracing through the crevices as her lover’s breath trembled into her ear:

“Thank you.” She sincerely thanked, her tail wrapping them close with several loops, squeezing their bodies together into one blob of warmth.

The lovely ticking of her heart rapidly rang, thanking Frost for her kindness.

“The more we know, the better. Even if those things seem to hint at things we’d rather pretend to not hear or think about.” Her soothing voice could be heard from across the wooden atrium, drawing eyes near and far, below, and above. “A fragment or not doesn’t change that you’re the only one for me.”

“Have you been learning from me?” She joked, burying her face into Frost’s neck. “Mhm. Exactly. It’s nice to be reminded even if we’re already aware of it. Also… What’s with you and my tummy?”

“I like muscles. There’s nothing more to it.” Frost didn’t elaborate.

“Is that all?”

“Am I not allowed?” Frost complained, her voice muffled by Jury’s chest.

“Huh? Frost? When did you become so needy?”

“I’ve always been like this. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Frost jokingly said, causing Jury to laugh as she brushed Frost’s hair.

“Ahaha~”


* * *


More questions arose than answers could keep up with. Just when they were on the brim of understanding something, it’d branch off like an ever-growing tree. Nav’s limitations compounded the issue, as well as their general understanding of Elysia, the Corruption. Hell, what was going on with her Alter Frosts too!?

It was a mess. A giant scribble of nonsensical, nested madness. The Star Child ran around the atrium, turning the walls into her chalkboard as she draw all kinds of equations, drew cupcakes above Nav’s head, and scribbles over Frost’s.

“Are you making fun of me?” Frost wanted to joke with the girl, but this suddenly caused her to tremble, as if afraid. “A-Ah – Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just kidding. I wonder, can you read my mind?”

The girl wrote an entire equation before shaking her head for a ‘no’.

… why not start with that to begin with?

Frost sat alone on a grassy-filled beanbag – or what Cer called – the grass bag and made a compelling case against the use of beans, because who in their right mind would use food for a seat?

Earlier, as Frost’s body gradually recovered, she sat along one of the beanbags which conspicuously was able to move. When she took a seat, she could immediately tell that something wasn’t right.

As if the moan that emitted from the bag wasn’t telling enough.

Indeed.

Cer hid herself inside of the beanbag with the intention of being sat on by Frost…

In fact –

“H-Hey… Y-You’re seriously not going to stay up there, are you?”

The Star Child wrote a question mark as she pointed at the voice from within the beanbag.

“There’s a monster in here that needs help. Um, Sorry. Would you be a sweetheart and get Res to come over here for me?”

The girl nodded first this time before she marched off. But not without drawing a small cupcake hairpin for Frost.

“Cute~ I like it.” Frost said, able to see herself thanks to her omnidirectional eyesight. “Cer. Serious question. Is there something wrong with you?”

“Depends. Do you have a fetish for sitting on people? Let me go already.”

“You don’t sound like you hate it at all.”

“That’s cause I can’t tell if I like it or not! What’s with this quandary bullshit dilemma I’m facing. A proud wolf like me ain’t gonna give in to someone who just rose to power.”

Anna, who just arrived at the scene, was shocked to find a talking beanbag. Nav was also enthralled by it, and she wondered how such a creature managed to sneak its way onto the Floor of Amalgamation.

Or rather, how did such a creature come to be. She simulated years of evolution in her mind, but eventually came to the conclusion of:

“Ghosts. I think this Floor is haunted.”

“Haunted!?” Anna exclaimed.

“Scientific analysis cannot explain the phenomenon. Therefore, ‘ghosts’. I read that throwing it into a bed of water can help them pass on.”

“… Wait, huh!? The fuck – Are you trying to waterboard me!?” Cer shouted.

Anna obviously knew it was Cer after that, but Nav hadn’t figured it out just yet. So, she turned to Anna and tilted her head in confusion.

“Do you speak ghosts? I cannot understand it.”

Frost ended up crackling silently. Either Nav genuinely didn’t know or was the best comedian to date. To be fair, she was quite fond of puns, so the latter was much more likely.

Right now, Frost wanted to take a break before reading her own stats. The sensation of the Alter Frost somewhere within the Nex Megalopolis became a point of focus. She considered returning down there with Anna and Nav, but she wanted to find another reason to.

Thankfully, that reason came to her in the form of a knock at their front door.

Jury opened it, revealing the Arbiter and Beholder Galia.

“I didn’t expect to see civilization prospering on an Archetype’s Floor of all places.” The Arbiter greeted them with a pleasant smile, only entering when Jury allowed them. “Thank you~ I must apologize for our sudden appearance. But I thought I’d let you know that there is someone who wishes to meet with you near the 6th Branch.”

“Beholder Caprlais?” Frost asked, rising from her Cer-bag.

Galia then answered:

“It’s a Corrupted that looks like you if you were a healer.”

Two things surprised Frost here.

The first was the Corrupted, and the second was the fact that they didn’t know she was a healer just yet.

She wondered how they would react if they knew she was equally as capable of mending wounds as she was of inflicting them.

            

    
        352. Sinder’s Corrupted Items

    
    
    
    
                < Before we descend into the Nex Megalopolis, I think it is time to reveal your stats >


 

< There is a tremendous amount to unpack >


 





	LEVEL : X
	 
	
The Amalgam


	 
	 



	
NAME : Frost


	HP : 15,500,000
	MP : 180,000
	AGI : 95
	RESIST : 400



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 13,000
	
MAG ATT : 10,000


	O : X
	D : X



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	ATT DEF : 9,000
	
MAG DEF : 8,000


	S : X
	E : X









< As you can tell, Frost, you were not able to absorb the complete stats of the Crowned >


 

< Perhaps next time we face an Apocalypse Corrupted you will be able to consume it >


 

< Regardless, this does not change how utterly powerful you have become… >


 

< … Beholders are quite the anomaly >


 

< Also, the ‘X’ are placeholders for now. I will show you your true ODSE value soon enough as to not spoil what you have gained, aside from that you are over level 200 now >


 

< You have hit, and even exceeded the Fourth Milestone level >


 

< This is proof that you can go beyond the conventional limits. Unless the level 250 limit also applies to you? >


 

< We will figure that out one day >


 

Frost’s additional stats derived from her equipment did not show either, meaning her gloves; Dream Shatterer, and the Badge of Fragmented Aspirations were in need of repair. Jury’s Diamond Counter also formed a small, tiny crack.

Now that Frost thought about it as she wandered the pale halls with only Nav and Anna by her side, she wondered what happened to the Corrupted Items of the We Discarded Many; if it even had any. The Blood of the Covenant absolutely did, and by now she had no doubts that someone must have stumbled upon it.

A Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted Item is absurdly powerful enough.

And looking at the items Anna wore –






	 
	
Memories of a Million Lit Wicks


	 



	 
	
< When stardust falls from silver moons, tilt your head towards the sky. There are stars to hold your hands and light up your world >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object
	
AFFINITY : Amalgamation


	TYPE : Apparel



	ATT DEF : 3,000
	
MAG DEF : 3,000


	RESIST : 300



	


	EFFECT : Resistance to the Amalgamation Affinity. Cannot be intimidated by violence. When met with violence or intimidation, apply 200 Stacks of Cinder at your discretion. Light them up like a candlewick.
	















	 
	
Unforgotten Garbs of a Broken Ember


	 



	 
	
< It radiates a familiar warmth. One flame spread to millions. One million flames became one >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object
	
AFFINITY : Civilization


	TYPE : Apparel



	ATT DEF : 12,000
	
MAG DEF : 12,000


	RESIST : 450



	
ATT : 0


	EFFECT : Resistance to the Civilization Affinity. Flames will be summoned when the wearer is in danger. Emotional state will affect the potency of the flames. Only enemies may be injured by its flames of prejudice.
	
MAG ATT : 0











– Apocalypse Corrupted Items could make the weakest serf into a king. 12,000 DEF made Anna, a relatively normal girl outside of being an Archetype, one of the strongest individuals within the Nexus.

Anna looked up at Frost, tilting her head cutely as she wondered what was wrong.

“Am I walking too slowly?” Anna wondered.

“Sorry. I just thought how about much that peaked cap suits you.” Frost complimented, causing the girl to timidly avert her gaze.

“Y-you shouldn’t say that so easily. Geez. You were always like that. Telling everyone whatever came to your mind with no filter.”

“Do you hate it?”

“… No.”

“That pause is telling.” Nav commented, placing a hand onto her head.

She crouch-walked behind Frost, looking up at the back of her head for she knew she had eyes there. Her eyes glowed expectantly, shimmering underneath the lights of the pristine halls.

Nav –

“Tell me it vocally or I won’t tell you the rest of your stats.” Nav held her stats hostage, causing Frost to twirl on her heels, the rubber of her boots squeaking loudly. Whilst walking backwards, she reached out to tap Nav’s head.

“Your hand-hat looks cute on you, Nav.”

“Appreciated.” Nav erected herself rigidly. “You give in too easily. Cer said that.”

“Please don’t learn anything from Cer.” Frost immediately groaned, with the Archivist chiming in with:

“I-I don’t think it’s a good idea to talk to her… Not until we find someone who can cure her sickness.”

“I see. I was nearly swoon by Cer Syndrome.” Nav placed a finger on her chin and nodded to herself. “Impressive. To think it affects machines too.”

“Cer Syndrome?” Anna blankly blinked, curious of this phenomenon.

“It’s worse than a Corrupted. No one can help you once you get it. Cleanse doesn’t even work on it.” Frost jokingly remarked, only to observe Anna pinch at her dress, like they were stained and sticky from a spill. Her face morphed into one of concern, and it made Frost chuckle.

“Anna~ You need to learn when someone’s joking. But I get you. It might be hard at first to get hang on how to communicate better, but believe me, you can only go up from here.”

“Y-Yeah. I hope so. Ironic that I of all people managed to talk you – I mean, Sinder down. I’ve never been good at communicating.”

“Until now.” Frost complemented.

“Really?”

“Compare yourself to our first several contacts. You barely spoke. Over time, and most especially towards the tail end you became increasingly vocal. I appreciated hearing your voice.” Nav commented.

Indeed. She was always timid. 300 years spent in solitude would do that to anyone. Hell, 300 years alone swimming in nothing but books would have absolutely sent Frost insane. In a way, Anna had a particularly high tolerance, and by far more patience than anyone she knew.

But it also made Anna very vulnerable, even as an Archetype. That’s why Frost wanted to help her hone her communication skills. Her voice – the language of words – was her greatest power, after all.

Thinking about it, Sinder probably thought the same.

Frost glanced over at Anna’s peaked cap and black, military garbs which was worn like a coat around her pale dress. Even when lost in nothing but hatred and the mindless curse of the Corrupted, Sinder was able to impart his last wish onto the girl…

… Just like Calfasio, and even Asterism. Somehow, in between that condensed madness and suffering, they were sometimes able to speak from beyond the void.


< Now then. Shall we move over to the Professions, Skills, and Abilities you have gained? >


 

< Of course you’re ready. I can see that smirk from here >


 

< As I’ve always imagined whenever we had to go through this process… >


 

< … I am grateful to be able to finally witness it >

            

    
        353. Frost’s Updated Stats Revealed

    
    
    
    
                < The Fourth Milestone Level Has Been Reached >


 

< HP and MP have tremendously increased >

< No new Profession has been granted >

< Instead, a Unique Ability has been granted >


 

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >

< A new title has been granted >


 

< Title has been revoked >

< The title you earned was The Most Violent >


 

< The Amalgam >

< It didn’t eat this title this time >

< I’m happy to report that you overcame it instead >


 

< Congratulations >


 

< The Brawler has reached its final milestone >


 

< Brawler Has Reached Its Mastery >

< Brawler has been renamed to Ultra Violence >


 

< Bonuses to HP and MP regeneration have been granted >

< Additional Active and Passive Skills have been granted >

< Efficacy and efficiency of Skills derived from the Ultra Violence Profession have increased >


 

< (O) ACTIVE: Obliterate >

< Better than a hundred punches >

< EFFECT: Charge one spectacular punch dealing 5x of your total ATT stat. Ignores all DEF stats. Stagger enemy if Physical RESIST stat is lower than your total ATT divided by 500 >

< COST: 20,000 MP. Charge time: 10 seconds >


 

< Staggering is a Condition not dissimilar from paralyzing, disabling, or immobilizing an enemy. It simply opens them up and allows for a Critical Strike >


 

< I haven’t seen you use interesting synergies for some time now >


 

< I am looking forward to what you will do with this >


 

< Also to note, your Mana cost has gone up to ludicrous levels. I suspect that the more skills one gains, the greater the costs of subsequent ones become >


 

< You really are a bundle of uncertainties. Goodness… >


 

< (O) PASSIVE: Finely Tuned Violence >

< Ultra violence is more than just bloodshed >

< EFFECT: Your control over your Active Skills from Ultra Violence has been mastered. Damage from all physical attacks can now be controlled to their highest output or to harmless levels >


 

< Meaning you may thoroughly beat someone into submission without the risk of killing them. An alternative to Goodnight. Your ATT has reached a point where it will be difficult to out heal it, so this is helpful >


 

< Additionally… >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Strike of the Black Dove >

< The violence culled the wings and caged the birds. They shall now know how to use their talons >

< EFFECT: Agonize the soul of your targets. Your strikes may exceed the stimuli threshold of the living and non-living. You remind those you strike of an unimaginable horror: a healer who bares their talons >


 

< Whereas Touch of the Black Dove dabbles on healing and kindness, this takes the approach of inflicting as much pain as possible >


 

< From my understanding of it, you may increase the pain of people you antagonize beyond what is biologically possible. It strikes the soul directly. You recall your embrace with the Scorched Girl. It will be an agony that transcends the body and mind >


 

< If you were as diabolical as Scarlet Logic, it would serve as a fantastic way to produce Nex. In combination with Finely Tuned Violence, you can imagine what you can do to people you get your hands on… >


 

< … I wonder how it must feel to be on both ends. Would I feel it if you were to strike me? >


 

< Oh. I’m sorry. That look is concerning. You are very kind >


 

< Conflagrator has reached its first milestone >

< Bonuses to ATT and DEF stats gained >


 

< Additional Passive Skill gained >


 

< (O) PASSIVE: Remnants of an Ancient Ember >

< Carry the torch to become the flame that inspires >

< EFFECT: Your flames will attempt to spare the innocent >


 

< … This would have been helpful in the City of Spades >


 

< I’m sorry if my hands are cold. I thought I should place it on your head with the face you’re making >


 

< Prolonged Stasis Has Reached Its Mastery Level of 50 >

< Prolonged Stasis has gained a unique effect >


 

< (S) MASTERY: Black Dove’s Roost >

< Nestle within Angel's black wings. It’s safest there >

< EFFECT: Prolonged Stasis will prevent your death and targets so long as it is active. Prolonged Stasis may now be used in conjunction with any Active Skills >


 

< UNIQUE ABILITY GAINED >


 

< ABILITY: Technological Convergence >

< Your blood, sweat, tears and flesh constitutes a fragment of the whole >

< EFFECT: Allows you to interact with aspects of technologies in their creation phase >


 

< It appears that you will likely be involved with aiding with more than just creating Jury’s Atelier >


 

< The reason is likely tied to the technology you stole from the Central Apiary, and perhaps even the Oblivion Lock >


 

< You carry aspects of Scarlet Logic’s technologies in a bizarre form. It’s melded with you rather than being something attached like an organ >


 

< I am wondering how you will be able to contribute with no ‘technology’ on you >


 

< Whatever the case may be, this is rather incredible news >


 

< Far better than gaining a new Profession, might I add >


 

< Here is the Unique Skills gained from Sinder >


 

< UNIQUE ABILITY: The Ultimate Language >

< We can be better >

< EFFECT: Know the discarded many and what will motivate them. You will understand their value. You will connect their hearts. You will create inseparable bonds, and you will make them the most civilized >


 

< It is an enigmatic description. It is written like a command or a prophecy. Should we go ahead with creating a new generation of Moons… then perhaps this Ability will come to our aid >


 

< Bizarre, because this was the attack the Archivist used against The Universal Language >


 

< Perhaps through this, we too can stave off the violence with our own methods. Unfortunately, violence will still be a necessity. A weak Moon is a useless Moon, after all >


 

< Finally. Here is the complete rundown of your stats >


 





	LEVEL : 218
	 
	
The Amalgam


	 
	 



	NAME : Frost
	HP : 15,500,000 ^1,200/Min
	
MP : 180,000 ^500/Min


	AGI : 95
	RESIST : 400



	AGE : 0
	ATT : 13,000
	
MAG ATT : 10,000


	O : 129
	D : 30



	ORIGIN : Archetype
	ATT DEF : 9,000
	
MAG DEF : 8,000


	S : 263
	E : 79









< PROFESSIONS >


 

OFFENSIVE

ULTRA VIOLENCE: 102

CONFLAGRATOR: 27


DEFENSIVE

COUNTER OFFENSIVE: 30


SUPPORT

THE OTHERWORLDLY HEALER: 248

LEADERSHIP: 15


EXPLORATION

APPRAISER: 34

COOK: 40

COMPREHENSION: 5


< ACTIVE SKILLS >


 

OFFENSIVE

(O) Punch V

(O) Double Punch II [5/10]

(O) Goodnight [1/10]

(O) Armor Piercing I [1/10]

(O) Magnitude I [6/10]

(O) Obliterate [0/10]

(O) Inferno I [3/10]

(O) Liquid Fire I [2/10]

(O) Thermal Propagation [2/10]


 

DEFENSIVE

(D) Solemn Counter III [0/10]


SUPPORT

(S) Grand Healing V

(S) Cure Disease III [1/10]

(S) Prolonged Stasis V

(S) Area heal III [3/10]

(S) Cleanse IV [9/10]

(S) Corporeal Restoration III [5/10]

(S) Inspiration! I [5/10]


EXPLORATION

(E) Home Cook IV [0/10]

(E) Appraise Object III [4/10]

(E) Non-Euclidian Interpretation [5/10]


< PASSIVE SKILLS >


 

OFFENSIVE

(O) Tooth and Nail

(O) Severe Combo

(O) Fight, Never Flight!

(O) Origin of Flames

(O) Finely Tuned Violence

(O) Remnants of an Ancient Ember


DEFENSIVE

(D) Fine Line

(D) Instinctive Drive


SUPPORT

(S) Hyper Saturated Blood

(S) Medical Attention Please!

(S) Ultra Coordinated

(S) Mana Profusion

(S) Painkiller

(S) Heart of Hearts


EXPLORATION

(E) Dimensional Storage III (27kg/60kg)

(E) Comprehension I


< MASTERY EFFECTS >

(O) Punch V: Omnipresent Maw

(S) Grand Healing V: Black Dove’s Commitment

(S) Prolonged Stasis V: Black Dove’s Roost


< ABILITIES >

Archetype of Amalgamation

Blessing of the Amalgam

Eyes of Judgement

Language of Judgement

Unwavering Wick

String Theory (Aspect of Technology)

Touch of the Black Dove

Strike of the Black Dove

The Language of Greed

Leader of Hearts

Nex Accumulation (Aspect of Technology)

Reach for the Stars!

Spatial Distortion I (Aspect of Technology)

Oblivion Lock (Aspect of Technology)

Nascent Fluids (Aspect of Technology)

Soul Anchor (Aspect of Technology)

The Universal Language

Technological Convergence


< Set Hyperlink destination to the 6th Branch Headquarters? >

< No > | < Confirm >


 

< Very well then. Here we go! >


 

* * *


 

< Welcome to the 6th Branch Headquarters >

            

    
        354. Back at the 6th Branch

    
    
    
    
                An unpleasant breeze swept across the lands of Brandar. The once floral scents that fluttered with colorful petals were replaced with the pungent smell of ash. Black particles were carried by the wind along the cities and settlements of the Nex Megalopolis.

Rural settlements saw huts burn and villagers rush to quell ongoing flames. They had been burning for days on end; a seemingly perpetual, indiscriminatory flame.

Those that had already seen the worst slept in ruins as they contemplated what went wrong, whether kneeling in splintered mounds of what used to be their home, or mounds of soil where loved ones now lay.

Lands of green and forests teeming with life were reduced to baren wastelands. Remnants of Dungeons small and large tainted the promised city. From the City of Diamonds all the way to the City of Strings; all saw varying degrees of devastation. The City of Clubs was no doubt hit the hardest, having lost two of its Sectors from Scarlet Logic and magical artillery from Inflow Direct.

The City of Spades was not included as it was already considered ‘devastated’. With the number of lives that thrived within its underbelly in spite of the depraved rules that governed it, the City of Spades could not be considered anything above repulsive, for it was the criminal dumping ground of the Ateliers.

Regardless, the City of Spades was undoubtedly in the worse state of all the Cities.

It was home to more than a million. Perhaps millions. What became of them all was unknown. But those who survived likely wished that the flames took them. Metal carcasses of the fallen Fata Morganas – the Eyes – littered the Sectors too, rendering many areas inhospitable.

As bleak as the situation was, the Nex Megalopolis was allowed to see another day. Furthermore, not every Sector was ruined like C3 and C4. Some saw substantial damage. Others were luckily quiet and untouched even amid the wars and flames.

Ultimately, the majority of the Nex Megalopolis was undamaged. Destabilized, yes, but entirely functional. Society still stood, but the trust in the Ateliers hit rock bottom.

The last few days saw the 6th Branch work restlessly to stabilize major settlements. As far reaching as the powers of the Ateliers were, they could only move so quickly. The Beholders present seemed to have other interests in mind for they were never seen in public outside of their battle against the flaming Angel.

But there was one Beholder who took it upon herself to lend a hand…

… even though she no longer had one.

It was utter pandemonium within the 6th Branch. Aid was given to those in need, and ears were lent by Peace Flocks who heard the depressing grievances of those from the City of Spades. Thousands were gathered within the ground floor, and tens of thousands more outside.

Due to most of the 6th Branch’s forces still somewhere within the City of Clubs, it was impossible to tend to them all. Few healers were present, and under the direct supervision of the colossal, thick-plated armored Justicers. They tended to injuries to the best of their ability, and even though they could do no harm –

“P-Please… Please don’t touch us.”

“Stay away from us! You’re… not a healer!”

“I-Is it my time already…?”

“Check her vials! Is she really a healer!? That looks like poison!”

– Many could not bring themselves to trust them. The Scarlet Logic Gambit Teams, who disguised themselves as healers, had tainted their reputation to an irreparable degree. It was unknown how widespread this was, but because these people were from the City of Spades, it was likely that the false healers had been around inside there for some time now.

It was unforgivable.

Associations, Offices, Bureaus, Organizations, Departments – All relevant Adventurer-run organizations aided massively in the humanitarian efforts, and one glance proved that the girl who was sent back to call for help had done exactly that.

Cradled in the hands of weeping children and thankful mothers was a single black feather belonging to the Black Dove; the Angel who eradicated the Syndicates that tormented them. Holding onto the feathers, a stray wish to see this person again passed through the mind of a child.

Moments later, a certain black-haired woman passed by, eyeing the feather. No one seemed to recognize her. The giant feathers that once defined her were no longer present, for she wore a relatively uninteresting black coat that ran past her knees, courtesy of Jury.

Some, however, took a moment to quizzically stare at her, unable to tell if she was who they thought she was. Frost noticed these gazes and shot a kind glance at them through the heads and shoulders of the crowd.

She, Nav and the Archivist followed Bartholow through the gilded chambers, following the clearest path through the bereaved crowds. Frost periodically used [Area Heal], healing many of their minor injuries as she held her breath, upset by the many who were now displaced.

But similarly, she was thankful that they were no longer within the City of Spades.

“You’re running over capacity, huh?” Frost spoke as she walked side by side with the Apostle. “Does Galia have a building restriction? You could easily turn the majority of this flat land into something useful. It’s right next to the City of Spades too, so it’d make things more convenient.”

“Oh? Hmhm! That we are! We are on ImpulseWork’s territory, after all. Our Branch alone already oversteps several boundaries and red tapes.” Bartholow explained as they left the great archways and were firmly greeted by the Elven guards.

He then added:

“People from the City of Spades are not supposed to leave their Sectors. Under certain eyes, this would be seen as a solicitation of an invasion. Smuggling of criminals. Trafficking… It’s a complicated mess. No good deed goes unpunished, as the saying goes. But I believe this is the correct thing to do. Armistice Point is overfilled. Our personnel have only recently returned. Some are still in the City of Clubs.”

A sea of thousands surrounded the 6th Branch in every direction, but they were spaced enough to allow even caravans to pass by. In fact, caravans could be seen distributing goods in the form of meals and clothing.

A part of me was expecting a lot of people to be left to fend for themselves. I’m so glad that isn’t the case. At least here. Nav. What do you think when you see people like this?

“I cannot say for certain, but I wouldn’t want to be surrounded by misery. It feels like it would seep through my metal exterior.”

I guess that’s one way to put it.

            

    
        355. Assurance of the 6th Apostle

    
    
    
    
                “So many people… They all came from the City of Spades. A-Are these people…?” Anna looked up to Frost, seeking confirmation.

Bartholow answered for her instead.

“From S3, S4, and partially S5. The Associations worked quickly when they heard the proposal of a large monetary reward thanks to woman from a now liquidated organization. I heard good things about our ‘Black Dove’.”

“How is she? Is she ok?” Frost asked as they carefully moved through the crowds, watching people in uniforms bearing many insignias from the associated, distant buildings help those in need.

Some out of the kindness of their heart, but many more because they were being paid to do so. Not that it was a problem to begin with. People should be rewarded for their efforts; Frost believed.

She became sentimental. Angered, but calm. These were the ones that were spared by her flames, and the ones who remembered her as a Hero.

Many more, however, would know her as a murderer.

“The woman remains in Armistice Point by her own will. Currently, the area serves as a major contract center for our organized friends. The situation is being handled and monitored closely by the Golden Index. Fantastic people. But – hmhm – you already knew that. Which is why you answered to Carpalis’ call so quickly.”

“Carpalis is about the only Beholder I can completely trust. Galia’s not cleared for me yet.” Frost coldly stated.

“May I ask where I stand?”

“On the same line as Galia.”

“I shall take that as a good sign.” Bartholow pleasantly smiled.

He brought them up to speed on the situation. He never commented on the two, already catching wind of them being higher beings born from the blood of the Nexus must like Frost.

It was apparent that he had a mountain’s worth of work to get through regarding the situation, so Frost didn’t want him to feel compelled to tour her around.

She only needed to be pointed towards Carpalis’ direction. Still, he escorted them.

Justicers, who once lined the walls of the 6th Branch, blessed the crowd with their presence. Crime was virtually non-existent. All conflicts were prevented long before they could begin, because who in their right mind would argue in the face of the towering, two and a half meter tall warriors donned in elaborate steel.

After minutes of navigating through the crowd, and as Anna charted the world in her mind with Nav’s helpful, mental voice, they approached the edge.

During this time Frost offered to heal those along the way, greeting them with unmatched kindness.

Their shock of seeing a black-haired healer never failed to amuse her, as usual. It brought her back to simpler times when they were just in Grandis and at the borders of Brandar. Back then she knew little of the world and where she stood.

She tended to children, to fathers, to the elderly – Those who lost their limbs watched as they regrew by a mere touch of this black-haired Angel. Her miracles were akin to the Perched and the Mothers of Inflow Direct; the highest ranking healers, who were known to bring back limbs in mere seconds.

Frosts was not instant like theirs, hinting that she had yet to reach her limit. It was a positive sensation. Like a small spark of electricity in her chest. Thankful, teary faces came by to thank her with all their heart.

An old woman took her hands and brought them to her forehead, weeping as her sight returned to her. Bartholow only smiled in response. He was a prominent figure here as no stranger to being called and greeted by faces who recognized him not because he was a Star, but rather, because of what he did.

Frost didn’t want to make the same mistake she did with L.S to Bartholow and seeing the content smiles caused her to loudly sigh as they parted from the crowd.

“Haaaaaaaaah.”

“Frost?” Anna jolted to the unexpected hiss.

“I see. So that’s the equivalent of a machine releasing steam.” Nav nodded to herself.

“Have I overstepped a boundary?” Bartholow hummed.

“No. It’s nothing.” Frost looked up into the man’s sealed eyes all of a sudden as they came to a complete stop. “Bartholow. What do you benefit from helping these people?”

Her tone turned colder than ice. The breeze ceased all of a sudden as a still, stagnant air surrounded them. Anna instinctually took a step back, sensing an ember of animosity in Frost’s words.

The reason why she asked was because she suspected that there was an ulterior motive. Her golden eyes burned themselves into the Star’s soul, his body remaining still as he instinctually understood that he was in the presence of a being that could eliminate him in the blink of an eye.

But more than that, she was an entity only a Star like himself would respect and bow down to, for she was the Amalgam; the Archetype associated with the Nexus they worshipped.

He then answered:

“A selfish prospect, added with the hope that some may come to join us in the future.”

Frost reiterated as her gaze sharpened: “Why do you help them?”

“It’s not a mystery. Like you, I, and our glorious Beholder Galia, we all come from backgrounds of injustice. I received many lashes in my life simply trying to do what I believed was ‘right’. We are only here because there is unfairness. We only judge because who else will take upon that throne?”

His words were carefully crafted. It was impossible to tell if these were genuine or jargon to appease her but judging from what she saw and his character long ago, it was safe to assume that he was sincere.

There were just too many rules imposed by the Ateliers upon one another.

The fact that they were allowed to do this on ImpulseWork’s territory was a good sign. Some change had already taken place, but she was no idiot to believe that it came from the goodness of their hearts.

“I also have selfish reasons on why I want to protect people like them. Right now, I hope you understand that it’s difficult for me to come to trust you. However…” Frost then offered her hand to the man, a smile forming on her face. “… I applaud your efforts. Without your help, there wouldn’t be this many survivors. Maybe none at all. I caught sight of your personnel inside there, as well as bands of Adventurers. At the very least I know you’re the kind of person who keeps their word.”

Frost spoke with a political tongue, hinting a bit of kindness which humored Bartholow.

“You flatter me. I only do what I must, so long as it’s allowed. We’re under immense scrutiny after the betrayal of the 12th Branch, after all. Hmhm~ You’ve gotten sterner since the last time we met. But also more relaxed, I must say! Wonderful. You seem happier.”

“I’m glad that it appears that way. You don’t seem too bad yourself either.”

“It’s a different tale on the outside.” Bartholow uttered as Frost pointed her nose in a certain direction.

“Carpalis is where exactly?”

Bartholow then pointed towards a wall of building. Amongst the beautiful, baroque structures was one particular building that rose with many towering spires, built with purple and gold bricks, appearing more like a royal palace than a gathering place for Adventurers.

“The Guild of H10. She came by to say ‘hi’ with several Underbosses and a funny man with a card for a head. I’m impressed you knew the general location. Quite frightening.”

“It’s true. She can sense all Beholders, Stars and Moons within an approximate 3,000-kilometer range. There is no use in hiding.” Nav boldly lied, uttering her first words to the man with unwavering eyes.

“A-Ah. I-Is that so? I shall keep that in mind.” A bead of sweat ran down the man’s forehead.

Nav? Frost mentally asked.

“I am stating what may be a power of yours in the future. Call it a calculative prediction.” Nav unapologetically claimed.

Uh-huh. That’d be nice, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Frost mentally sighed.

“Joking aside – I assume you can feel it.”

Precisely.

The reason why Frost stared off in that direction was because she could feel a presence lurking there. It was the same sensation she felt when she resonated with the Nexus. If she squinted hard enough, she felt like she could translate the sensation into a tugging string; the exact same one that connected her with the Alter Frosts.

Something similar likely resided there, and as she parted ways with Bartholow and thanked him for his hard work, they strolled along the pale, bricked landscape where many Adventurers wandered back and forth at a brisk pace.

But before they left, Anna turned to the man and with a determined heart of courage, shouted:

“P-Pleasure to meet you!”

The man stopped momentarily, twisting his head over his shoulder to smile at her.

“The pleasure was mine, however brief it was, oh Archivist and blue-haired friend.”

“H-Huh!?” Anna cried, surprised that someone managed to recognize her.

“Blue-haired friend…” Nav touched her hair.

“Was it obvious?” Frost called out to him.

“It was only a guess! Hmhm~ Her reaction confirms it. We were always only aware of three Archetypes of the Nexus until recently. Your companions are not here, which led me to assume I was in the presence of multiple Archetypes. You all do carry a rather distinguishable presence, may I add!”

Bartholow went into unnecessary detail, finally returning to the 6th Branch after uttering one last thing:

“You should be more careful. The light of a Star cannot intercept the dark as readily as Moons. Now, it is impossible for us to roam freely with the presence of the Genesis Stones. How we clean this up is all up to those in the sky. We Stars are unfortunately not amongst them.”

“U-Um – Thank you!” Anna cried, uncertain whether to wave or not.

Her awkwardness was cute.

We’ve all been there, Anna.

They resumed their journey, and Frost couldn’t help but wonder if the inquiring Corrupted was the source of the ticklish resonance in her chest.

There was only one way to find out.

            

    
        356. Carpalis and Evergreen

    
    
    
    
                *Chomp*

*Squelch*

*Chew*

“Mmm. Delicious. Sweet, tender skin. Irresistible, moist flesh. I can see why this is such a beloved food.” An eerie voice harped within a room lit only by the sun’s rays.

The light invaded a spacious room filled with shelves and ornaments. It pierced through thick curtains as a steady breeze swept within. Towering stacks of sprawling paperwork shivered, miraculously holding their shape beside a pair of boots that rested atop a flawlessly crafted desk.

“It’s rather rude to keep my feet up on furniture meant for hands. Hehe… Maybe this will be how I’ll do paperwork from now on.” The feminine voice belonged to none other than Carpalis, whose golden pupils emitted a tantalizing glow as she giggled to herself.

The Beholder resided within the heart of the Guild; the Guild Master’s Office. It was here where the Guild Master would remain for the foreseeable future, drowning in paperwork and managing all facets of the Guild.

But today the Guild Master of this estate was liberated of their duties for the time being. Carpalis and several of her trusted higher ups temporarily took over until the date of the Arbiter’s Council.

Carpalis still hadn’t made up her mind regarding her attendance, however, she hosted a brief talk with a familiar face just hours earlier. The room was cozy enough for her to relax. The reclining, leather chair was fit for a king. The previous occupant was a large man, and she giggled at the thought of feeling small.

It made another occupant of the room softly smile down at her beloved Beholder.

A small, green tendril swooped a sheet from the top of the stack, bringing it to the face of a dark-skinned, green haired woman who stood beside Carpalis’ head.

“Ugh. So much paperwork. The logistics between each Cities are only going to get worse.” The woman complained with an unnaturally sweet voice as she compared the page with another. “All this backlog isn’t going to be indexed any time soon.”

With only a single glance, she was able to read the walls of inky text. Tentacles sprouted from the sides of her flowing, green hair which was reminiscent of an evergreen tree. Cowlicks riddled the sides of her hair as small, tiny pale flowers were sprinkled all over the place.

One would easily mistake them for hair ornaments, but they were in fact a part of her body. Her green dress was simple, yet elegant, bearing twisting ivy which she wore like jewelry around her ankles and wrists. Embroidered on the back was the symbol of a green thumb.

Hooked around her elbow was a straw basket filled with fresh, purple grapes. She plucked one and returned her gaze to Carpalis, her eyes filled with glimmers of affection.

This woman was Evergreen: the Underboss of the Golden Thumb. An Exalted who commanded the entirety of the Golden Thumb and answered only to Carpalis and her Archetype right-hand man, Magus – the Archetype of Hope.

The Golden Thumb was one of 4 subsidiaries of the Golden Index, focusing on logistical work, information, communications, and seemingly everything that wasn’t combat like the Golden Middle, closing deals like the Golden Ring, or solidifying personal, top secret promises like the Golden Pinky.

The Golden Index itself, while it managed all 4 subsidiaries, mainly indexed all information. In a way, the Golden Thumb had overlapping duties and was seen as the most important of all the phalanges.

“The Golden Thumb will see to have it all indexed.” She whispered assuringly before her cheeks turned a very slight red. “S-So, you should lean on us! Your Faustian Bargain can’t keep holding onto all your burdens.”

“Hehe…” Carpalis adjusted her chair slightly. It squeaked as she positioned her head onto the woman’s thigh. “Did you mean it literally? There are all forms of methods to alleviate burdens. But it would be boring enough for me to tell the same tale as a lullaby to you. You’re no longer a budding Verdanian. Ahaha… Have you grown again?”

A purple grape brushed by her lips, and her mouth opened to reveal rows of sharpened teeth like those found on a beartrap.

*Chomp*

*Chew*

“I’m one of your fingers. Collectively, we are your hands.” Evergreen softly spoke, her emerald eyes glowing like gems in the warm light of the sun. “There isn’t anything we wouldn’t do for you. No order too tall, and no task too difficult. That’s who we are. Nothing will change that.”

“Assuring. Hmhm~ Evergreen~” Carpalis shifted herself in her seat, her long sleeves flopping around, almost cutely.

“Yes?”

“Another grape, if you don’t mind.”

“Right away.”

The relationship between the Underbosses and Carpalis was stiff due to professional reasons, but it also felt like a family in a way. Each member had a rich history with Carpalis, and Evergreen was no exception.

In fact, at one point in her life she recalled a moment when she was the one being fed by Carpalis when she was just a budding plant-person – the nearly extinct Verdanian race. It was not clear what species she was from the race. Dryad? Petalia? Blossom? Florans? Alraune?

Evergreen didn’t know when it happened. One day, she was an ordinary Verdanian, and the next, she became a monstrosity hated by everyone and everything. Even the people she once called friends.

And now, she realized that her current Origin was no different from the monsters of the Dungeons – the Impuritas. Pages flickered before her eyes as she systematically memorized them, and copied them into a thick, 20 kg book with another assortment of tentacles.

She was lost in her thoughts, utterly transfixed by the memory before suddenly, she felt a hand touch her cheek, only to realize that no one had touched her. The tables were empty. Papers were neatly stacked by the windowsill.

When she looked down, she was met with Carpalis’ gentle gaze.

“When we delve into the past, we tend to bring pieces of it into the present. Never allow it to change your future.” Her words caused Evergreen’s face to melt delightfully.

“You’ve told me that how many times now? S-Sorry. Not that I’m complaining! I’m sorry. I’m always overstepping my boundaries.”

“If people continue to be afraid of overstepping them, then we’d end up in an endless cycle of misery. This is the latest installation.” She flicked her shoulder, throwing a sleeve to poke Evergreen’s nose. “Hehe. Isn’t it funny? I’m more of a mother than a Beholder to you all. You are more of a child than a finger of my hand. My cycle has been ongoing. It will continue. That alone is inevitable. Hehe… when will I catch a break? Ahaha… The world does like using me for its comedic relief.”

Evergreen’s mouth parted. She was about to say something until several knocks rang at the double doors.

“SECUR-80! Alert! The Archetype of Amalgamation has arrived!” A hearty, masculine voice called from the other side.

“Very well then. Evergreen, my dear~ Would you kindly check on how our other ‘guest’ is doing? Our honored friend will want to meet them soon.”

“Will they subjugate that thing?” It was obvious that the fact that Mimicry hadn’t been eliminated yet didn’t sit well with her, as well as a majority of others who were aware of its presence.

“It will depend on how ravenous her appetite is.” Carpalis giggled.

            

    
        357. Assurance to Heal Carpalis

    
    
    
    
                Archetype became a word of universal dread amongst the Exalted ever since the Arbiter’s slaughter 15 years ago. A total of 45 Exalted were eliminated in the blink of an eye, their bodies simultaneously collapsing like puppets who had their strings severed.

15 belonged to the Nexus itself. They were unassociated with the Ateliers and served for the benefit of the Nexus. The other 30, however, belonged to the Golden Index. Evergreen, Secur-80 – the Underboss of the Golden Middle – and the remaining Underbosses vividly remembered that day.

Close friends and companions succumbed to the overwhelming might of the Arbiter. The uncaring Archetype who took the reins of the Nexus that day changed the course of history for the better in many eyes, but the Exalted could never forget the terror of bathing in the presence of a being who stood above the shoulders of the Beholders.

The Archetype of Amalgamation was also one such entity.

The Archetype of Hope too had an eerie air about them.

No matter how friendly they seemed or presented themselves as, it did not change that they could instantly erase them with the snap of a finger.

Magus stood by Carpalis’ side, as Frost stood at the other end of the table flanked by an unnervingly emotionless woman with flesh colder than steel and…

“W-Woah. It’s pretty. So this is what a Guild looks like.” Anna’s eyes glistened as her silver eyes wandered the room, eagerly devouring every inch like a giddy child.

… this little girl, who was supposedly another unspecified Archetype.

Evergreen made a strange face as Frost, Magus and Nav greeted each other with pleasantries. She knew Carpalis and the Amalgam were always close, but to see them speak like old friends caused small roots of confliction to sprout. Her image of the Amalgam was someone indomitable.

This was the first time she had formally seen her, and she was expecting a huge, muscular woman draped glorious black feathers. Except she was much smaller than she imagined. Formidable for sure, but not quite like how her underlings propped her up.

Those eyes on the other hand spoke of a different tale. They could only belong to a being like an Archetype, for they carried a power that made it near impossible to study for more than a second.

So, she remained silent and kept a lingering eye on the twin-tailed Archetype.

“It’s so beautiful. You can tell whoever made this put a lot of thought into it.” Anna complemented this invisible person, turning to Evergreen suddenly with a slightly embarrassed face. “U-Um sorry. Am I allowed to touch the books?”

“Hm? Oh! You’re free to do as you please.” Evergreen was taken aback by her sweet tone.

As a lover of cute things, this Archetype ticked every conceivable box. But she refused to be swayed so easily. Surely, underneath those adorable silver eyes and small stature was a monster worse than the Arbiter.

Besides, she was loyal only to Carpalis, and the second cutest thing to exist was the black-feathered child, who happened to be related to the Amalgam. The Innocent. She watched over the group whilst the presence of Secur-80 could be felt from behind the double doors.

Her eyes were calm and peeled as she overheard all.

“Amazing. Is this standard across all the Guilds? That’s impressive if it is.” She asked no one in particular, expecting no one to respond as Frost and the others were too busy speaking with Carpalis.

Evergreen for whatever reason felt a little sorry for the girl and answered with:

“Every Guild associated with the Golden Index conforms to specific standards. Every room, every book and every minor detail must be perfect. It helps optimize work efficiency. Being surrounded by beauty and neutral pieces helps keeps our employees focused.”

Her answer was as generic as it gets, but Anna seemed to be enthralled by this.

“Mm. I can tell whoever decided on this must have their workers constantly in their mind. I wanted to do this too for people that used to work for me. Maybe that’s why my library feels so cozy. Just like this place.” Anna warmly spoke as she reached for the spine of a book, her eyes narrowing as the rays of light cast over her like a spotlight. “I’m sure whoever thought of this is a wonderful person too.”

Evergreen’s heart shuddered.

She struggled to keep her mind intact in the face of this adorable creature. If one checked her stats, one would find that she took HP damage due to her tentacles pinching her back as to not say anything stupid like ‘Awwww~!’ or ‘Thank youuuuuuu~!’ I love you~!’.

Anna’s popularity was rather unusual. Even the Arbiter couldn’t keep her hands away from her.

That being said:

“Carpalis. I’m so sorry about what happened.” Frost – the Amalgam – spoke tenderly as she held the sleeves of Carpalis’ coat-like dress.

“Frost has been thinking hard about how to make reparations for your disabled arm. An arrangement will not be easy, but I believe it is possible.” Nav assured in its usual monotone voice.

Again, Evergreen felt conflicted upon hearing those words. The image she had of the Amalgam crumbled at the seams, but she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t at least relieved.

“Hehe… It would be nice, but Demons cannot be healed.” Carpalis giggled.

“Carpalis. Neither did we have access to this from where I’m from. There was no magic to miraculously regrow limbs, or technology that could instantly cure diseases. What we learned was the process of healing.” Frost adamantly claimed.

There hadn’t been an iconic situation where her modern understanding of medicine and healing since the defibrillator incident. Everyone had access to healing potions and healers in general so there wasn’t a need to improve in this sector.

In a way, Earth’s methods were considered primitive compared to healing magic. But for Demons and people who could not be healed – then her knowledge was revolutionary.

“We had tools, knowledge and experience cultivated over a course of centuries before we reached a point where we could cure what was considered incurable. Even then, a cut on the stomach wasn’t something anyone could heal in a day or two. It took time. So much care and effort just for what might look harmless to you.”

Frost kindly reached down for Carpalis’ blackened left hand and cupped it gently between hers. The air became sombre all of a sudden. Anna froze as slowly retracted a hand away from the bookshelf, not wanting to disturb the sentimental moment of calm.

It looked like Frost was proposing to Carpalis. It made the Beholder chuckle as she flicked the sleeve of her right arm onto Frost’s head.

“Demons are the kind of breed that take the path of least resistance. It’s ingrained into us. It’s why you find many of us to simply not care. Ahaha… this attitude is poisonous, but it is who we are. Will I be your test subject?”

“Please don’t word it like that.”

“Technically yes.” Nav was far blunter. “However, I believe it will be worthwhile. Your hand has an estimated 60% chance of recovery, and this is based on my biases. I have no other proof to back up my blind faith.”

“Ahaha... blind faith shall be all I need. If it is possible, then I do not see why I would refuse it. I cannot imagine it being worse than my current state. I was considering amputating it. Hehe… I feel like a turtle sometimes when trying to get onto my feet. Hahaha…”

Suddenly, Carpalis brought herself up from the reclining chair. The cracked Faustian Bargain that struggled to maintain its grip around her waist complained with twisted groans. The sleeve on Frost’s head then suddenly flicked to the side as to point in that direction.

“You must also be aware of the Corrupted too, I imagine. Fear not. Evergreen~”

Evergreen nodded and calmly relayed:

“The Corrupted resides in a holding room. It needed to be anchored with an additional Shambling Seal around the neck. It speaks and can understand our language. Amalgam. We believe the Corrupted was asking for you.”

“Do you know what the Corrupted is? We’ll go immediately.” Frost wondered.

Magus then took over as he twirled his top hat around a finger.

“It has no name per say, my friend! But, between you and I, there was a particular fellow who tipped us in. Oh, what a depressing, moody fellow. Demons are quite a saddening bunch. No offence to you, my dear Carpalis!”

“Ahaha…”

“Ahem.” Magus cleared his throat, throwing his hat back atop his head. “Are you aware of the recently acclaimed Nightmare that terrorized H5 not long ago? It’s here, and in form not too dissimilar from your face too! My Amalgam friend, ‘Mimicry’ seeks to speak with you. As for myself, I think I’d rather not be eaten. I’m not like a certain wolf with the stench of a wet dog!”


            

    
        358. An Alternate Frost

    
    
    
    
                It never occurred to her that Mimicry of all things would have requested for her appearance. A bewildered Frost wracked her mind as she tried to understand its reasoning. They followed the wide corridors, traversed wooden catwalks, and descended numerous steep stairs until they reached a place where the light of the sun could no longer reach.

Wooden walls turned to stone bricks. The basement of the Guild was a dungeon illuminated by faint, red crystals that served as permanent torches. Numerous cells flanked them, bearing nothing but the bare essentials for comfort: a shabby bed that was only just a single, thin blanket; splintered tables; ancient chairs and a foul bucket for waste.

Judging by the dust and cobwebs, this place hadn’t been touched for a long time, but one could imagine what this place was used for.

“Years ago, people that crossed the boundary from S3 into H10 were thrown into these cells to rot. But the coldness of these confines was warmer than what life they escaped.” Carpalis spoke. “Haha… then, they used to throw them down the escarpment, rolling down jagged rocks.”

Carpalis escorted Frost, Nav and Anna in near silence. The shuffling of their feet caused something further ahead to emit a guttural groan.

Frost was the only one who sensed this, and she could feel the odd resonance grow stronger with each passing second. A stone door surrounded by curtains of slightly luminous chains was where Mimicry resided.

“It feels like everything has some sort of wicked history surrounding it.” Frost complained, her eyes fixated on the stone door, like she intended to drill it open with her gaze alone.

Mimicry was a murderous Corrupted. One that could disguise itself to assume the form of its victim, mimicking their last spoken words. But according to Carpalis, this Corrupted seemed intelligent. Sapient, and conscious of its existence…

… or in short, an enigma.

In all likeliness she’d end up having to fight it, but she wondered if it would be sensible enough to understand the futility of going against her. Of course, what was a measly Corrupted to the Amalgam?

Intrigue suddenly filled her the closer they approached, with Carpalis mentioning how closely its face resembled Frost's. They stopped at the doorway, and Carpalis lifted a finger to touch an inconspicuously carved section of the door. It depressed into the stone like a button.

Suddenly, multiple rings surrounded the button as sections of the door began to spin like the dial of a safe, bearing magical inscriptions that took the form of chains and claw marks. This was the first time Frost had witnessed ‘magic’ in the more traditional sense as she knew in her world’s literature.

She had only seen Skills and magic conjured by chants, and the only other time she saw inscriptions were from teleportation magic and the glowing magical circles of the Memento Mori from what Anna saw in a book.

“I never put much thought into it, but how exactly does magic work? I’m so used to seeing tech get paraded as it, so I’m surprised to see real magic in action.” Frost’s voice easily drowned the screeching rock.

“I-It’s complicated. Blessed don’t have to worry about it.” Anna said, reluctant to elaborate.

“There is no one truth regarding magic, hence why schools of magic exists.” Nav stated. “It is the same reason why scientists on Earth call concepts and ideas ‘models’ and ‘theories’. Even ‘laws’ are never entirely true.”

“Huh… Not so different from saying we practice medicine too.” Frost understood that trying to figure out magic was arguable harder than the Corrupted. Also, there wasn’t a need to begin with.

She ended up wryly smiling as the inscriptions flickered before they sunk deeply into the stone, disappearing as the door dragged itself open. The stench of an unwashed animal assaulted their nostrils. Nav, Carpalis and Frost remained unphased whilst Anna winced and shielded her nose.

Her eyes watered, stinging from the fine, putrid particles as they stared into the infinitely dark chamber. And there, breathing within the darkness as chains rattled was a humanoid entity resting on their knees, helpless to their unbreakable restraints.

Within the darkness only two things glowed. The golden eyes of the Amalgam, and the crimson eyes of Mimicry. Long, pale hair coiled underneath the humanoid Mimicry, who assumed the form of a young, healthy woman in her early 20s.

Light quickly flooded the room from an unknown source, revealing Mimicry to the others as its eyes widened in response to Frost’s figure. Those eyes undoubtedly belonged to a monster, and they screamed, “I found you!” as Mimicry’s face contorted heavily, as though attempting to smile, but was incapable of doing so.

It appeared threatening, and it jostled in the chains that strapped its wrists and spread them high like wings, whilst another wrapped around its neck and locked it into a kneeling position on the bloodied stone.

Nav.

“No. Unfortunately, I have not detected a single hint of it being a Corrupted.”

Nav knew exactly what Frost wanted to know. The Arbiter’s Trumpet did not blare in the presence of this Corrupted. No one knew if it was an inherent ability of Mimicry – which was highly likely – or the fact that it was no longer a Corrupted at all.

Status.
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“You are…!” It spoke in a feminine voice, unable to fully vocalize its thoughts as it reveled at the sight of the approaching Frost, who ventured firstly into the room wielding an indomitable aura.

They almost assumed a physical form, for her shadow seemed to wear a certain feathered coat. Scrutiny did not allow her to see its heart. And neither could she see what color it was. Her powers only served to freeze it in place as her echoing footsteps finally came to a complete stop.

“Eternal Night Risk-Classification. I’ve come to this conclusion based on my parameters. This is an unusual sight. Both the Affinity and Attribute are being shown. Moreover…”

Nav spoke internally as Frost lowered her gaze but refused to tilt her head downwards to the Corrupted. Her stoic superiority and Mimicry’s twisted glee caused a dangerous chill to run down Anna’s spine as she took cover behind Carpalis’ back, wary of an unexpected showdown.

But Frost had no interest in a fight.

More than that, she was bewildered by the sight despite how she looked, because it was as though she was looking at a reflection of an alternate version of herself – an indescribable, eerie phenomenon she also felt when she looked too closely at the faces of the Innocent and Hired Arm.

“… the ‘Aspect of Amalgamation’ is funny name for ‘Alter Frost’. It carries the same meaning. Frost. Mimicry may be an aspect of you. Or more accurately, an aberration once a Corrupted, and now… something different, yet the same. I do not understand this.”

I don’t think anyone else does either. This thing…

Frost eventually crouched to level her gaze with the naked Mimicry as she asked but one question:

“What are you? If you can speak, then you have my permission.” Frost assumed the dynamics of her and the other Alter Frosts and applied it with Mimicry, heeding Nav’s theory of it being an Alter her.

And to her surprise, Mimicry eyes lit up by a thousandfold, the slits of its mouth extending to its ears as it finally formed an adequate smile.

“Happy…! – I’m sorry! – I am – Hello! – Smiling…!” Mimicry spoke with its own voice, but there were several others within that spoke alongside it.

And Frost recognized one of them.

It was the woman who lost her little brother to the Blood Festival Dungeon.

The woman who begged her to find her missing brother.

            

    
        359. I Dreamed to Be Like You

    
    
    
    
                Its eyes bled with boundless joy.

Parts of its flesh peeled away from its body like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, revealing thick strands of flesh that held it like the branches of a tree. Bones could be seen within bearing little resemblance of proper anatomy. It was an amalgamation of pulsating meat, with countless teeth, horns and claws that lined it inner walls.

A hot, foul breath hissed from its body as thick saliva dripped from it countless jaws.

Yet in spite of all this, its face and eyes remained human. The experience unsettled Anna, but was of major intrigue for the others, particularly Frost who could no longer be touched by fear. Long ago this kind of nightmarish entity would have frozen her in her tracks, but now, she was the one who struck fear into the hearts of such monsters.

The gleam in its crimson, vibrating eyes were clear.

It saw Frost as something more than a deific entity. She was an ideal version of itself. The one, perfect form that it strove to achieve. If it could already assume the form of her face, then why couldn’t it also take the form of her body?

Frost’s face became dark. Her tone became impossibly deep as she asked Mimicry to explain what it aspired for. Even though the chains could not hold parts of its transforming body back, it respected the boundaries of its chains and spoke:

“I have been watching. Following. Wanting. When I found myself trapped inside of my cocoon, I dreamed to become like you. The perfect me…”

“For how long?” Frost commanded.

“Ever since… you found me... in the world underneath this.” It croaked, pausing as if resting to speak the words of those it had devoured.

Frost’s eyes drilled deeply into Mimicry’s as she then asked another question.

“Did you take the body of that child?”

Mimicry blinked. Its smile widened suddenly, like a dog that was praised by its owner. Its body shifted, a squirming bulge emerging from its bare chest. Frost’s heart sank as she witnessed it take the form of the same, catatonic child who repeated over and over to return to his sister.

As if things couldn’t get worse –

“Sister. I want my sister. Where are you? I’m scared. I’m scared.”

– Mimicry repeated the same exact words that were spoken to her in the Derma Layer.

“You… that was you…?”

Frost’s blood flash boiled. The fact that Mimicry took pride in it only heightened her sudden fury, and before she knew it.

“Ggggghhhh!?”

*Splat*

*Crunch*

Frost silently thew a fist into its body, maximising the pain output as Mimicry’s body convulsed. The smile disappeared in an instant, the fangs quivering as if incapable of retaliating against her. The combined wail of countless voices shook the chamber, frightening Anna as Nav watched with unmatched intensity.


< Frost. Is it worth losing your emotions to a creature such as this one? >


 

“It’s. Fucking. Worth it! I… we did everything we could to save them! And you. Took. Them. AWAY!” Frost did not personally know them enough to call them friends, but they were amongst the bereaved people they saved from the Derma Layer.

To find out that not one, but two had been devoured by Mimicry nearly pushed her into the First State. However, her blood rush ended as quickly as it began. Blood coated her right hand as Mimicry’s body reverted to its human form to appease Frost, believing that its ugliness was the reason why Frost struck it.

… it doesn’t know any better. But that doesn’t fucking excuse it either. Tch. This is supposed to be based off me? In what fucking way?

Frost lowered her fist, and Mimicry blinked. It was perfectly capable of defending itself, but it refused to.

“Could it be something derived from your past self? A yearning to become something?”

By eating them? Assimilation? Nav… I don’t even know what the fuck I was when I was that ‘light’. Now you’re telling me that ‘light’ took over people’s bodies too? Based on this!?

“Please calm down. Frost… your back is shaking. That is not a sight I want to see.”

A compressed sigh left her nostrils as she wondered how to deal with this thing. Violence was always a sure-fire way unfortunately. Her hypocrisy returned in full force, but she was conscious enough to refrain from pulverizing Mimicry until it was nothing but a paste.

However, because this was the first Alter Frost they’ve found in the wild, she considered sparing it.

“… what did I do wrong? Why did you attack me?” Mimicry did not know why it was struck.

What did it do wrong? It eyes were terrifyingly filled with innocence rather than malice as Frost came to the realization that Mimicry had lack a concept of morality. What was right or wrong to a Corrupted to begin with? Especially one that solely sought to attain its one perfect body?

It was frustrating.

“I was happy to meet you. I don’t understand. Were you not happy to see me?”

Rather, the reason why it was happy was simply because it was a moment when they were closest with one another. Like a friend telling another that they unknowingly ran into each other somewhere in the past.

“I just want to be like you. I dreamed and dreamed. I yearned, crawled, and aspired. I grovelled and ate to become something that was ‘me’, rather than ‘them’. How do you do it? How can I do it? I don’t know why you attacked something that looks like you.” It didn’t cry, frown, or furrow its brows.

It spoke with an emotionless face, unable to express itself through body language. Even the tones of its voice were off, almost as monotone as Nav’s.

Mimicry did not just want the body, but her mannerisms too. Her persona. How she acted. It was a hideous blend of desire and obsession, packaged into an ideal. Frost was what stars were to people.

An object of aspiration.

Was this also true for the other Alter Frosts?

“Why did I hit you? Because you killed people I wanted to live.” Frost explained as simply as she could. “You cannot become like me if you’re just going to kill people for no reason.”

Her voice became unexpectedly sincere. Rather than scolding, it was as though she were offering it advice. Because she had done the same mistake. If Mimicry was in a state just like her when she was stuck in her rampage, then…

… was it forgivable?

Frost didn’t know.

            

    
        360. A Deal With Mimicry

    
    
    
    
                How does one deal with something like this in the first place?

Somehow, when Frost went to touch Mimicry’s cheek, she felt a strange warmth akin to the other Alter Frosts. The tugging sensation was violent at this distance, and Mimicry pushed its body forward, yearning to meld with Frost’s.

“… when you do something bad, you apologise. Is there nothing else you know? Do you gain anything from eating those people? Was it just to reach me? I don’t understand it either. But it’s not like you could help yourself. That much I can understand. The fact of the matter is – you came to search for me after you gained sapience.”

Mimicry didn’t know what to make of her words, and its body shivered, afraid of being rejected. When one finger left its cheek, it violently quivered, its eyes widening to beg for it to stay forever.

“Which means your nature might be different from the old you. But I don’t know how willing I am to put my trust into you.”

Just when it seemed like her hand would leave its cheek, another came to take hold of the other. She drew her face close enough where she could hear the grotesque breaths taken deep from within Mimicry’s body.

They were mere inches away.

Their eyes fused into one, and steadily, Mimicry’s body began to create a white version of Frost’s apparel to cover its naked form. When complete, Frost then asked her one question that lit Mimicry’s world alight.

“What can you do for me?”

“Anything! Everything! I… I can be you! I can do everything you can and whatever you ask me to! I am… I will be like you!”

“There is a place called the Nexus. Other beings like you exist there. Do you want to join us?”

“Yes! I do!”

“Then you’re going to need my trust. All of it.”

“I… I can – I’ll do anything for it! I also… want to join you in that place! In the Nexus!”

“Those entities above can only do good. You’ve only shown me that you can only do bad. In order for me to trust you, you’re going to have to go through hell and back.”

Frost had an idea. She didn’t know how it would come into fruition, but depending on Mimicry’s capabilities, it could replace her for smaller-scale operations. She couldn’t be everywhere at once. The Nexus was poised to be an insurmountable task, and it would only become harder.

Plus, the fact that Mimicry could communicate was significant enough for her to consider placing it in a position of power if it could prove itself worthy. She didn’t know how, when, or where.

All she knew was that Mimicry was not going to receive an express ticket to heaven any time soon. Frost utterly despised Mimicry for having undone the lives she saved. To her that was unforgivable. The only reason she offered this thing a strand of hope was because it was an Alter Frost. Were it anything else then she would have beaten it for hours, even days on end now that she had the time to spare.

Her anguish could be felt by all. Mimicry had to atone.

She then released Mimicry’s face, and the irresistible yearning in those crimson eyes were enough for Frost to understand that her proposition would serve to act as its ‘star’.

The carrot on the stick.

“Prove to me that you’re worthy of my time. Tell me everything you know about yourself. Confess everything you’ve done. Your time spent working for me will be your road to redemption.” Frost’s eyes glowed further with each spoken word until it became an ember. “Don’t pave it with blood as I have. If you truly wish to be like me, then you have a lot to learn.”

“I… I will assimilate all knowledge I learn!”

“Don’t call it an assimilation.”

“How come? I know the last few hours of those I consume. I can gain knowledge like this.” Mimicry was confused. “I can eat them without spilling blood. That is what you wanted.”

Mimicry was like Nav in a way. Both didn’t know how to express themselves well and were ill experienced when it came to emotions and reading between lines. At least Nav had grown better in the latter, so there was some hope to help Mimicry follow a sensible path.

The problem was, it was unapologetically murderous by design and by no fault of its own.

It was simply too risky to allow this kind of creature inside of the Nexus…

Yet the Icon of Judgement sits there too. I wonder how many Blessed would high tail it out of the Nexus if they knew what was up there.

“Mimicry cannot be archived. It is like you. A Corrupted, but with a mind.”

I’d rather not be called a Corrupted. Even if I technically am.

“Should I do the same? With how I like to refer to myself as a machine?”

Do as you like.

Frost deeply sighed, but she never broke character. Not in front of something that idolized her to a terrifying degree.

“You have a lot to learn. Who you eat matters. I don't eat friends. I expect you to follow suit.” She simply said, but kept what Mimicry said about memorizing the final hours of someone it devoured.

It sounded incredibly useful, and of course, it’d only be used on enemies. It was the ultimate detective ability if used correctly, and in this light Mimicry’s prospect increased by another fold.

“But I don’t have any.”

“The people behind me are your friends, as they are mine. The people in this city are my friends.”

“Will I be left to starve?”

“Do you have to eat to survive?”

“I will lose my form without consuming flesh. Can I eat animals instead?”

“So you can eat normal things too. We’ll give you what you can eat. What you can drink. We’ll help you. But you have to help us too. Does that sound reasonable?”

“Yes!” Mimicry was elated to hear this.

I hate that something like this can also be so innocent. Ugh.

“Carpalis.” Frost suddenly called for her Demonic friend.

“Yes~?”

“Who brought Mimicry here?”

“An Oboros Infinitas representative. She goes by the name of Belphegor. A Demon of laze. Hehe… she wouldn’t even fight back against Mimicry eating at her hand. She’s so slothful. Ahaha…” Carpalis giggled.

“Did she have anything else to say?”

“Other than she also has an eye on Mimicry. A punishing body with an eye on a Corrupted… They could aid Mimicry in its redemption.” She revealed.

“They’re going to need to talk to me first. What’s Oboros Infinitas doing showing their faces now? Ready to head into the Arbiter’s Council?” Frost asked as she tried to think of a name to give Mimicry.

Calling what was supposed to be able to disguise itself ‘Mimicry’ was a dead give away to anyone that was able to read between the lines. Namesakes were everything in this world too.

“There are tens of thousands of captured Scarlet Logic personnel, as well as many more criminals. They seem to have a plan to put them to good use. The Arbiter’s Council shall reveal it… I unfortunately will not be attending. The Nexus is a poisonous place for me. I’m sorry if you were looking forward to seeing a friendly face. Hehe…”

Frost recalled Galia mentioning something about this too; and how she would wholeheartedly agree with their methods of restoring the Nex Megalopolis.

Whatever it was, she’d be hearing about it soon.

“But this is funny. When we spoke with Mimicry, it wasn’t as active as it is now~” Carpalis added.

Finally, Frost reached towards Mimicry and placed a hand atop its head. It wore a look of brazen confusion, its eyes blinking rapidly, unable to comprehend the sensation before Frost came up with a name.

Mimi.

“Frost. That is 3 letters off Mimicry. It wouldn’t take long for someone to find out. Additionally, ‘Mimi’ sounds cute. Mimicry doesn’t strike me as a cute creature.”

You’re telling me you have something better than ‘Mimi’?

“That I do. Acedia. The lack of knowing or feeling. It is of flesh, muscle, tissue, and nerves and yet I understand the concept of morality better than it does. How can that be so? It can earn ‘Mimi’.” Nav was unexpectedly hostile. It didn’t reflect in her voice, but Frost could somehow sense this.

Regardless, she then blessed Mimicry with its new name.

“Acedia. This will be your name from now own. You’ll also call yourself a woman too. Or whatever you like, so long as you’re consistent. No one must know you’re Mimicry.” Frost warned.

And Mimicry… no, Acedia couldn’t be happier.

“Now then, tell me everything you know.”

            

    
        361. Welcome to the Justica Arms Main Branch

    
    
    
    
                The clapping of leather soles filled a dark void. Several figures traversed the darkness without a source of light, for they could see all within the foreboding blackness. Not even the subtle glow of their golden eyes was able to cut through the dark.

It was clear that the floor was made from smooth stone. Marble was the likely material, but it was difficult to tell. Entities wandered alongside them, frolicking in the dark plains as shadows of a torrential downpour began to appear in the skies.

Jury’s eyes wandered all over the place as she followed Beholder Galia and the Arbiter through the place called the Threshold: a boundary that separated a Beholder’s Workshop from the Nexus. It was a checkpoint designed to ward away uninvited guests. Those that lacked the authority or clearance from Galia could never dream of finding this place.

During the ‘War in Heaven’ many years ago, the Threshold was what allowed the Beholders of today to remain in power. Even the Beholders that claimed to not have a workshop did in fact possess one, although, its state was no more than relic of the past.

Archetypes on the other hand were able to freely enter an exit at will. Because of this, major technologies were usually developed and sealed away within the Workshops. It was an impenetrable safe that allowed them to preserve the secrets of their technology, as well as technological developments.

Products could be created outside of the Nexus too. But it was just more convenient to have it within the Nexus.

It brought into question why the Ateliers chose to function outside rather than within. Logistics was one such issue. It would be a logistical nightmare to transfer the larger than life machines that Caldera Industries operated, never mind the Site Cores. Another was CogitO’s Reality Manifesters, which allowed them to create materials from seemingly nothing.

But more than that – the real reason why they chose to operate outside was to ensure total secrecy. It was no secret that the Beholders had things they wished to keep buried at all costs. To have them within the Nexus meant that they were under the complete scrutiny of the Arbiter and now the dangerous Amalgam.

Getting them all to host their stuff within the Nexus might be another focus for us. I wonder how Frost will respond to this. It doesn’t sound easy. But is Galia really right? Is secrecy their biggest concern?

I don’t doubt it, but there has to be more to it than that.

“Surprised?” Galia’s voice rang like a bell. It carried a tinge of excitement, leading them on as the streaks of dark rain above turned grey. “I was not here during the War in Heaven. But I’ve heard of the recounts from certain heads. An Iron Star once retold that the fighting within the Workshop spaces before the Threshold was implemented was just as bloody.”

Jury was about to ask how the Thresholds were created. But before she could utter word, the Arbiter brushed her tail against hers and answered:

“The Chained Theocracy’s technology does not just grant the Blessed the Dimensional Storage. It integrated itself as a core part of the Nexus.”

“Like how your Warped Stone lets people teleport through the Central Relays.” Jury caught on quickly, amusing them both. “This place is the result of the Dimensional Lock?”

“Precisely.” Galia swiftly answered. “We exist in this boundary that is partially connected with the Subcut layer. A quieter place, away from the flames, the ice, and whatever misery resided down there.”

“This isn’t the reason why you and Frost were able to enter our world. I thought it might’ve been the culprit.” Jury admitted, causing Galia to hum in an amusing tone as she elegantly raised a hand to the sky.

“The reason why we from other worlds leak into Elysia has no answer. One moment I was faced with the light, and the next I found myself standing in a field dyed red. I thought I had reached true enlightenment. But when I reared my head to the skies –”

Her fingers snapped, and the grey streaks became pale. A universe of shooting stars surrounded them, each with a vibrant trail of light that followed. But the closer Jury looked, the more she realized that those falling stars were in fact the crystal bullets used in the Justica Arms.

There were billions. So many that they rivalled the number of stars in the night sky.

“– I realized that I was no longer in my world. Stars look the same to the untrained eye. But I, who sought for reason in the insignificant of things, charted the world and the cosmos in the back of my mind and onto two thousand crude parchments.” She spoke as though reciting holy scripture, her figure basking in the newfound light as the darkness dispelled, revealing a vast, pale world that almost seemed artificial.

“Yes. When I saw the light, it enraptured me. And I awakened in this world.” Galia concluded.

The sky was black. But the falling bullets filled the empty skies, forever hailing in the backdrop where exactly 12 major crystals hovered like sacred monoliths. Each was of a designated color, wrapped by ribbons and decorated with metal rings that allowed them to however in the skies, likely thanks to Caldera Industries.

Few patches of grasslands could be found, as well as fountains and all manners of strange structures could be seen dotted almost randomly throughout the world. Creatures and even people could be seen here, each moving with a purpose and dressed similarly to her blinded personnel.

But it was what resided in the center that captured Jury’s attention. It was a crystal, shaped like the 6th Branch. It was a colorless crystal, yet at the same time carried all the colors at once besides white. This wasn’t a Branch of Justica Arms.

This was Justica Arms.

Their headquarters.

If the others were the branch of a tree, then this was the trunk.

It sat atop a platform, where a steep set of stairs led towards. Rivers of clean water could be found flowing between canals that cascaded down the stairs, and where Magicalis went to drink, and people to fetch water.

“Welcome to Justica Arms. Please allow me to show you our operations. I have a feeling that we’ll be working quite closely in the near future.” Galia extended hand to Jury, and she firmly took it.


< Entering the Justica Arms Main Branch for the First Time >

 

< Welcome to the Justica Arms Main Branch >

 

< Frost is quite jealous of you >

            

    
        362. A Justica Small Arm?

    
    
    
    
                The Main Branch was the culmination of Galia’s efforts in the last century, where historical esoteric devices and artifacts resided as a testament of her inhuman lifespan. Her youthful appearance carried the blend of maturity found in the wise and elderly.

How long had she been living in Elysia for? Her time spent on Earth? The Nexus became accessible to all Blessed exactly 50 years ago thanks to the Warped Stone. But what happened before it?

Jury didn’t wish to act on her ravenous curiosity. She almost asked, but her voice latched to her throat as they moved into the colorless crystal, suddenly finding themselves inside of a hollow, spherical cathedral. There were no private rooms, for everything was open for all to witness in its revered glory.

The Main Branch consisted of multiple floors, each held by 12 distinct pillars that were arranged like a dodecagon. Hallways branched off into 12 more locations, each terminating with a spherical room that saw colorful crystals floating in place. They were smaller versions of the ones outside, their purpose as enigmatic as the thoughts that ran in the heads of her guides.

In each spherical node was a pillar of light that rose to the highest floor. But if one looked closely, they’d realize that the colorful displays of light were in fact millions, perhaps even billions of tiny crystal bullets.

Indeed. The Main Branch was where the crystal bullets were created, stored, and sent to the weapons of the Justica Arms when they were called upon. Jury was awestruck, her eyes trembling at the majesty of Galia’s Workshop as they went over the intricate, golden inscriptions that were drawn around the inner rims of the ceiling above like murals.

Depending on where one observed, the silhouettes of a person could be seen from the pale branches that spilled into the central cavity of the Main Branch, and as Galia and the Arbiter led her towards the purple side, she realized who these focused installations of art depicted.

“Bartholow. The Apostles. Amazing…” Was all she could utter.

Galia warmly smiled in response, elated to hear that her ‘home’ was up to Jury’s standards. The Arbiter hummed a delightful note, her tails rising like the feathers of a peacock as though to stretch them.

“This is my Workshop. Where all 12 variants of my Justica Arms are created, and where all 12 bullet types are forged and stored. This is the lifeblood of my Branches. The supplier of Justice. This is where it begins, and…”

Suddenly, a floating slab of stone came floating by, led by individuals in black and white garbs. The length of their ribbon-like apparel were hung on the shoulders of one another as they escorted the slab towards the central light.

And on that slab laid the deceased body of an Elven Justica Arms employee, surrounded by white lilies, as a bundle of chrysanthemums were held in their cold clutches.

“… where it ends. One day I will receive an Apostle on a stone plaque. I fear that day will one day come. It’s become a dangerous world, almost to the levels of when I first arrived a century ago. Have a look around~ Touch what you wish.”

“I’m… fine. Thank you. Are those objects relics of yours?” Jury pointed to the numerous items that were on display along the walls, which were left disturbingly within reach of her personnel.

“Small arms. Some in the prototype stage. They’re there for protection. I’m quite fond of my personnel, enough where I allow them to live within my Workshop.” Galia eloquently spoke, and with the flick of her fingers, one of the items appeared before Jury.

“O-Oh – Got it!” She fumbled it, catching it with her tail as she quizzically looked at the item in her palms. “It’s tiny. It looks like an ‘L’ shaped weapon.”

“I call it the Justica Small Arms. A handheld, convenient device capable of delivering small caliber crystal bullets. On Earth, we had cumbersome versions called flintlock pistols. These are the holy weapons of my admittedly weak Sacral personnel.”

“It looks harmless…”

“That is the point. No one would suspect a thing.” Michaela answered, kindly removing the weapon from Jury’s hands. “It’s fascinating how technologically advanced this world is, yet it’s rooted in a primitive era. We’ve skipped steam and combustion, and moved into a reign of convenience, powered by bottled suffering. Nex is an unforgiving resource because of its origins.”

“Unforgiving doesn’t do it justice. People are incentivized to make people suffer as much as possible to extract the most out of them.” Jury gratingly spoke.

“It’s the truth.” Galia said, snapping her fingers as the Justica Small Arm returned to its rightful place. She then began to walk towards a clear section reminiscent to the Central Relay, her back demanding that they follow.

“So you’re the same?” Jury asked.

“I don’t create Nex myself. Being free from the vice of the Warped Stone means I require far less Nex to live. But, to maintain what I’ve built I will always require a steady stream. We do not harvest Nex. We have other Ateliers that provide us with it. We call ourselves business partners, but between you and I: there exists an impetus that keeps them constantly supplying me.”

“Like Oboros Infinitas?” Jury’s curiosity began pouring out, and Galia had no qualms in sating it.

“Oboros Infinitas are different. We have a deal and stable partnership. We hand over unforgivable criminals, and they make the most out of them. In exchange, we are rewarded a percentage of the accumulated Nex.”

They came across more of her Sacral personnel as she spoke.

People wandered by in draped robes carrying crystal fragments in palms as though they were sacred objects.

They were blinded by pale cloth, for they were guided by faith alone. They wore headwear more than meters long, consisting of a golden plate and the finest of white fabric. These exalted individuals consisted solely of humans, whereas the Branches tended to use Elves.

            

    
        363. The White Light Apparatus

    
    
    
    
                Soon, they arrived at the Central Relay-like area, the Arbiter’s tails wagging as if excited. It was jarring to see beings of calibers echelons above her in terms of raw strength act so human-like.

She wasn’t fooled though. The Arbiter was a being beyond the mind of human, and Galia was no longer one. It was weird for her to admit it, but she felt out of place. However, she steeled her resolve and stood shoulder to shoulder with these beings, wearing impassioned eyes.

“Caldera Industries on the other hand are motivated to feed me. We have a terribly long history with one another.”

“Sounds like you’ve fought.” Jury remarked as particles of light rose from the glowing inscriptions beneath.

Galia’s cosmic eyes narrowed as a mist of nostalgia enhanced the colors in her eyes. Suddenly, everything turned white as they were transported to the highest floor of the Main Branch. The place where Galia personally developed her products with the rawest form of the Warped Stone.

But before the light could dispel, Galia concluded tantalizingly.

“Would you believe me if I told you that half a century ago – I, a human with nothing to my name – brought down that juggernaut of an Atelier to their knees?

Hm. I didn’t think so.”

They arrived at the summit of the Main Branch, where the ceiling was replaced with the constellations of an oddly unfamiliar universe, with several planets labeled as ‘Mercury’, ‘Venus’, ‘Earth’, ‘Mars’, etc, with a diagram of a galaxy called the Milky Way where something called Sagittarius A resided.

That universe was the same one Frost once called home.

“History is often written by the victors. My legacy was martyred to bring forth a new era. One that united us more than ever before. My Hyperlinks changed everything. Behold, Beholder Jury. This is where I create aspects of my Warped Stone.

Feel free to create something of your own if you so wish. I will allow you to use my Workshop until you receive your own. Go on. The White Light Apparatus awaits your interaction.”

The object in question resided in the center of the room. It was an artefact that appeared like an arrangement of several pale spears like a bonfire. A Genesis Stone was held in between the spears, ready to become an Aspect of a technology.

This allowed for Active or Passive Skills to take form within a Genesis Stone, thus, becoming an Aspect of a given technology. This was grossly simplifying it.

Because the process was far more involved than anything she had ever submitted herself to.

And by the end of it, the resulting item came out appearing like a blob of molten white goop. She had failed, but this goop carried an incredibly unique property.

Namely, it served as a primitive product that allowed one to create a miniature, temporary Isolation Sphere. It was far from perfect and was due to be destroyed. However, Galia and the Arbiter, who were deeply intrigued by the prospect of Jury’s power, considered keeping it aside as one item for Jury to showcase at the Arbiter’ Council rather than destroying it like what was usually done to failures.

Because if this was what goop could do with Jury’s power…

… then one could only imagine what a perfected Aspect of her technology could do.


* * *


“The end of the year will be upon us soon. 351 PA. And here we believed Beholder Marionette would spark the beginning of a new era. How things change. Hm… What do you think, Galia?” The Arbiter spoke from within a dark void.

“It will be a noisy year, that is for certain.” Galia replied nonchalantly. “The coming of your Council will serve to lay the foundations of our resolutions for the 351st year, Post Advent of Civilization. Perhaps beyond.”

“Beyond for certain. A year is plenty long enough for the world to change. In 4 months, we saw the beginning and end of several inconveniences. Things are moving faster now. More than ever.” The Arbiter scrunched something before a faint ticking sound could be heard. “Unfortunately, Jury’s technology seems to attract unwanted guests. Elysia is going to be another factor moving forward.”

“So it seems. I’m still quite ill versed with this entity. But this ticking does bring me back.” Galia devilishly hummed. “No. Forgive me. I’ve been their acquaintance once.”

“You resisted it, I recall. ‘The Voice From Beyond the Void’. Elysia.”

“That I did. Her sweet temptations were irresistible. ‘Become the perfect you’. ‘Give in’. ‘You cannot change anything’. Aha. But I had ambitions. A world I still dream of. Where do you think I learned to speak with such a tantalizing tongue?”

“Perhaps that is why I latched onto you so quickly and nearly killed you for it.” The Arbiter laughed, as did Galia.

“Hmhm. I’m flattered. The Amalgam and Beholder Jury will instill radical change. Let’s hope this strengthens the Nexus, rather than breaks it. It would be problematic if we weren’t sewn together against a rising common enemy.”

“Your Apostle had become quite troublesome…” The Arbiter suddenly trailed off.

It was uncharacteristic of her, as if for a moment, she had drawn blanks. And after a long minute, the Arbiter concluded with:

“Galia. Your time has yet to come. I know your sins. As do you. At the end of it all, I will ask you if it was worth it.

I eagerly await your day of judgement.”

            

    
        364. A Breath of Fresh Air

    
    
    
    
                The night was young. Cicadas chirped as the sun of the Floor of Amalgamation finally fell behind the distant ocean. Animals both near and far huddled close for warmth. Foxes lazed around the perimeter of the newly constructed estate, as slimes gathered around, bouncing against the walls where Ignis was certainly hiding behind.

Slimes were weird creatures. Biology be damned once again, and Ignis always seemed to be the one who they adored the most whether it was the violent red ones, or the calm blue, adorable ones.

Frost peered out from a balcony located on the second floor, consolidating her thoughts in the cool breeze alone with nothing but a small cup of coffee in hand. Ignis and the triplets found the time to spend what was left of their Nex on a shopping trip at the reopened Common Hub.

Coffee. Tea. Vegetables, spices, even small furnishings found their way into their Dimensional Storages. Behind her was another balcony that overlooked the atrium of their warm estate, which was lit by cozy fire crystals, which were installed like downlights in every room.

It was difficult to get used to this kind of life. Once upon a time this was the norm for her. How only four months managed to change her habits, lifestyle and morality spoke volumes about the kind of world she lived in, and her position in it.

Nothing made her happier than to take a breath of air at her own leisure.

Frost was in casual wear this time around, wearing only shorts and a loose shirt. There was no reason to wear a coat when the cold didn’t do much to her anyway. The embarrassment she once had regarding her body had nearly completely disappeared. Total acceptance was only a step away, and she couldn’t be happier.

Her hair danced to the breeze, the strands fluttering further than they ever had.

Anna was present in their home too, as was the Starchild. The Floor of Amalgamation had become the home for these Archetypes, and she wondered if others would also arrive and come to call this place home too.

Parts of the past came running back as she heard the laughter of the others underneath. It wasn’t enough to spoil the mood or cause her to become melancholic. She sipped away at the steaming mug of coffee, one that had a picture of her crudely painted on the side by Ignis.

The taste was amazing. Lots of sugar was added to the beverage too. She never remembered herself having such a sweet tooth but now that she could indulge in all kinds of tasty things, this odd side of her begged to avoid the bitterness of ‘mud water’.

She laughed to herself, the shenanigans becoming wilder as the slimes suddenly stopped and turned to one another, giving up their efforts as they sadly shuffled away and huddled into one big, colorful mound.

And they weren’t just any ordinary slimes either. Some had animal ears, others with a tail, and some that glowed in the night like giant fireflies. Frost wondered if Ignis didn’t want to see them because some of them had those animal features.

Suddenly, the door underneath swung open as Ignis left the house. The slimes immediately bounced over to her, gathering by her ankles as she plucked a few up with the help of the little Frost and the Star Child.

Not all were allowed into the house of course. Imagine the havoc they’d unleash. With a bundle of them in their arms, they turned around and returned to the house, but not without waving up at the watching Frost.

She waved back and returned to drowning in the lovely sights of her home, waiting patiently for a special someone to return. After her meeting with Mimicry, she had sound proofed the walls of their room which was located the furthest away from the others for intimate and private reasons.

Beds were also purchased by Ber, and they were considerate enough to get them a double bed. Frost had spent some time decorating the room enough to feel like it was their own, although, the most she did was move the bed around and have a fuzzy carpet in place.

Materialistic possessions weren’t… exciting to her anymore. Not as much as weaponry, given how her life has been thus far. It was reflected upon nearly everyone else too, as the furnishings were simple rather than extravagant and excessive. They just needed the bare minimum to live comfortably.

Thankfully, Ignis and Anna were here to help. Res was also fairly knowledgeable in this department too, surprisingly.

Aaaah. Lost my train of thought again.

Frost hummed to herself, twirling the liquid in the cup.

Footsteps suddenly approached from the wooden staircase behind. A pale-blue head emerged as golden eyes stared intently at her. It was Nav, who walked with her hands held neatly by her legs as she joined Frost at the balcony, firstly asking:

“Can I join you?”

“Go ahead. Hey, how’d you know I was feeling lonely?” Frost joked.

“I can read your mind better than the others. It’s only natural that I understand you the best.”

“I’m kind of happy a part of you is still in my head.” Frost hummed. “Wait, have you been informing Jury all along?”

“Partially. She tends to know it by instinct.” Nav answered, standing side by side by Frost.

There was a large contrast between their stances. Frost lazed along the wooden rails, slumped over like she was trying to catch her breath whilst Nav stood dignifiedly like a Goddess. It made Frost smile for some reason as she turned her head to the side, her cheeks meeting with the warmed wood.

“How are you finding things?” Frost asked.

“Comfortable. Everyone has been tremendously helpful towards me. As expected after my efforts of mentally guiding them for the last 4 months. Are interactions based on rewards and benefits as such?”

“Like a transaction?” Frost wondered.

“Are you all being helpful because I was helpful?” She looked down at Frost, never blinking as she wondered if this was the nature of interactions between people.

Frost shook her head.

“It’s too complex to be a transaction of give or take. If the world was based on that, then I don’t think sincerity would be a thing. Imagine helping someone with the expectation of putting them in your debt. Nav. Sometimes people just do things because they want to. Putting meaning on every little thing becomes tiring. Like for instance… if I were to ask to hug you, then what would we both gain from that?”

“… I do not compute.” Nav tilted her head. “Warmth?”

“Here.” Frost opened her arms for Nav invitingly. “Come. Maybe you’ll understand better by experiencing it.”

Nav glided towards Frost and opened her arms, enveloping one another as Nav tried to fathom what Frost meant. Because if anything, this only further confused her. When she said this, Frost broke away, but Nav didn’t seem capable of tearing herself free, much to her shock.

Nav didn’t want to let go.

“It’s not easy to describe or teach. Your way of thinking is completely different from mine. But the more you let yourself experience things, the more you’ll understand. I’m sure one day that steel will turn to skin and veins. That oil will turn to blood.” Frost raised a hand to pat her head. “I bet you didn’t expect to get pampered when you came up here, huh?”

“I came here because you seemed lonely… I suppose I was wrong. Thank you.” Nav flashed a rare smile before breaking away. “I think I understand it better. I was reading a poem made by a machine, so I became curious of the rules that dictate interactions. Such rules may be fallacies as you say, but I cannot help but to approach it in a critical manner.”

“Nothing wrong with that. Has Anna been bringing you books?”

“Plenty. She is more knowledgeable than she thinks. I enjoy her company very much.” Nav spoke fondly of the girl, causing Frost to laugh a little. “Hm?”

“Sorry. Anna’s becoming really popular with all kinds of people lately. Haaaaah.”

“Something wrong?”

“I’m just happy. It’s a happy sigh.”

“Sighs can be happy?”

“Yeah. Just like how tears can be.”

“I see.”

“Wanna give it a try?”

“Like this? Aaaaaaah?” Nav’s monotone hum was adorable, and Frost found herself trying to coach a machine how to make a happy sigh as the night steadily progressed.

The was never a dull moment between the triplet’s shenanigans, Ignis and the slimes, the Innocent and the Star Child doing emoji battles, and the Hired Arm and Anna’s cozy late-night readings by the fireplace.

Eventually, a familiar face arrived in the distance, waving enthusiastically at Frost and Nav.

“I shall leave you now.” Nav departed. “Jury wants to spend time with you.”

“I can tell.” Frost laughed.

“I mean it in a private way. Enjoy your time with her. I will return to indulging in the books of the Eternal Library.”

“A-Ah… Right. Thanks.” Frost turned a little red as she patted her hair, trying to remove the numerous cowlicks that still plagued her hair to this day.

Needless to say, another intimate moment was upon them.

            

    
        365. Another Intimate Moment

    
    
    
    
                Frost’s heart fluttered restlessly against her chest. It felt like it wanted to escape, beating audibly as she walked down one of the warm corridors of their home. Jury accompanied her, her head bobbing with the same enthusiasm she always had, but never tended to show all the time.

The floorboards groaned, and Frost repeatedly glanced at the newly installed windows, fidgeting with her hair as one half of her grew restless, and another self-conscious of the fact that tonight would be another intimate night.

Few words were spoken between them. Instead, their hearts exchanged words, transmitted through their arms that occasionally bumped into one another. Frost eyed Jury’s tail expectantly, wondering when it was going to wrap around her waist.

The moonlight shone through the clear glass, painting the walls with their shadows. Soon, the voices from the atrium disappeared entirely. Frost was arguably the most sociable person out of everyone else, but she suddenly felt embarrassed when she tried to say something to break the cascading silence.

So, she suddenly plopped her head onto Jury’s arm, a soft sigh venting from her moist lips.

“What took you so long to come back?” Frost asked, staring down the hallway at their room’s door. “Did they show you something cool?”

“Are you jealous?” Jury playfully hummed.

“The Main Branch sounds like a place worth visiting. I wanted to see how the Arms are manufactured. How they have their industries laid out so we can learn something. I would’ve loved to stroll around with you.”

“Mhm. Me too. You were with that Corrupted today. Mimicry?”

“Yep. We have another Alter Frost on our hands. What’s next? A Cat eared me?” Frost jokingly said, although, there was truth in her words.

If there were no limits on the forms that her Alter Frosts could take, then it was entirely possible to come across one. Hell, maybe even one with a gun could one day make an appearance.

“I’d love that.”

“I feel like everyone’s looking forward to a me they can pamper.” Frost laughed. “But I think I’d rather see a wolf eared version of you too.”

“An Alter me?”

“Not that they exist. It’d be fun though. Imagine an army of us.” Frost’s eyes then narrowed as she fell into deep thought. “Mimicry feels like it’s the strongest Alter Frost. Having the ability to read the minds of people it eats sounds incredible. I wonder how it’d get along with the Hired Arm.”

“You can’t bring it up here?”

“Not until I’m sure it won’t try to attack anyone. I know Corrupted don’t really have a choice in who or what they are, so it’s a matter of changing them. Mimicry seems willing to as well. That’s enough for me to give it a chance. What do you think?”

“If it’s an Alter Frost, then mhm. Why not? It’s hard to tell if it’s deserving. We know that a lot of people we’ve fought will end up becoming Condemned. I can’t bring myself to forgive people like the Blood Moons or Gambit Teams.”

“Neither can I.” Frost firmly agreed.

She was willing to forgive a literal incarnation of a nightmare, but not those criminals. In her eyes, they were worse than Mimicry, and it went to show how far Frost’s morals had changed since she arrived in this world.

The mood unexpectedly became heavy, and Frost apologized for it.

“Oh, that reminds me – I bought one of these.” Jury suddenly reached into her Dimensional Storage as she turned away from Frost.

Moments later, she equipped something onto her head and turned around, revealing a sight that nearly caused Frost’s heart to stop beating.

“What the- T-they have animal ear accessories in this world!?” Frost shouted in a whisper, fighting the urge to reach up and rummage through Jury’s hair. “No way. Are those real, or are they fake? They have to be fake, right?”

What she wore was a headband with two white, fluffy, artificial wolf ears atop her head. They perfectly meshed with Jury’s hair and if she didn’t know any better, then she would have believed Jury to be a Wolf Demi-human.

“Of course they’re fake. I wouldn’t buy real ones. Mmm. Frost, you know I wouldn’t do that. We both know Brandar isn’t anything like Grandis. Seeing that level of brutality is rare here.”

“Yeah. You’re right about that. Sorry. My mind instantly jumped to somewhere dark.” Frost muttered apologetically, recalling the cruel process of Demi-humans who had their animal characteristics hacked off in Grandis.

Just the thought of it caused her blood to boil, and as if sensing this, Jury lowered her head.

“Wanna pet me?”

There was only one correct way to respond to this.

“You know I’d love to. C’mere~” Frost indulged in petting Jury’s head, combing her fingers through her hair as they finally reached the door to their room. “That reminds me. How do you take care of your hair? Is it just with my bi-daily [Cleanse]?”

“It’s natural! I think? Have you ever seen an Angel with bad hair?”

“Now that you mention it…” Frost mumbled to herself, thinking about the Arbiter and the Beholders regarding their hygiene.

Did they even shower? Or did healers [Cleanse] them too? Were their RESIST levels so high that it was physically impossible to become dirty? Even though she didn’t speak a word regarding her train of thought, Jury seemed to be able to read her mind as she answered with:

“Does it matter?”

“Not really. Just weird when you throw Cer into the mix.”

“Frost.” Jury’s voice suddenly intensified as the door slowly creaked open, revealing blue double bed.

It was situated beside a glass door, which led to a balcony. The parted curtains revealed the boundless sight of the distant plains and mountains, as the light of the full moon painted the walls a gentle blue.

“Please don’t mention anyone else. It’s just the two of us right now.” Jury’s eyes mellowed, her words instantly sedating Frost into a lovable trance as they stood by the doorway. “I want you to only think about me. I don’t want to feel like I’m the only one that can’t think of anything else but you.”

“You’re always on my mind.” Frost cooed, finally feeling something slowly wrap itself around her waist as the duo made their way inside.

Jury carefully dragged her to the edge of the bed, where she pulled Frost to sit on her lap, all the while she allowed her to rummage through her hair. Eventually, Frost moved her hands down to Jury’s tail, where she made a proud, flushed face.

“Softer than ever. I didn’t decorate it much since I wanted to get your input too.” Frost said, her moist eyes moving around their moonlit room. “This is our home, so let’s build it together. That’s what I thought.”

“I’d love to have a mirror.” Jury hummed, right as Frost tilted her head up.

“Aren’t my eyes enough for you?” She slyly hummed, finally getting Jury to blush deeply.

And this seemed to awaken something in her too. Suddenly, she took both Frost’s arms and secured them high above her head as she loomed over her, a hand cupping her cheek.

“Jury?”

“You shouldn’t tease a wolf…” Kisses were planted on the side of Frost’s tender nape, causing her to squirm delightfully, right before the headband fell off with a small clank.

“What wolf?” Frost laughed, as did Jury.

Slowly, she carried Frost and slipped her onto the bed, her tail still attached to her waist. She stood just inches away from her knees, basking in the moonlight as she began to undress, the white coat silently slipping away after various clicks and undone buttons.

“Frost…”

“It’s beautiful…” Frost was speechless as her lover revealed her white, babydoll dress which hid underneath her apparel. Various parts were transparent, revealing her gorgeous curves, abs and flawless, flushed skin that begged for contact.

Frost instinctively moved backwards, allowing Jury to collapse onto her as a knee slipped between her legs. The scent of roses instantly embraced her as a comforting heat radiated from her lover.

A hand moved down to cup her cheeks, a thumb caressing her skin before she sealed her lips against hers. Frost allowed it to happen, surrendering to the heat as her body began to yearn for hers, a hand sliding into her shirt to feel the softness of her stomach.

“There are so many things right around the corner. Can you feel it, Frost? My heart’s racing because it wants you. All this stress and anxiety… Let’s let it all wash away.” Jury tenderly admitted, her eyes drowned in a fog of lust.

Frost reached out to her and brought her head down to her chest.

“It’s not just you. I guess this proves I’m still human. Jury. All of me belongs to you, so…”

“You don’t have to tell me. I’ll do it again and again. Frost… please let me eat you.”

“Mm. Go right ahead.”
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                Just like that, their moment of respite suddenly neared the end. All good things could never continue forever. Even stars would one day die out. But what mattered the most was that the Floor of Amalgamation was a place they could always return to.

When high tides weathered them down; when the journeys devolved into nonsensical fighting; and when the world reared its horrendous side for the nth time; this place would always stand as the last bastion of purity.

A sanctuary to ease the mind, body, and soul.

Their paradise.

Today was the 21st of the 9th month, 350 PA.

The Arbiter’s Council was due to take place in only two days on the 23rd.

There was still much to do before the deadline, and unfortunately repairing the Coat of Prejudice was not one of them. Kissaria’s location was not known. The ImpulseWorks HQ – M-A1 – was likely where she was, but Carpalis offered a scoop regarding Kissaria’s status.

“A T-4 Artificer betrayed the T-4 Council. It’s likely the culprit is our Artificing friend.” Carpalis claimed as she watched Frost, Ignis and Mimicry from the entrance of the chamber.

It was only a rumor she had heard from various networks: all from word of mouth from ARU Personnel. But she was convinced that Kissaria was likely facing severe punishment due to the unauthorized opening of the intercity Oblivion Gate.

“Our forces spilled into the doorstep of their homes. Can you imagine how they would have felt? War is a complex dance that I’d rather have no hand in.” Carpalis threw a sleeve into the air, knocking it against her head. “Because it tends to take them away. Hehe. Get it?”

“Do I laugh?” Mimicry blankly blinked, tilting its head as it wondered whether it was appropriate to or not.

In that moment, the unchained, white-haired entity received the most stringent stares from Ignis and Frost.

“Is that a yes?” It asked again.

“Never with Carpalis.” Frost left it at that. “She’s going to be your superior moving forward. If I’m the first in command, then she’s the second.”

Ignis didn’t speak a word as they sat across from one another on the cold, stone floor. It was a surreal sight to say the least, and one would wonder why Frost brought Ignis along rather than Nav or the Archivist.

The reason was because she wanted to teach them both at the same time. Also, Ignis wasn’t that far off from what Mimicry was capable of. Both were able to transform their bodies, although the mechanisms were quite different.

Mimicry could only transform into things it had devoured, whereas Ignis more or less was able to mimic things more freely. It was unknown just what was Ignis’ ‘true’ form, as they came to the realization that her current form was just a perfect replication of her previous body.

However, Mimicry lifted its arm up upon command, and was able to transform it into an extended mouth. A slit ran from its palm all the way down to its chest, the false fabric revealing a crimson tint for even its clothing was a part of its body.

Ignis did the same, and she was able to construct a bone blade at will.

Both were capable of biologically augmenting their bodies, requiring biomass to fuel their powers. Mimicry’s transformations took highly grotesque and monstrous forms, whereas Ignis’ stuck closely with a more ‘human’ feel to it.

Regardless, they were equally terrifying.

So, what did Frost want to teach them? Aside from common sense with Mimicry, she wanted to pass on her knowledge of biology. If Mimicry were to serve for them, then it would be wise for Mimicry to also understand what its body ‘shouldn’t’ be able to do.

Likewise, what it contained within its body was equally as important. Mimicry could not bleed easily, as it could manipulate its own blood as though it were a muscle. The rationale behind Frost’s push for its perfect body composition was to keep Mimicry’s identity a close secret for now until she could fully trust it to uphold similar, non-murderous values.

Mimicry felt like a blank slate at times, staring intently at Frost like she was its Goddess, but showed some distaste whenever Ignis was given a fraction of a second of attention.

This is exactly what I’m afraid of. I know it can’t hurt anyone, but if this thing tried to look at Jury like that then I’d –

“Another thing.” Carpalis broke Frost out of her trance, just moments before they were going to have Ignis attempt to create life with her newfound powers. “It seems that an unauthorized shipment was sent to Emvita. I heard an unwanted Site was being reinstated.”

“G-Z7? This is the first time I’m hearing it’s unwanted. How come?” Frost asked.

“I’m just parroting what I’ve heard. I have ears and friends who used to be in high places. So many fallen birds~ That Site isn’t supposed to exist. You may hear more of it from the Abyssal Mother. The Arbiter’s Council focuses on issues brought up between each Atelier. It’s a political game of who can convince the blind Arbiter that all is well… Ahaha…”

Carpalis shifted her stance, lurching forward into the light of the chamber eerily.

“This will be the first time the blessed Arbiter’s veil will be lifted. I spoke to Galia hours beforehand. The 15th Council is expected to go on until the end of the month.”

“Do they usually go on for that long?”

“With an Arbiter that was incapable of penetrating through shallow lies? They were short, concise, and devolved into pathological finger pointing. This is expected to be thorough. The end of the month at the latest. The beginning of the year at most to enact tangible change.”

“What happens to the Nex Megalopolis in between?”

“It’s already being restored. You and I can only be in one place at once. Beholders have more damning concerns than the residents of our cities.” Carpalis regretfully admitted. “However, something may be arranged ahead of time. Before you lash out, do remember that Beholders have assets outside of the Nexus. I’d wager that their loss is weighted higher than the state of the Nex Megalopolis.”

“… I didn’t think about that.” Frost swallowed. “Fucking hell. There were no options on the Hyperlink Relays aside from the 6th Branch too. I didn’t think much of it, but that’d mean every other Hyperlink Site across Elysia’s been hit.”

“That is the likely outcome. Meaning Beholder factions are fragmented. As you can tell, I am the only Beholder active within the Nex Megalopolis. The others are assessing damages. It’s major speculation on my part, but that is my take on the situation. You’ll hear of it in full in due time.” Carpalis rocked her head, as if also unable to weigh the implications this held.

If this was true, then the Beholders’ reach was not only significantly weakened, but also vulnerable and could be taken over by Impuritas groups. Frost wondered if they already had in the past, hence why they had access to certain technologies.

Whatever the case was, she’d be finding out very, very soon.

“I’m going to feel lonely up there without you.” Frost sighed, causing Mimicry’s chest to split open, revealing teeth for just a second.

Ignis glared at it.

“Don’t do that.” She warned.

“Bigger assimilator doesn’t feel the need to become its true self?” It asked.

“I’m not an assimilator. I’m a giver. Huge difference.” Ignis drew the line that differentiated it from Mimicry, before Carpalis suddenly hummed:

“Aww. Don’t guilt trip me. I’ve had that done to me enough. Hehe. Worry not. Magus shall be representing my Atelier, as well as my trusted Evergreen and Promised Oath.”

“He’s the one that can make people disappear if they break their promises, right? Does it work on Beholders?” Frost asked.

“If it did then he’d be taken out of my political sphere by ‘accident’. If you knew how deep the blood feuds between the Ateliers went, you’d go mad. It’s unlikely all of it will come to the surface. Beholders aren’t as untouchable as you think, however. You have reminded them of the fact.”

“I’m aware that not everything will be conclusive, but if they can’t at least come together and realize that their methods will only create more enemies, then the Nexus is not a place for them to stay. If their bullshit infighting can’t be stopped, then the least they can do is prevent it from spilling onto the streets. The Impuritas were created by them. Therefore, I want them to be held accountable for letting things spiral out of control.”

Ignis silently agreed. Mimicry didn’t know how to react to it, but it absorbed Frost’s intentions with bright eyes. Carpalis suddenly approached them, placing both sleeves onto Frost’s shoulders as she crouched behind her.

“I sincerely hope that your mission succeeds. My vision lives within you like a star.”

And like a star, Carpalis reached out for Frost…

… but she had no hands to clasp it.


* * *


The following day was spent tinkering with the White Light Apparatus as well as preparation for the Arbiter’s Council. A lengthy briefing was held between her and the Arbiter for hours straight, all the while Ber superficially fixed the Coat of Prejudice.

No.

She improved it.

Its effects were still disabled, but its appearance alone would be enough proof that she was the Archetype of Amalgamation, and not the Black Dove. The golden feathers that once lined the inside were now integrated with the fur-like feathers beyond, woven between like highlights.

Frost replaced her tights with black, tight pants that possessed impressive flexibility, as well as black boots to match. The Badge of Fragmented Aspirations and the Dream Shatterer were worn to match her apparel.

Ber prepared two versions of the coat. The feathered one was of course the real Coat of Prejudice, but the other had a design that Frost quite liked as well, and so, she layered them above one another.

It was a fairly simply garb, with straps, long fabric that draped from her elbows, and golden feathers that protruded from her armored shoulders.

[image: image]

This wasn’t done by Ber alone, however. Days earlier, she had made an emergency order with a tailor from the Common Hub.

Frost thought it was an Atelier Item, but it came from an incredibly talented individual rather than a corporation.

[image: image]

And the very next day –


< Entering the Arbiter’s Council for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the Arbiter’s Council >


 

– History would finally be made.
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                On the 23rd of the 9th month on the 350th year following the day the First Advent arrived in their world an exalted event was hosted within the heights of the Nexus.

The sun rose like any ordinary day, the warm, pink hue cascading across the world as its light slowly crept along the pale Nexus. Brandar’s nights no longer knew of the infestations ever since the disappearance of the bright object.

Stories became rumors. Rumors spread faster than the wildfires that devastated countless homes. The light appeared like birds to some, wealth to many, and dreams to those that aspired. There was no one consensus on what the light’s true form was, for it conformed to the desires on an individual basis.

The object and the events of the Nex Megalopolis rose beyond legends and became history. No one could forget what they saw and what was done. Many could return to the normalcy. To them, today was just another day.

But the Inhabitants of the City of Clubs, and largely the City of Spades had no place to call home anymore. To them, today and every following day would be marred with struggle and despair. Magical artillery left what were grand sprawls of civilization into nothing but smoldering ruins. The Scarlet Logic swallowed everything in their path like swarms of locusts.

Everyone came to the realization that the Nex Megalopolis was not as secure as they believed it to be. Entities roamed amongst them. Whilst many had been felled or captured by relevant personnel and Adventurers, many more were still at large. The dynamics of the Nex Megalopolis forever changed that day, as well as the larger part of the world.

But amid this despair was a beacon of hope that rose to the sky like a great spear.

Because today marked the beginning of a new dawn.

One figure took it upon themselves to wield that spear – the Nexus – to pave the way to a brighter future.

The Arbiter’s Council resided within the Upper Sanctum of the Nexus. If one took a turn before they reached the Floors of the Archetypes and followed an arbitrary number of steps along a pale hall, one may find themselves on the right path towards the Council.

The pale hall slowly transitioned over to gold, accepting only those approved by the Arbiter, like how the Floors of the Archetypes and the Eternal Library functioned. A golden Central Relay sat at the archways which led into the fated Council, where holy lights shone in every direction.

From the beautiful murals of faceless Angels to the sculpted mosaics of Atelier insignias, and to the golden pillars and mirrored floors; the chamber preceding the Arbiter’s Council was one that never failed to evoke majesty.

A sense of honor permeated from the Moons and Stars who moved through like one large entity. The 55 Moons of the Nexus were dressed in two-piece black suits like those of the Receptionists to differentiate them from those who were associated with an Atelier. Their ties were white, their suits were trimmed with gold at the end of their sleeves and collar.

Stars expressed larger variety, some dressed in ceremonial robes, and others in armor or donned Atelier Items. Tension existed between the Stars, particularly among those who wore the robes, who silently judged the armor-wearing Stars as though they had committed blasphemy for daring to arm themselves in neutral grounds.

There were 30 Stars of the Nexus, a number far smaller than what one would have expected. This was because the majority of them were tied to Ateliers, as were the Moons and Exalted. Those individuals were disallowed from attending the Arbiter’s Council aside from those explicitly brought along by a Beholder as an attendee or, in very rare instances, as a spokesperson much like Carpalis and her Underbosses.

Several Moons studied the marching mass as if searching for someone. Soon, they entered a vast, spherical chamber that overlooked the lobby far underneath. Their spectator stands were shaped like a ring, and Moons stood the closest to the balcony where they could see the entirety of the Arbiter’s Council below.

Stars positioned themselves behind them in a ring-like formation. Their combined duty was to not just observe, but to also protect the Council. Not that it was required when Beholders were amongst them.

A warm, golden light shone from above them, purging all shadows. A chest-height, ring-shaped table sat in the center of the floor underneath, where exactly 9 Atelier insignias were etched into the ground, each colored vibrantly to mark where the Beholders would stand.

The table floated, and it spun clockwise as a single figure, who stood on an elevated stand observed with her golden eyes. The Arbiter patiently waited for the members to arrive and fill the vacant places.

Her stand was made solely out of her 12 wings and 7 tails, creating a beautiful, pale nest that oversaw all within her Council. A separate entryway was located at the opposite end of the chamber; a double door shaped like giant, pale feathers which opened like raised halberds.

Beholders trickled in one by one in a respectable manner, none sharing a word or glance at another as the world fell silent. Their presence alone demanded it, as they stood there gathered in an ensemble, each of their eyes emitting a subtle glow that cut through the light of the Council.

“Beholder Galia, of Justica Arms.” Galia was the first to enter, the sound of her clapping boots ceasing as stood atop the engraved insignia, her eyes sealed shut as she pointed her nose to the vacant spot beside her.

It was where Scarlet Logic’s insignia used to be.

A grin formed on her face as the next Beholder made their entry.

“Beholder Marionette, of Act X.” A hollow, rackety voice announced as the multi-armed Beholder swept past Galia.

She was dressed in a blue robe, with a mantle that followed like a scorpion’s tail. Her body was totally enshrouded by the robes, which hid her many artificial arms. She had long, sky blue, ethereal hair that dangled like silk.

Her golden eyes stared vehemently at a space behind the Arbiter, sensing… no, predicting the presence of another Archetype.

A child with pale hair stood behind the Arbiter, curiously watching the spectacle through a tiny gap amongst the tails and wings with sparkling eyes.

“Beholder E., of Inflow Direct.” A 3-meter humanoid machine with brain in a vat marched forward, his stomps threatening to shatter the floor. A mechanical wheeze left his artificial lungs with each step, subsiding as liquid bubbled into the clear vat once he assumed his rightful place, standing there like a statue.

Tiny tubes invaded his brain like parasites, injecting all manners of colorful fluid, all the while his body was constantly pumped with pale-like liquid through the largest tubes – the same used for healing Serums.

All flesh was replaced with steel, blood with artificial fluids, and his heart vibrating like an engine rather than a biological organ. A blue, glass cavity resided in the center of his chest, revealing what little of his organs remained within his iron body, the remnants of his humanity.

“Beholder Umbra, of our Chained Theocracy.” A dark-skinned woman clad in a black, hooded suit entered as shadowy wings followed. It was dispelled in the light, and her black sclera glistened as she smiled to herself, revealing teeth like that of a bear trap.

Her apparel closely resembled a straight jacket, as straps and chains wrapped her tightly as though to contain an ancient danger. Her long, grey hair was strapped down too, reaching as far as her ankles.

“Beholder Descartes 3, of CogitO.” A relatively normal woman walked in. If one recalled, Descartes was a man. However, the ‘3’ was an important distinction. “1,2, 4 and 5 could not attend.”

She was dressed in a blue suit baring exactly 3 green stripes across her chest. Of all the Beholders, she was the most normal looking. Her hair was a dark blue, cut just above her shoulders.

Beholder Descartes was not one Beholder, but 5 that made up one whole. To put it simply – ‘he’ was 5 distinct, detached personalities. 3 was the usual, diligent attendee to the Arbiter’s. She was seemingly out of place but looks undoubtedly deceiving.

“Beholder Knalzark, of Caldera Industries.” The last of the visible members of the Arbiter’s Council made himself known as he strode through, wearing a suit far too tight for his monstrously built body.

Light distorted around his body, but not nearly as much as outside of the Nexus. The tall, Dwarven man folded his arms and observed the other participants, raising a brow when he noticed that several others were absent.

Before he could voice his concerns, the Arbiter interjected by allowing a tail to brush by the back of his head.

“The Golden Index, ImpulseWorks, Oboros Infinitas and a special guest will be arriving shortly.”

The mention of Oboros Infinitas caused many Moons to exchange looks, never having heard of such an Atelier. The highlight of the Arbiter’s Council was not this however, but of a certain other Archetype who would be soon making their entrance.

Eventually, multiple individuals arrived at the entrance.

And amongst them was a certain white-haired Beholder with a clock for a heart.
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                “Special guests.” The Arbiter expressed with a subtle smile. “This will be the first time our new members will be joining us.”

Her eyes fell upon the gathering beyond, everyone demanding the attention of all. But there was one who dominated the rest, for he possessed a giant card for a head. He stared intently with non-existent eyes at the Arbiter, awed to have finally seen another oddly familiar face; and the person the Beholders revered.

He stabbed the floor with his diamond-encrusted cane. It bounced and he caught before tipping his hat to his fellow party.

“Shall we, Evergreen? Promised Oath?”

“Please.” Evergreen nodded.

“Lead the way, O’ Hope.” A low-pitched echo spoke from the pink-suited man, whose face was that of a dark void.

He responded with an elegant, gentlemanly bow, the scent of the bundled cypresses and clovers along his top hat perfuming along the entryway.

Not a single inch of his skin was allowed to be revealed. He was a man of few words, for her was a keeper of them. The glorious card-headed man dusted his golden suit, twisting the cane as he strode into the room with exaggerated swagger.

“Now, this is the first time we’ve all met, haven’t we?” He began, clasping his hands together briefly where a deck of cards began to gush out like a fountain. “It’s an honour of mine to finally reach this esteemed place! Riveting to see us all gathered here. I would recite the opening statement, but alas, I’ve come as a member today. An equal! Rejoice, for Hope has arrived!”

The cards burst into thousands of golden particles, more plentiful than the stars of the night sky. The dazzling spectacle left the stoic and docile Moons to unexpectedly stare wondrously at them, as Stars pondered on the power of this light.

The Beholder on the other hand couldn’t care less.

“Quite the tough crowd. Ahem. Magus, the Magician! Of our golden friends, the Golden Index!” He cleared his throat, announcing his name as he made his way towards the Golden Index’ insignia.

The tapping of his cane became hypnotic. They matched the heartbeats of all as his face transformed into the symbol of infinity, with a golden background where a faceless man stood holding a cane like his.

This Tarot Card was the Magician, and Galia recognized this immediately and grinned to herself.

But what did this all mean? He had captured the attention of all. It became clear that he was no ordinary person. As he passed by the Beholders, each slowly began to sense a presence similar to that of the Arbiter’s emanating from him. It was weak, dull, but enough to finally convince them of who this person was before he could even announce it.

With one last tap of his cane, he stood behind the desk, erecting his posture.

“But you may also call me the Archetype of Hope.”

The declaration caused a disturbance to stir amongst the Moons and Stars, all positively responding to the existence of yet another Archetype. The Beholders expressed a mixture of surprise, shock, and glee.

The Arbiter carefully examined them.

Had one expressed anything but this, then there would have been a problem.

“Affiliated with Beholder Carpalis. She is my oh so humorous partner. Recognized intrinsically by the Blessing of the Nexus. I imagine in the same manner that the Arbiter is with Justica Arms.”

Hearing this caused Galia to proudly grin, exuding superiority over all Beholders present.

“Friends! Do introduce yourself on this paramount council.” He tapped the backs of the flanking Underbosses.

“Evergreen, of the Golden Index. Underboss of the Golden Thumb.”

“Promised Oath, of the Golden Index. Underboss of the Golden Pinky.”

The commotion amongst the observers quelled in an instant when the Arbiter rose a single tail to the sky. The Beholders had not spoken a word outside of their introductions, for there were strict rules in place to ensure that all members could be heard.

They had heard of the Amalgam, and some of the Director, but only so few were aware of the Archetype of Hope’s existence. If only they knew that the child hiding behind the Arbiter was yet another Archetype. The reason why she was there was not yet understood, but it wouldn’t be odd if she was just there for the sake of it.

Next was a woman in a relatively normal suit, with long, black, straight hair and crimson eyes. She wore a perpetually sinister smile. Fixing her tie, she walked into the Council, breathing in the respect air like it would be her last.

“Enoch, of ImpulseWorks. T-4 Artificer – Artificer of Rupturing.” She introduced herself, representing the Abyssal Mother for this Council. “Our Abyssal Mother extends her apologies from beyond the Sites. As such, I’ve taken her place…”

She devoured the scenery with her eyes, elated to have the honour of being here.

“So this is what it’s like to be amongst the Gods and Goddesses. To walk into the heavens alive.” She spoke cryptically, assuming ImpulseWorks spot. “Paradeisos. The prison of the stars, and the host of the heaven.”

She was human as far as one was concerned, with no notable features that hinted at an Aquatid background, as Aquatids comprised almost entirely of the higher ups in ImpulseWorks, aside from Overseers and Navigators.

Her character was as enigmatic as the Beholders and was par for the course for many of the higher positioning figures across the Ateliers.

Next was finally Oboros Infinitas.

“To be called into these heights… are you not ashamed?” A woman spoke with a dreaded tone.

Her hair black with streaks of white, cut short and appearing like a fluffy bowl. She was dressed in a black two-piece suit, with a red, buttoned shirt underneath. Her trousers were a blend of black and red, bearing shiny red inscriptions of a snake devouring itself, as a long, thin tail protruded from behind her back.

“Of course you’re not. Pretend however much you have changed. Lament however much we will remain who we are.” She uttered, her voice burrowing into the ears of all.

Her tail contrasted the ones of the Angels, and her eyes were dyed a deep black. It was normal for all demons, and she even possessed a golden pupil. However, after one blink, her eyes transformed to a crimson pair of snake-like eyes. Atop her head were the black, angular horns of a beast.

This person carried a similar presence to that of Beholder Umbra, but one could easily tell that this person was perhaps stronger. Far fiercer, for her eyes carried wrath only seen from the Crowned.

“Satania, of Oboros Infinitas. The Primordial Demon of Wrath.”

She took her place upon an empty spot. Moments later, the ground erupted with light as the symbol of a snake devouring itself appeared underneath her, drawing the secret that was Oboros Infinitas into the light.

“… Magus.” Satania unexpectedly called out to the card-headed man. “Do you remember the day the stars fell?”

“I recall nothing.” Magus bluntly replied.

“Neither do I.” Satania grumbled.

It did not occur to the Moons and Stars how significant this was. All they could wonder was why they were kept a secret, and how long for. Of course, there were Stars that knew this already. It was always the Moons who were left in the dark.

But today would change that forever.

And finally, it was time for the main event.

The last person standing at the archway was Jury, dressed in her fantastical grey mantle and a dress perfect for the occasion. They instantly recognized her as a Beholder, and many eyes were drawn to a certain blue gem along her chest.

Finally, as she took a step forward, the insignia of her promised Atelier appeared on the ground right beside Galia’s; where the Scarlet Logic’s once was. And as she entered the room with her head held high, she introduced herself to the Arbiter’s Council.

“Beholder Jury, of Time Reverberation. Affiliated with the Archetype of Amalgamation.”

[image: image]
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An affiliation with an Archetype was a powerful political tool. It granted an Atelier certain powers and elevation in the eyes of others, much like Justica Arms and her System-recognized partnership with the Arbiter. It validated which Atelier were on the side of the Nexus, as well as gave them a permanent seat amongst the Beholders.

If the Beholders were countries, then those affiliated with an Archetype were the equivalent of superpowers. Galia smugly observed the members of the Council, watching the Beholders study both Magus and Beholder Jury. Few turned to Galia, and when they did, a vicious air of spite arose.

Without a single word spoken, it was clear that Justica Arms, the Golden Index, and newly introduced Time Reverberation were Ateliers in a separate league of their own, even if they did not have the same capabilities or widely influential powers as other Ateliers.

Finally, with all members of the Arbiter’s Council present, the Arbiter brought down two tails to begin the second phase of the awaited event. She began with a prelude and an introduction, her voice echoing through the chamber, reverberating within the chests of all present with unfathomable power.

“Welcome. Beholders. Stars. Moons. Exalted. Appointed representatives. Archetypes. We all gather today at my Council for the 15th time. A shame that not every seat could be filled by a Beholder. Before we receive our guests of honor and the awaited Amalgam herself, I wish to hear the reasons why not all Beholders could make their appearance. Magus. Please refrain from explaining. I have heard the reason from Beholder Galia. Beholder Carpalis has already been pardoned.”

The Arbiter’s Council operated thoroughly as usual, but it was far different this time now that her eyes had returned. The golden irises were like halos as they moved onto Beholder Descartes.

“CogitO functions by the delegation of five personas, but one identity. Do you represent your whole?”

“I do. I am the Reality Principle.” The blue-haired Beholder confidently assured, matching the Arbiter’s inquisitive gaze. “The sole ego while I am in your presence. I have come to function as the mediator of all primal and conscious facets, however imperfect you may believe me to be.”

She uttered her piece, her words summarized as ‘This is the me capable of attending.’ Descartes’ multiple personalities was an interesting thing to note, as it was vaguely similar to Frost and her Alter Frost.

“I request that you pardon Descartes One, Two, Four and Five. It would be less than ideal to have us all present at one place.” She cast a look towards Galia, and then to Satania before continuing: “But you wish to hear the excuse. Very well. Oboros Infinitas has entered the limelight. Other Descartes are managing prisoners in accordance with the 6th Branch and the Harrowers.”

Again, more foreign terminology had been brought into the conversation for the first time. Moons had no clue what these ‘Harrowers’ were to begin with. It became odd that secrets were being shared suddenly, many believing it to be attributed to the Amalgam’s imminent arrival.

There was more Descartes Three wished to say, but the Arbiter’s eyes narrowed attentively as a tail patted her shield of wings.

“The extent of the situation will wait until after the wheels of my Council begin to turn. A similar problem has appeared for all Ateliers present. Very well. You are pardoned.” The Arbiter deemed the excuse valid before turning to Enoch, the appointed representative of ImpulseWorks.

Suddenly, the Arbiter’s face became pleasant, as her tone abruptly shifted as though she were addressing a friend.

“Dear Enoch. Enoch, Enoch… Enoch.” She articulated the woman’s name in a variety of tones. “It’s awful of you to bring the scent of other Angels to my sacred Council.”

“Ahaha~ Please, don’t villainize me so quickly.” Enoch chuckled, a hand stroking the side of her chin. “I’d hate to no longer be the one who walks amongst the deities of the Nexus. I’ve been blessed to represent ImpulseWorks at this sacred Council by the Abyssal Mother, and by the unanimous decision of all T-4 Artificers.”

The Arbiter’s feathers did not rustle.

The One Thousand Eyed Bird had granted the Arbiter various powers similar to Frost’s Corrupted Items and Abilities. The effectiveness, however, was not known, but the fact that her feathers did not rustle was a sign that Enoch spoke the truth.

This was why at the same time, the girl hiding behind her legs carried the Justicia Scale, which tilted in the direction of ‘truth.’

Enoch presented herself as someone equally as carefree as she was earnest, even within the presence of the all mighty Arbiter.

“I imagine you understand why the Abyssal Mother could not make her appearance. Our Sites have been compromised as of late. The Hyperlink destruction has left them all stranded. But this is not a situation unique to ourselves.” Enoch planted both hands against the desk, almost resting atop it as she dragged her gaze across the Council.

Then, she brought her hands behind her back, erecting her posture as she continued:

“No. It would be too simple if it were just the Sites. Internal affairs have caused hysterics across our Atelier. All over the betrayal of a T-4 Artificer, and the unauthorized shipment to a dangerous Site. Your friends in feathers are problematic.” Enoch insulted the Arbiter offhandedly, carrying an air of immunity, as though she was untouchable.

And it was true, as the Arbiter took little offence and agreed as her eyes sealed shut.

“I will release the kill order for the White Wing when we can find a replacement Color.” The Arbiter muttered, unable to hide her festering hatred of Gabriella as Satania shook her head judgingly.

“Incompetence from all sides.” She remarked. “Complacency in procedure left holes unsealed. And you wonder why we don’t partake in these showcases of false order. 15 years. How laughable.”

The Beholders were baffled by these fresh faces and their audacity to speak with such disrespect to the Arbiter. It became clear that they were not ordinary individuals. This was the first time many had seen Satania. She mostly interacted with them in the form of a voice, or through the Stars and other messengers.

Chatter spread throughout the spectator stands above. Commotion began to bleed into the sanctity of the Council, and with one swift slam of a tail –

– Every Moon, and every Star froze in place, reminded that they were in the presence of a deity. None were able to move as they felt a gaze pierce straight into their souls, scrutinizing them from head to toe.

The Arbiter’s eyes glowed like golden rings as she inflicted Scrutiny amongst all present. The Beholders were able to resist, but not without accumulating several stacks of Darkness.

Order immediately returned, and the Arbiter announced the next phase of the meeting now that she was satisfied with the members present.

“I will announce my opening statement following the entry of the Amalgam. Then, we will officially begin the 15th gathering at my Council with the introduction of Beholder Jury, founder of Time Reverberation.”

Suddenly, her tails came together, and a bell rang throughout the Council. Her wings immediately took to the skies, feathers cascading down like confetti. The light caused them to emit a golden glow, staging the imminent arrival of the awaited Amalgam.

All heads turned to the entryway where five distinct figures emerged. An air of absolute supremacy oozed from the leading figure.

It was woman with black, short hair and golden eyes which glowed as brightly as the Arbiter’s. She adorned a black and gold, militaristic garb with ribbons of red dangling from her elbows.

Golden ornaments dangled from her body, and the gold feathers of a divine beast protruded from her shoulders like blades, radiating light like no other.

“The Amalgam.” She began speaking with a voice that could only demonstrate her unrivalled authority. “The Archetype of Amalgamation.”

She did not need to elaborate.

Her name alone instilled profound veneration amongst all, whereas the Beholders were surprised to find that this was the true form of the Amalgam. They only knew her as the indestructible, flaming Corrupted man, after all.

Following her was a girl with black twin tails, carrying a thick notebook and a pencil close to her chest. With a deep breath and with countless eyes on her, the girl introduced herself as they entered the limelight.

“The Archivist.” She confidently announced. “The Archetype of Civilization.”

She was brought here to scribe every action like a shorthand reporter to create a physical transcript of whatever transpired at this Council. The reverence she received was no less than Frost’s, for she was yet another Archetype.

However, the other three figures behind them garnered a different kind of reaction. It was one of shock, confusion, and utter disbelief blended into one terrible concoction of emotions.

“Cer. Moon of the Nexus.” A suited wolfwoman proudly announced, standing by the entryway, wearing a black two-piece suit that was decorated with streaks red and gold.

“Ber. New Moon of the Nexus.” A much larger wolfwoman proclaimed, standing between the two shorter figures, wearing the exact same outfit.

Ber slipped ‘new’ in to gain a response from the Moons above, and just as expected, they quizzically stared at her, wondering just what a ‘New Moon’ was supposed to be. Never mind the shock of Ber’s newfound appearance. Both her and Cer basked in the shock of their fellow peers who had only laughed at them for the better part of the last 30 years.

“Res. Moon of the Nexus.” Res was the last to introduce herself, bearing a more professional demeanor.

Unlike her sisters, she did not look to the Moons or Stars. Despite her being below them, it was clear enough that she stood far higher than they could ever dream of. And as Frost and Anna joined the Arbiter’s side, Res concluded with a bombshell that caused even the stars and the Beholders to turn their heads.

“Cer. Ber. Res. By the order of the Amalgam, we are the Nexus’ Three Heads of Security. It is our duty to watch over the Council and prevent unauthorized entry and exit. We are Moons with the extended authority of the Amalgam.”

Indeed. The Jesters of the Nexus – the laughingstock amongst the Blessed – were venerated by the Amalgam of all people.

Before the Arbiter could begin the opening statement, Frost personally introduced her trusted Moons.

“If my eyes cannot see, then Res will.

If my maw cannot devour, then Cer will.

And if my hands cannot reach, then Ber will.

Together, they are my Eye, Fang, and Claw.”
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                No Moon dared to speak. No Star attempted to voice their puzzlement. Standing guard at the sacred gates of the Arbiter’s Council were once the Jesters of the Nexus. The triplets with a knack of tainting the distinguished image of the Moons and dabbled in foolish conspiracies.

Combined with the fact that they had slapped down every offer and hand an Atelier had given them, they had become a main source of resentment amongst the Moons. Others laughed at their antics, believing them to be lower than themselves.

To find them appointed to a position above their own by the Amalgam of all people left many dumbfounded. Cer proudly placed her hands on her hip, her tail wagging as she basked in their disarray.

Ber gave the Council a toothy grin, gathering the most eyes. They could have sworn Ber was the same pipsqueak as the rest of her pitiful sisters only four months ago and yet, standing there with the same name and face was a woman with unparalleled beauty.

It was only on this occasion that Ber allowed herself to return to a suit. Her face appeared serious, but deep down she considered getting a dress-like Atelier Item. Her ears waved side by side casually. As usual, her mind strayed off even in the presence of a paramount event.

Res was the most stoic of them all, her eyes emitting a powerful glimmer as she swept her gaze along the spectator gallery above. Unlike her sisters, she did not display joy as though waiting for something to spark her unlit heart. Still, it didn’t change that she finally had the unanimously stunned gazes of the Moons.

For once they weren’t being stared at for being fools.

Frost couldn’t be prouder of the triplets. It was only natural that she would come to trust them with her life, and in extension, the protection of the Nexus. For now, their title was only in name, but Frost had an idea on how to bellow life into their roles. Regardless, Frost internally grinned at the title of ‘Eye, Fang and Claw’.

It was too cool to not at least appreciate.

Frost, with radiant eyes, finally spoke.

“It should not be a surprise to anyone that my three Moons will serve to oversee all security within the Nexus. Whilst you all lingered behind the safety of these pale walls, they came to my direct aid. When the Star fell and brought me down; when he betrayed the Nexus, why was it only they who responded?” She began with a powerful rhetoric, setting the stage and casting a vindicating light upon the triplets.

Of course, the truth was far more complex. But she’d rather decorate the events in a light where it was obvious who her allies were.

“Before the opening statement can be given, I am compelled to express my thanks to my Moons. I’ve journeyed through this world and learned of the good and bad. The abhorrence that litters this world, the festering that lurks deep underneath, and the atrocities that hang within arms reach have morphed my perspective of the Ateliers, the Impuritas, and the greater part of this world. Through my Moons, I was not only guided, but offered insight into the truth, as well as the lies.”

The Archivist transcribed every word, every breath, and every blink that was made within the Arbiter’s Council as she stood on the other side of Michaela. Frost’s eyes never left the vacant center of the round table, and yet, it felt as though her gaze was cast in every direction. One thousand invisible eyes watched all with equal scrutiny.

Her presence was ubiquitous. Res’ face lit up slightly as she heard these words, her tail tapping the back of her leg as a mellow look formed.

“Therefore, beginning from this very moment, Cer, Ber and Res are the highest ranking of Moons, for they are mine. To humiliate Cer is to ridicule my tongue. To ignore Ber is to cast away my hands. And to turn your gaze away from Res is to turn your back against mine.”

Cer’s hands trembled. She yearned to celebrate on the spot, but instead offered a cheeky smile. Ber was the same, wanting to throw her fists into the air. Res on the otherhand wanted to walk up to Frost and thank her from the bottom of her heart. Her face further mellowed, her eyes narrowing as she mentally thanked Frost, the same time Nav carried Ber’s words of thanks.

“Together, they are the Three Heads of Security. However, I have not come here to merely introduce my Moons on this respected Council. I am here to gather the truth. To cut away the lies and to cast light into the undergrowth of the Ateliers.”

Frost’s voice continued to flourish with power. The longer she spoke, the more confident she became, the flaws of her voice nonexistent. Her voice rang in their chests and was amplified by the shape of the chamber.

“I am a separate entity from the Arbiter in this Council. My judgement is one of my own. Therefore, I’d tread carefully and consider what you believe is worth hiding from me.” Frost ended on a foreboding note.

It served as a warning as she allowed the Arbiter to retract her wings from their heights, the falling feathers sweeping away to the sides of the chamber by an invisible force.

Then, she brought her hands together and clapped once, a pair of wings, and her tail following suit.

“The Amalgam has spoken. O Archivist. Do you have any introductory words to offer?” She asked.

“I hope you can consider what your enemies are doing now. The technology you possess is not infallible. Remember where you started from.” Was all she could muster after briefly lifting the tip of her quill from the book.

She referenced the fact that the Impuritas were working together now, therefore, it would be wise for the Ateliers to consider this as well rather than to fracture off. Before the Arbiter’s Council had even begun, Frost and Anna had thrown in a major part of their agenda.

“Thank you.” The Arbiter wrapped a tail around Anna’s waist, offering her additional support as she would be seated for a long time to come. “O Magician. Do you have any words to spare?”

“My words are one with Beholder Carpalis’ sentiments. Therefore, I will play by the Council’s rules and await my turn. We are all fellow members.” Magus politely postponed.

“I see. O Star Child. Do you offer them an equation?”

The child peered her head from behind the Arbiter, drawing a tiny galaxy with one swipe of her hand.

“Indeed. This does feel like a meeting of the cosmos.” The Arbiter brushed the hair of the child before she went back into hiding.

Then, she extended her arms out, both palms facing outwards as she prepared to give the opening statement. With everything now in motion, and with all members present – it was time to begin the Arbiter’s Council.

However, not without mentioning Beholder Jury.

“Before we begin, I must ask Beholder Jury a favor.” She smiled fondly as Jury began reaching into the air for a strange, rectangular object.

It was pale, resembling a thick pole roughly the size of her arm. Various black lines ran through it like cracks, creating a beautiful pattern. She placed it on the table. Immediately, a familiar ticking began to ring from within like a bell.

“Will you extend the time of my Council? We will be here for quite some time. Beholders. Allow Time Reverberation to demonstrate their first Aspect – The Isolation Sphere.”
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                “I stand before my illustrious Council, founded within the heights of your celestial rock, and our memories of a distant relic. As the Archetype of Judgement, I extend my gratitude to all members that have come to join us in this annual meeting of the Beholders, and now, of the Archetypes.”

The Arbiter began reciting her opening statement, a ray of brilliance shining down upon her like a spotlight.

“It is my duty and my responsibility to oversee, mediate and hear all discussions, agendas, issues, and contributions of all members present. You have been summoned here because you represent the Ateliers of the Nexus: bodies of utmost importance with powers that have and continue to sway the world near and far. Above, and below. Your Ateliers rise above the greatest of Kingdoms and Empires, and thus, I have called you here to discuss on neutral grounds.”

She was thorough with her speech. It was the same one they had heard over and over again, but its meaning had remained the same throughout each holding of the Council. But today was different. An invisible barrier encased them as time slowed down by 10 times, allowing the Council to run far longer than normal as Frost watched over them, unable to retain a neutral gaze as she knew that these were the people responsible for many of her grievances.

Directly or indirectly mattered not. Each one appeared like a nail to her, and she had to wonder how hard she’d have to hammer them down before considering ejecting them from the Nexus. The battle had already commenced in her mind as she attended this foreign environment as the main attendee.

But nerves were nonexistent here. It was like how one would suddenly find confidence when their life was on the line. Frost was never the kind of person to freeze in place, and therefore, she thrived under this immense pressure, even exuding one to match it.

“Our deliberations here will be heard by all Moons and Stars of the Nexus, and I shall judge all equally. Therefore, I ask of you to only follow my Council’s rules. We must never forget why the Council was formed in the first place. When Paradise was lost, it marked the beginning of an era of entities that not even the Beholders could challenge. This Council represents our vital unity to prevent another similar incident, and to defend the Nexus.”

Her voice abruptly cut off as her eyes wandered onto where Scarlet Logic once stood, now replaced by Time Reverberation and Beholder Jury.

“However, there has been another betrayal of the Nexus. This time, by an Atelier. I have been blind for these last 15 years, but now I can see. I now know the faces plastered on the heads of our Ateliers. And I now know the truth and lies written along the silk of your wear.”

“My resolution has always been unity. I have failed it. I will not fail this time. We must recognize that there are more than just Corrupted to worry about. I’m sure you understand. Now then. The Amalgam’s agenda. It comes in fivefold.”

The Arbiter raised five fingers, bringing each down as she uttered them:

“The truth; the move away from morally devious methods of extracting Nex, with certain exceptions; a commitment to all resolutions and restoration of wrongs; to allow the auditing of all Ateliers via Time Reverberation; and, to recognize that the Amalgam is functionally the Head of the Nexus.”

Though she spoke with a neutral tone, her message came across as a demand. These five things were the cornerstones of Frost’s resolution, and she would not tolerate a single one of these being left unfulfilled by the Ateliers. The only way they could even remotely redeem themselves in her eyes was to commit to all five of her agendas, and to reach a promising, hopeful resolution in each category.

Frost aimed high.

So high that people would look at her as if she was insane, or a tyrant looking for blood. But if they knew how hard she had clawed her way up from the misery caused by their own making, then maybe they’d be a little more sympathetic and understanding about why she so strongly desired to regulate them.

And not outright eliminate them.

Indeed. Regulation was the main concern when it all boiled down.

Asking for sympathy, however, was too tall of an order. At least that was one thing she knew she couldn’t achieve.

The air instantly became thick; Frost’s eyes clashing with all Beholders in the room. A million words were exchanged by their gazes alone. Some smirked, whilst others observed with deep intrigue as if they were a spectator themselves, particularly Enoch and Satania. Others refused to speak, abiding closely by the rules of the Council, where one could only speak if either asked, prompted, was given permission, or was their turn.

“These are our agendas for this Council. The underpinning goal will be unity. Consecutive Councils until the end of this month will be held for other major agendas. Namely, the restoration of the Nex Megalopolis. However, Nexus affairs and other related topics will be held at a higher Council.”

The Arbiter’s words sparked an immediate response, many seemingly confused by what she meant. Was the Arbiter’s Council not already the highest one? None were aware of the existence of such a thing. This was because it had not existed until now.

Frost glanced at the Arbiter. Prior to attending the Council: Frost, the Arbiter, all Archetypes excluding the Director, Jury and Galia discussed their resolutions, agendas and how the Council would play out. It was here where Jury was able to conduct test runs with her Isolation Sphere tech, and where Frost received minimal coaching and expressed what she wished from the Arbiter.

A small smile formed across her face as she silently thanked her Angelic friend, then receiving a pleasant nod.

“The Amalgam’s Summit will be where only trusted Ateliers may be invited to join the shoulders of the Archetypes. All decisions above will trickle down to Ateliers, therefore, there will be an expectation that you will adopt whatever passes above. If you too wish to speak, then you would firstly need to stand by our side.”

Things such Frost’s acquisition of the Moons, Stars and likely the Exalted would be held elsewhere by more trusted Ateliers, or those that had an Archetype to represent them. It was there where more radical internal changes would be made.

It also served as a major incentive for the Beholders to decide how much they were willing to adapt to Frosts’ aspirations. Holding a position above would be beneficial to them, but would it be worth sacrificing what has been working for them?

Frost silently acknowledged that this would be the largest issue. The fact that their sources of Nex couldn’t be easily replaced was the largest wrench in their plan. She looked over to Galia, and the Beholder devilishly grinned.

“Thank you.” The Arbiter reached the end of her opening statement, her wings blossoming in a welcoming manner as she held both hands near her heart. “The 15th Annual Arbiter’s Council will now commence. We shall begin with the formal introduction of the Archetypes before we will hear introduction of all Beholders.

This time, it will not be so shallow. The Amalgam wishes to hear all and only the truth.”
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                It began with Frost.

“I am the Archetype of Amalgamation, the sole authority of the Nexus, and the owner of the Floor of Amalgamation. My name to you is the Amalgam, or any approved namesakes, such as the Head. My name for the last grueling 4 months has been the Black Dove.”

Her introduction was concise. The mention of the ‘Black Dove’ raised several eyebrows and brought a small smile along the face of Enoch for she had heard of this name. It was strange in their eyes. What was the reason she needed to assume the identity of a Color?

She didn’t elaborate.

The time to explain would arrive later into the session. She decided to conduct herself according to the rules of the Council like them.

“My namesake as the Black Dove should be of no concern. But for those of you who have heard of my name: you are aware that I have walked along the world as a common folk. Observed the nature of this world as an Adventurer. Intervened on the misery caused by the Ateliers and the Impuritas as a Color – they who you call the Dungeons.”

Frost announced with a hallowed voice, her posture ever erected and imposing, despite her short stature. But their eyes did not fall upon her form, but instead, to the countless eyes that hovered above, observing intently like the juries of a court.

Slits could be found along the wings of the Arbiter, twitching like eyelids.

“Now, I’ve clawed my way up to reach the Nexus again at last. I am honored to be a part of this historic Council. I’m here to mend this broken ensemble. I sincerely hope we can see eye to eye. It’d be a shame if a similar event were to occur again.”

Frosts wove clues of her knowledge into her words.

She was well aware of the circumstances of the Beholders and their cold wars, but not to any significant extent. What mattered was that she understood the outline of their situation.

“I too will be conducting myself according to the rules of this Council. I will confess my truths, the nature of the Corrupted and the Hearts of the Impuritas. I hope you will be as honest as myself. However, I believe much of what I have discovered is already known only by a select few. I despise this.”

Finally, she looked up to the Stars and Moons, blessing them with a benevolent smile.

“I believe the Moons, Stars and the elevated Exalted deserve to know. Do not think of them as any less than yourselves.”

Hearing an advocation from the Amalgam deeply surprised those above, notably the Moons whose eyes glistened unexpectedly. Her words were like a ray of sunshine after a storm. It was only a small glimmer. A single crack in the clouds. But it was significant enough to warrant their absolute infatuation with the Amalgam.

The Star Child walked into the spotlight again, drawing a collection of dots spiraling around a central core as the Arbiter introduced her.

“This is the Star Child. The Archetype of Desire. Owner of the Floor of Desire, and the Advent of Desire – the Piece of the Fallen Star.”

The Star Child didn’t respond. Instead, she cast her fingers left and right with long, loose strokes before she presented the glowing drawing to Frost.

Frost smiled warmly, and placed a hand atop the head of the adorable girl before she took cover behind her back this time.

The drawing of the galaxy resembled the Council. Frost represented the galactic core, orbited by hundreds of celestial bodies. The picture exploded into fragments of dazzling light.

Her image before the Moons and Stars slowly began to change.

Then, the Arbiter covertly tapped the back of the Archivist.

“The Archivist. The Archetype of Civilization. Owner of the Floor of Civilization, and the absolute authority of my Advent. This is the first time we’re meeting outside of it. My Advent will remain undisclosed. I expect all members to agree on its confidentiality.” She confidently announced, glancing over at Frost who gave her an encouraging look.

Her heart bubbled warmly.

“Ahem. But I can reveal that it is the true Second Advent. The Nexus has always been the first. As the Archivist, I have a duty to document the truth and to ensure the continuity of history is not obfuscated by lies. I don’t expect the world to adapt to it, but I at least think that- t-that –”

Anna quickly lost steam, her nerves catching right up to her. But when it seemed like she would falter, her mantle radiated a nostalgic warmth, and the blue light in her eyes returned by tenfold.

“Sorry. Ahem. I believe that we should all understand the circumstances surrounding our world. Especially us allowed in the Council. Moons are as dedicated to the Nexus as the Ateliers.” Her voice carried unexpected edge. “No Moon has ever turned its back to the Nexus. That’s why, they deserve to be involved in all affairs relating to the Nexus.”

The Archivist threw in an argument during her introduction. She essentially swung first, and Frost was taken aback. It was refreshing to see the once timid girl solidifying her position as a supreme power in the face of the Beholders, and Frost couldn’t be prouder.

Her words resonated with Frost.

Because Anna was right.

When did a Moon ever betray the Nexus?

If anything, the Moons were the only ones that worked the hardest, likely for reasons they didn’t even know thanks to the poison of Serum G. She knew how hard the triplets trudged through red tape and the pressure of the Ateliers, and even their own peers.

Hearing another Archetype speak on their behalf caused the cracks in their cloudy skies to part further. Maybe, they could offer these Moons a better reason to fight, than it just being their duty. Frost kept the thought in the back of her mind as the Archivist finally concluded, quill in hand:

“I will be scribing the entirety of the Council in my book. We will be held accountable to every spoken word. No lies will be written by my pen.”

If it weren’t for the Council, Frost would’ve hugged her. Her display took a major toll on Anna’s mind. The Arbiter wrapped a second tail around her legs to offer support, allowing her to sit for the remainder of the session.

“How beautiful. I’m almost ashamed that I must speak after such a magnificent speech!” Magus exclaimed, clapping silently for Anna before he straightened his tie. “Very well. It is I! Magus, the Magician! Please do refer to me as Magus. It rolls quite well off the tongue. I am none other than the Archetype of Hope! Owner of the Floor of Hope, and whatever mysterious Advent exists out there.”

He expressed himself with brilliant gusto.

“I’m here to give a hand to my trusted – most humorous – friend, Carpalis and her infallible circle. Unlike my Archetype friends, I don’t have much to offer than a laugh and a smile; maybe even a song or two. But know this, friends –!”

He hummed, his head transforming into a Tarot Card depicting the sun as he thrust his arms out to the side.

“– Wherever I am, dark clouds will most certainly part!”

            

    
        373. Caldera Industries and the Subderma Layer

    
    
    
    
                “Beholder Knalzark. Caldera Industries.” The Dwarven Beholder spoke begrudgingly, detesting that they needed to reintroduce themselves again. “Endorse Attachment. Its humbling being here amongst friendly faces, and other less friendly faces.”

He began, unable hide his disdain for a certain justice-bearing Beholder. Regardless, he carried on, speaking with powerful, masculine voice that rippled throughout the chamber. Galia’s smile persisted, existing solely to torment him.

“And we call this place ‘neutral’ grounds. Places like this are where wars are forged. Hrm. Caldera Industries does nothing more than offer our installations and purge the depths of this world from the Genesis Stones. It is by upheaving these contaminants that Aspects and products such as the one you hold –”

He pointed with a muscular arm at Jury’s pale tech. “– Are possible in the first place. I oversee, command, and dictate the full extent of my Atelier. We create machines on all scales, all civil constructs, maintain the structural integrity of the Nex Megalopolis via the Well –”

Suddenly, he brought a hand down to the table, as if both were attracted to one another by a powerful force.

“– And we are the sole reason why this Nexus floats.”

“No mention of the Spatial Distortions?” Frost questioned after she allowed a dull silence to persist. “I’ve rode one of your trains. Why is something so dangerous available to the public?”

Frost wasn’t supposed to speak, but she was allowed here because there was more to Caldera Industries than what he revealed. She wanted their introductions to be thorough before they could enter the second stage of the Council, which would be a hearing of all agendas presented by the Beholders, as well as their complications.

So, she played an inquisitive role.

“They are an unfortunate byproduct of my technology. However, as unstable as they are, they can be partially controlled and prevented. My trains have an exceptionally low failure rate before they saw a sudden spike in the last 10 years. Another occurred 5 months ago. I shall leave this topic for afterwards when it becomes relevant. But know this – We have done much for the Nexus.”

She’d be a moron to take his words at face value. There were a lot of questionable practices Caldera Industries followed, but most of them were recounts and stories from reputable sources, such as the Triplets and Galia. It also didn’t help that she had formed a strong bias against them since she found the Train Graveyard in the Derma Layer.

However, that was likely not a fault of their own. Still, it didn’t change that their tech was dangerous, and certain regulations needed to be made to keep innocent people from being caught up in those accidents.

Since these introductions also served to clarify things, Frost asked what the ‘Well’ was. She had heard of the term before. The Impuritas called those giant pits the ‘Wells’. Upon hearing this question, Beholder Knalzark’s arms folded, his eyes moving to Satania.

The Demon stared back with sealed eyes.

“Crawling to me for an answer…” She sighed resentfully. “’Arbiter’. Let me speak on his behalf.”

“You may.”

Satania ran a finger across her horns, twisting them as they distorted into a spiral shape. They became ram-like, and she issued a faint, prideful smile when she became the center of Frost’s attention.

“The Well is a layer sandwiched between the Epiderma, and the Derma layers. We call it the Subderma Layer. It’s a considerably large complex running under the Nex Megalopolis. It is where waste is dumped, and where certain installations exist. Namely, the Root-Pillar Complex. It’s a necessary layer created with the purpose of stabilizing the crust of the Nex Megalopolis.”

Her words were almost as tantalizing as Galia. Frost felt the skin around her throat squirm as if a snake had coiled around it.

“A vast network resides so far down, consisting of several layers as one descends to harrow that hell. Oh, and please don’t mistake it for the ‘Wells’ that they refer to. Those are the pits that lead directly into the Subcut.”

“Is that where Site Cores are also created?”

“No. A Site Core would destabilize if brought out from those depths. Amalgam. Do you know why people don’t descend and ascend with tools like shovels and pickaxes?” Satania asked. “Because the soul is a fragile thing, as is the mind. To plunge into the descent is to have the world come caving in oneself, and to ascend it to watch yourself spill from all spiritual orifices.”

Satania explained the reason why the existence of mineshafts and deep tunnels leading to the Derma Layer were absent. The reason was because descending posed a tangible risk to people, although, this largely depended on the quality of a persons soul – their Levels.

This was why Spatial Distortions were important when navigating to and from the Derma Layer. Frost was admittedly taken aback by the explanation, although the ‘why’ was still largely not understood.

However, Satania turned to the only two Exalted present.

“It is a guaranteed way to create the Impuritas. Nothing like the Hearts. But more personal ones. When I heard of the exodus of Derma Layer residents, I worried that they had climbed the well. To think that a star had come to personally pull them free. It was truly a harrowing of hell.”

Massive installations of technology resided underneath. And with how the Impuritas called the Ateliers ‘poison’ and the source of their existence, Frost theorized – no, she was convinced that these installations played a major role in the creation of the Hearts within the Derma Layer.

But at the same time, a large portion of the blame went to the other half of the Nexus that still resided deep underneath, as well as likely Elysia. Although, a part of her doubted that Elysia was as evil as people depicted her to be.

The fact that the Root-Pillars Complex was tied with the existence of the Nex Megalopolis was one example of Frost’s hands being tied. Because to get rid of that, would be to erase the Nex Megalopolis.

It was infuriating.

“Beholder Descartes 3.” Following the conclusion of Satania’s revelation, which not even the Moons were aware of, the Arbiter moved onto the next Beholder in line.

            

    
        374. She Who Cradles the Moons

    
    
    
    
                “As the current Reality Principle of all Beholder Descartes, I represent the entirety of CogitO. One of the oldest Ateliers, responsible for the creation of all Cognito-related products, or Aspects. However you wish to call it.” The woman politely spoke.

If it weren’t for the chamber’s ability to carry her voice across the room, then no one would have heard her. It was uncannily passive coming from an Atelier, even more so with her normal appearance. She was like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

None would be the wiser to believe she was a Beholder.

“We, like Caldera Industries, specialize in the production of Atelier Items and our Aspects. We facilitate all major communication efforts and devices, manage and oversee all Repentors, and store all information in a mental realm. As you can see, our hands have dabbled in nearly all Atelier projects.”

She stated, adding:

“Our goal first and foremost is to understand the mind. All efforts are to strive towards the mastery of the mind. I think, therefore I am. It is our motto, and it encapsulates all we know of the Corrupted, and partially, the soul. Even less of the identity. We are at the forefront of all psychological logic and law. It is through us that we can loosely predict the mental deterioration of certain personnel.”

Her terminology resounded with Frost, for she was used to hearing this kind of language on Earth. Save for the ‘Soul’ part, of course. She was curious how they were able to detect a potential Corruption. Did they have something implanted into the Moons? Could someone detect it like she could? Or, was it through certain cues?

The latter was something that Frost had also begun to pick up on, such as when one suddenly began to monologue or revel in their despair. That was, in her mind, the hallmark sign of an impending Corruption.

But first, she needed to ask something.

“Do you mean the Moons?” Frost’s tone sharpened. “You imply that you’re aware of how extensive the Corruption is.”

She didn’t outright state that people could be Corrupted just yet. The Moons watched on with bated breaths, wondering what she meant by this. Like the Arbiter, Frost arrived with vital knowledge but to her frustration, this once imperative knowledge was merely sealed away.

She’d understand if it were for the larger part of the world. But for the Moons? Not only did they drug them, but they lied and disregarded their limited lives. Were they afraid that the Moons would stop fighting the Corrupted in fear of becoming one? She knew Moons were the most susceptible, warranting the needs for Serum G, however…

They at least deserve the truth. I want these Moons under my wing. Just like the triplets. You’d think they were trying to run the Moons down.

“It certainly does seem like that. 56 Moons is a questionable number. They are more like the pool of unwanted Moons. The Ateliers had already snatched the most useful ones.” Nav agreed, her input only further bellowing Frost’s resolve to absorb the Moons as her own. “These Moons may appear as risks. Perhaps the only way to remove them without an uproar would be to feed them to the Corrupted.”

… if that turns out to be the case…

The Nexus quaked.

Frost’s hair inadvertently lengthened down to her waist as the Moons watched in a blend of terror and awe. The tips of her hair were dyed grey, her golden eyes carrying an irrevocable desire for the truth.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the First State >


 

< The First State Has Manifested as the Listening Bird >


 

Frost’s transformation caught them by surprise. Though they did not hear the instruments of the Augurists, they immediately recognized that they were in the presence of a Corrupted. She raised her hand, as did the Arbiter to quell the situation.

“This is but one of the Amalgam’s powers. It would be in your best interest to avoid angering her. It would be troublesome for you if she were to manifest the very same Corrupted we all failed to bring down.” The Arbiter warned with a friendly smile.

“So it can be worn.” Satania spoke with quiet surprise, infatuated with Frost’s form. Her cheeks fell into her palms. “Beautiful. ‘She’ would have loved to see it for herself. That poor, poor girl.”

She then cast an indifferent gaze at Jury, then back at Frost’s benevolent, Corrupted form.

“I will ask you again: Do you mean the Moons?” Frost’s question demanded more than just one answer from Beholder Descartes 3.

The Beholder’s eyes became hollow momentarily before color returned, as if she needed to consult a voice within her head.

“The Moons. Personnel. All who we monitor. We understand that Corrupted take two distinct forms. One is born externally from the living, and sometimes machines in very, very rare instances. The other, as of recent: is that people can assume the form of a Corrupted.”

She worded it in a manner where the truth was still obscured, as if to prevent panic amongst the Moons. So, Frost looked to the Moons above and confessed in her stead.

“People can become Corrupted. This is what you struggled to admit. It was so simple… Why? Do you think Moons are the same as the Impuritas of those Hearts? Those Dungeons that seek to become Corrupted?” Frost grueling spoke, her tone deepening with each voice as she judged them.

Ber’s hands crackled with black lightning; Cer’s jaws sparking dangerously, and Res’ eyes brimming with an unstable current. The mention of using the Corrupted to become one’s true self resonated with them deeply, particularly Ber. It did work in a way, but this was only because of Frost.

Also… none of this would have occurred if they hadn’t taken Serum G. As elated as Ber was to have transformed into the ideal her, she would never wish it upon her worst enemy. She remembered the other ‘ideal’ selves. The self-destructive versions of herself that pushed Frost away on that lake, or the one who was chained up by the Ateliers, wishing that all would just… end.

And like Frost, Ber entered the First State, her left arm transforming in a wicked, black claw.

“Do you believe this is what Moons want?” Ber uttered. “Cut the bullshit. ‘Recent’ means hundreds of years ago. They knew. They always knew!” Her voice turned into a shout. “That the Blessing is the only reason why we haven’t turned into Corrupted!”

“That Serum G was another layer to keep us in line. And we all lapped it up like dogs. Yeah. You can’t laugh at us now as we’re telling it straight to you like this! You all obediently believed everything they told you and look at what they’ve been hiding all this time! Look at how they thank you when we can’t even own a place to call home!”

“The reason Moons mysteriously disappear is because they believe we are susceptible to Corruption. But if they were like the Amalgam… if they understood the hell they’ve thrown us into, then they’d understand that it’s not our fault.” Res said. “Our Amalgam showed us that we can live. That we don’t have to sacrifice ourselves! Why is it us that always fight the Corrupted when there are another hundred Moons kept safe within their Ateliers!?”

The triplets broke out into a frenzied rally. The topic had changed from the Corruption into this. It was only a matter of time when they’d interrupt, and Frost allowed them to gush, as did the Arbiter.

Once upon a time, Frost used to hush them in the face of other Beholders and high-ranking personnel. But now, they were given her complete authority to speak their mind.

The Moons above fell silent. Their breaths were robbed by the triplets they had collectively humiliated. Somehow, to hear them advocating for them in spite of their wrongs caused one Moon’s eyes to tremble.

“The Amalgam can change that! The Amalgam wants to change it! The Amalgam… has already changed it for us. Because she listened to us! When we told everyone about Scarlet Logic, they laughed! And look what happened!” Cer continued barking as they were vindicated of all wrongs in the face of the assembly of the same people who dismissed them.

Beholders were visibly irritated hearing this, but they could do nothing to stop them.

“… Moons are not the only ones susceptible. Everyone in our world is. But they are the most vulnerable. Dangerous. This is why so many measures are taken against the Moons.” Frost spoke after a long, lingering silence, filling the Council with renewed life. “However, it has also stripped away your freedoms. I wished to address this later on, however, now would be the appropriate time. For that reason, I do have to thank you, Descartes 3.”

“… you will risk the Corruption of the Moons?” Beholder E. questioned.

“No. Because I can save them if anything were to happen. The difference here is that I can reverse the Corruption.” She then pointed at Ber. “My Claw broke because of you. I rescued her from the depths of her Corruption, and she returned as now the most powerful Moon of the Nexus and as an extension of my hand.”

“Unbelievable… reversing the Corruption?”

“This is unheard of.”

“Hmhm~ I feel like I shouldn’t be hearing this.”

“Most impressive. An absolute power of an Archetype. I suppose that makes this reasonable.”

“… the opposite of the Corruption. A saving ‘light’. I see. Times have certainly changed.”

Number voices overlapped, the council entering a state of warm chaos before the Arbiter silenced it all with the wave of a hand, allowing Frost to conclude before it would be Beholder E.’s turn to speak.

“My wings will cherish them. I will personally oversee the Moons of the Nexus. Where they have always been watching the world, casting their light to ensure no night would ever be eternally dark –

– No one had ever asked who watches over the Moon.”

            

    
        375. Beholder E. and Inflow Direct

    
    
    
    
                “I am the innumerable. E. Eternity – the Constant, but at a steep price as you can see.”

Beholder E.’s voice rang like a hollow, tinny bell as he directed his ridged, mechanical arms down to his artificial body – an amalgamation of liquid tubes and steel.

“Inflow Direct is the Atelier I command, forever upholding its foundational values, and acquired morals that I believe align well with you, Amalgam.”

“The Atelier that prescribes the Wandering Healers with Serum S shared the same values as I?” Frost saw this more of an appeasement than the truth, however, the Arbiter’s feathers rustled in response surprisingly enough.

Not that it meant it was the ‘truth’. It wasn’t like the Coat of Prejudice’s ability was infallible. Also, she found it interesting that the Arbiter adopted the power of the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s Corrupted Item as an Ability.

“Wandering Healers are an entirely separate topic. While they are under our Atelier’s registry, we neither endorse, condone, nor condemn their actions. We only facilitate it, as do our partners.”

Beholder E. spoke slowly, but also with an odd sense of urgency. It was like he had all the time in the world, but equally not enough.

“We have a long history with the Healers. But my Atelier did not officially begin its heightened advocation and preservation of them until 60 years ago. The strongest push began 30 years later. Before that, we were what you could call the flock of the same feathers. Inflow Direct operates on multiple fronts, mostly on the augmentation of the self through artificial means, whether it be through prosthesis, or through our liquid miracles.”

Beholder E. was thorough, and it was clear that he wished to explain himself before he had to dabble on the situation of the healers. It was no secret that their oath to protect the healers had been exposed to be weak, or at best a complete lie.

“We harness Liquid Nex to create our miracles, and to power our artificial chassis. My technology and its processes allow us to transform known magic and Skills into a liquid, consumable form. Minor Healing into healing potions. Minor Mana Restoration into Mana potions. The purpose is to empower those who lack it. Who wishes to persist. And to give second chances to those that need it…”

His artificial heart dimmed slightly, right before a rush of bubbles clouded his floating brain. A peculiar white liquid was injected into his torso chassis, with blue liquid gushing into two transparent rods in his upper back.

“However, not all come from magic directly, or are made conventionally. Namely, Serum S and the Infusions.”

“What’s the difference? I’ve seen what Serum S does to people. What kind of magic does that?” Frost inquired, causing the Arbiter’s eyes to seal shut, as Satania stared at Jury’s throat.

“Serum S – Salvation is not a Serum we produce, nor dispense. But it is one that exists in our catalogues.”

“And you expect me to believe that!?” Frost snapped, the Nexus shaking right as Satania raised a hand to quell her rage.

“Amalgam. A word if you please? Serum S is an abnormal liquid. I’ve even had the displeasure of dealing with it before.” She tapped her neck, feeling the shape of her laryngeal prominence.

Or in other words, her Adam’s Apple.

“A golden puss that oozes from the organ found in an Angel’s throat. It’s known to have ill side effects on those that consume it, such as a rapid, agonizing, terrible death. But in exceptionally rare instances, it can enhance the soul of certain individuals. It is a gamble for salvation. The winners…”

Her eyes fell onto the triplets.

“… find their own meaning of Salvation, aside from inevitable death. An Angel is their likely supplier. I may come across as shrewd, but I think you view Angels as benevolent beings. Challenge that perspective. White Wing, and the Unwinged Whore… So righteous, aren’t they?”

Satania sarcastically remarked, shooting a piercing gaze at Beholder Marionette.

“Only I can decide who’s worthy of my trust. Still, I didn’t think Serum S would be the fluids of an Angel.” Frost brought the Council back on topic, glaring at Satania who suddenly amended her demeanor. “And the Infusions?”

“Through the Midas Extractor. It is a major Aspect of the now Liquidated Midas Company. Inflow Direct technically operates with two technologies. One that harmlessly converts, and another that painfully extracts. We use it to strip the Condemned Beholders, and largely myself, of magic and convert them into Infusions. Infusion S is one of mine.”

Frost was confused. Why had he stripped himself of his magic? This took her aback.

“Why did you strip yourself of your magic as well?”

“Sorrow. My immolation for the day the snowfields of the north were dyed red with healer’s blood. Though, I still wonder if that was a choice of mine to begin with… But I am perfect. I am now infinite, in thanks to the Mothers that now nurture this shell of mine.”

So they don’t steal magic. I thought healers had their magic stolen from them because of Inflow Direct. But they just turn it into liquid.

He also revealed that healers benefited from converting their magic, as it aided in leveling them. It didn’t change other morally skewed aspects of their Atelier, such as the mass donation of organs that occurred during their war, but it did shine an unexpectedly pleasant light on their Atelier.

But she didn’t clasp on it just yet.

This was still all only at the surface level.

“Liquid Nex, liquid magic, and prosthesis. The body that governs the healers as well, however, your gross negligence has cost a third of them to perish and disappear.” Frost brought up. “I assume this was one of your agendas to bring up, but I need to put it to rest right now.”

Suddenly, tiny, black particles began to surround Frost. She called one of her trusted Moons to approach. It was Ber, and she clasped onto the wrist of the wolfwoman. After a brief consultation with her through Nav, she deeply lacerated her forearm, down to her elbow.

And moments later, the wound closed. They were baffled. Shocked. Eyes widened in disbelief as at the sight of a black-haired healer.

“As a healer myself, I believe that I am the only one fit to oversee all healers. I have personally witnessed how ineffective your protection over them truly is. I question your reach. Beholder E. of Inflow Direct. I am effectively relinquishing your authority over the healers.”

Frost announced, causing the Ber beside her to proudly grin.

“I sincerely hope you understand.”

            

    
        376. Act X, and the Red Herring

    
    
    
    
                “Beholder Marionette, and the woven Act X. Weaver of the Strings. Producer of the Scripts.” The pale-haired woman spoke in an uncanny, monotone voice. It was as hollow as her dead eyes.

She never blinked, and her body moved crookedly as though she were hoisted by invisible strings. Frost did not see the strings with her [String Theory] Ability. It was humorous. For a Beholder named after puppet, she didn’t seem to be seized by a higher order.

Her name could be interpreted in two ways. As the one who turns others into marionettes or was a marionette herself. Frost refused to arrive at a conclusion until she heard more from this Beholder.

Act X was another Atelier that greatly intrigued her because of their ability to predict the future; and disgusted her due to the nature of the Scripts. From what she understood, the commandments were a means to fuel their ability to read the future.

Beholder Marionette’s hidden hands crackled beneath her thick coat before she continued.

“The loom that weaves meaning into threads. Purpose into the acolytes of the Scripts. Our Act X is tied to the sacred machine that governs every act, every word, and every intention – whether they had, have, or will become. We are the thread spinners of cloth. Interpreters of fate. Couriers of vital predictions. Protectors of meaning.”

Her eyes, although a bright gold like that of an Angel, possessed a void darker than any Frost had ever seen. It ate at her, gnawing constantly at her mind as she steeled herself, her eyes brightening as if to illuminate that dark, spiraling well.

They were like a black hole, her irises the golden accretion disk, devouring all to fill the hollow husk of this enigmatic Beholder. Unlike the others who had a semblance of self, Beholder Marionette was the first Beholder where Frost had no idea what to even call her.

“We are tasked with maintaining control over the Fate Mechanism. In the hands of the ill and purpose-driven, it will be disastrous. We neither feed on flesh like the Gears, nor torment the minds to harness Nex. We simply require the fulfillment of the Script’s commandments. Nothing more, nothing less.”

The mention of the Fate Mechanism was yet another source of confusion for the Moons. Stars seemed to be far more involved than Frost was led to believe, as many did not react. As denizens devoted strictly to the Nexus, it made sense that they at least would have known of this Advent.

The Fate Mechanism was an ominous name that instantly conveyed a glimmer of its power. Seeking to quell their confusion, as well as further her standing with the Moons, Frost asked Beholder Marionette to elaborate now that her introduction had concluded.

It was time to separate the needles of truth from the haystack of lies.

“The Fourth Advent, but of course. The Advent of Purpose.” Her lips very lightly curved into portentous smile, devoid of any intention or emotion. “Our Fourth Advent. I can hear it ring. You ask ‘How can there be a fourth when there is no established third?’.”

She read the minds of the Moons prior to arriving to the Council; each word and every emotion, and perhaps this entire Council predicted ahead of time. Suddenly, a hand stuck out from the center of her robes like a hand bursting forth from a coffin. Her metal fingers dragged a small, glistening blue string into the air where it was caught by an invisible hook.

The end of this string could not be found, for it disappeared into the very air above her, as if linked to a Dimensional Storage. Frost was curious. So curious in fact that she pondered on whether or not the strings were attached to the Subcut Layer.

“Do you wish to put it to the test?” The Beholder asked and Frost immediately understood what she wanted her to do. “I will hold it. Do as you please.”

“You are aware of what I possess. I was under the impression that I couldn’t be tracked by that Advent.” Frost said, focusing on the end of that string as she invoked one of her abilities.

The Oblivion Lock.


< ABILITY: Oblivion Lock >

(Aspect of Technology | Chained Theocracy)

< EFFECT: Expend Nex to create an Oblivion Lock. It will prevent most interactions with the Subcut Layer depending on the amount of Nex used >

< Cost: 5,000 NEX per second >


The power devoured from one of the Chained Theocracy’s Aspects of Technology.

Currently, Frost’s Nex sat at around a few hundred thousand. She only needed to use this briefly to test if that was connected to the Subcut Layer. She doubted it however, as she had seen non-Blessed attached to those strings.

Also…

‘Most interactions.’

Perhaps this Beholder’s was different?

“It’s a minor Aspect after all. It will be worthwhile absorbing more technologies. All Ateliers are here. The feast brought itself to you.” Nav commented.

That’s one way to put it. Yeah. I’m going to make the most out of their time here. I’ll take any scraps that I get my hands on… Nav. Can these Beholders hear you? Carpalis could so long as I was near her.

The woman only stared with hollow eyes, as if she could hear their mental conversation.

“Not anymore. In this form, that ability is now lost. I must be near them, intend to speak with them, or be somehow linked with their mind.” Nav assured.

Suddenly, Beholder Marionette spoke:

“Amalgam. You speak the truth. The Advent of Purpose excludes you from its power. But…” She uttered as Frost exerted a sudden force that immediately locked out those within the Council. “… your presence within it is like a void. While it cannot be read, we can determine certain details in its surroundings. As the Director has explained to me.”

In that moment, Nav gave the order to Ber to attempt to use her Dimensional Storage and to her surprise, she could not access it anymore. Ber’s hand pressed against an invisible wall, incapable of reaching into the Subcut Layer, much to the amusement of Beholder Umbra.

Frost however, could see something, as could the Arbiter and Jury.

What Ber reached towards was a wall of black chains, where a giant, black padlock pulsated with a glowing, repulsive aura. Frost’s eyes returned to the air above Beholder Marionette, seeing the strand still held high above.

“No need for caution. This… is how I am fed my lines. Straight from the source. It rings, clanks, twists, churns, and sings in a symphony of cranking steel. The raw message of the Fate Mechanism.”

“You interpret those sounds into the Scripts? Into those commandments that tell people to commit gruesome acts just so they can live?” Frost’s tone suddenly shifted as she judged the Beholder.

“What it demands is absolute. Without our Actors, we give up control over the Fate Mechanism to those that substitute them for Gears. No matter how cruel, or how unmerciful the commandments of the Scripts are, it does not change that we are the lesser evil. Because we at least respect the origin of our Actors.”

“The Sect of Gears would never have existed if it weren’t for your Atelier.” Frost countered, knowing well that the sole reason the Impuritas exist was because of the Ateliers.

This, however, unexpectedly caused Beholder Marionette’s smile to shrink, and for the first time, Frost felt something resonating deep within those eyes.

It was an unbelievable yearning for something that was lost.

“Quite the contrary. If it were not for the Sect of Gears, then Act X would never have existed… your ‘truths’ are clouded.

Tell me, did a certain red herring lead you to such a belief?”

            

    
        377. The Meaning of Act X - The Tenth Act

    
    
    
    
                To think that lying fish would continue to thrash even beyond the grave was migraine inducing. Beholder Marionette was correct. It was through the Red Herring where Frost had been led to believe that the Ateliers were the source of their obsessive, monstrous philosophies that sought to rob people of their humanity.

So when she heard that Act X was created because of an Impuritas group, she couldn’t help but to question what exactly was the truth. Frost pondered on this as Beholder Marionette intricately explained how the Fate Mechanism predicted outcomes.

And as it turned out…

“The Fate Mechanism does not predict outcomes. It constructs them. It creates the Play that we Actors must dance upon the Stages laid out for us. The Scripts serve to push it along to reach its predetermined ending. That ending is the resolution.”

“Was my Corruption a part of this theatrical? The conclusion you – or that White Wing wanted?” Frost spoke with a severely sharp tone, urging her to tread carefully but to also confess the truth.

“I don’t believe it is. I seek for the fated Tenth Act. What became of you was not a doing of mine. Too many strings overlap. When one vibrates, they trigger another. With all due respect, O Amalgam – Your Corruption was undoubtedly a steppingstone for the web of strings, tugged by the likes the of Living Looms such as myself. It was unavoidable.”

Living Looms. Implying that she’s not the only one that can directly influence the Fate Mechanism.

“But it does not mean we were always aware of it. This makes for a splendid introduction into an arising issue of ours – I am not the only one who manifests the sound to commandments. I am merely the most influential amongst them. But I hear you. I understand what you wish. The brutality of the commandments… it is people who interpret it in such a way that results in brutality. However, I can arrange substitutions.”

She was far more willing to explain herself than Frost was comfortable with. It felt almost insincere, like this was just another step towards her one goal.

The Tenth Act.

“You will make substitutions. I assume the Director now controls the Advent?”

“Uncertain. But I can explain what he seeks. To quell the number of interferences in the Web. To limit the number of Living Looms that have access to the Fate Mechanism.”

The Advent of Purpose was like a God in the eyes of many. Act X was one of many cults that interpreted the strings. There was a glimmer in her eye that hinted that there were problems even within Act X itself, which she silently promised to bring to light in the next phase of the Council.

Frost gained far more insight into the matters of the Advent of Purpose. If the Advent of Desire was anything to go by, then it meant that its use wasn’t limited to just the Archetypes.

Absolute authority only arrived when it was merged into the Nexus, although there were still complications, such as the uninvited guests that occasionally arrived within the Archivist’s Library.

Even the Star Child couldn’t stop the wishes from being granted. She was happy that Marionette was willing to make changes, although words were different from actions. For all she knew, this was a ruse to get on her good side and postpone severe repercussions.

Also, before the torch could be passed on to the next Beholder, Frost needed to ask one last thing.

“What is the Tenth Act? I’ve loosely heard of it before, so I want to know what exactly your Tenth Act entails. What’s the end to your means.” Frost peered into her eyes, filling that void with light as she searched for a meaning before she could even answer.

But alas…

“It is what the Advent of Purpose seeks. It is not my desire. It is my purpose. Our mission to conclude it. That way, I can at least look forward to the remainder of my existence.”

… there was nothing within. She had no ambitions. The goal of the Tenth Act wasn’t even hers, but of the Fate Mechanism itself. How much could she believe this? Frost had seen broken people before, but none could hold a candle to this woman, who lived only because the Advent demanded that she did.

She was the very embodiment of purpose itself, and sought to bestow those like her with purpose, whether good or bad. Frost could not even conceive of this level of disrepair. She didn’t possess a personality, and Frost thought back onto the Heralds who clearly did, but then onto the Wandering Healer and the Twins – Orth and Thras – who were similar husks like her.

If she couldn’t begin to imagine – or frankly avoided imagining – the conditions that led them to their state, then what could have possibly happened to Beholder Marionette?

The answer caused cold daggers to prod at her mind.

“The Tenth Act serves to be equally the finale, and the beginning. Where alpha meets omega. The great convergence. ‘The Great Attractor’, as I’ve so heard the whispers trickle into my ears. I have been preparing for it. I assure you; I am on the side that begins than rather ends.”

“I’ve had enough of prophecies. However, if this is truly something the Advent seeks, then I’m going to need to consult you and the Director personally.” Frost was absolutely not going to let this slip by her or give it a shrug of the shoulder.

This alone deserved its own Council meeting.

So that’s why they’re called Act X. They’re named directly after the Tenth Act. Nav. Any thoughts?

“Nothing I can think of. But the mention of ‘side’ alludes to a conflict. I imagine it will involve the Impuritas.” Nav said. “’The Great Attractor’… In your world, there was a phenomenon of the same name.”

I’ve heard of it. I’m guessing you know what it was?

As Beholder Marionette’s lengthy introduction finally saw its curtains close, the Arbiter moved onto ImpulseWorks. Meanwhile, the Moons were left in disarray as arrows of truth riddled them. Those wounds would not be healed easily, but they’d also make them far more ready to stand by Frost’s side.

Nav then answered:

“A mysterious gravitational enigma that seemingly pulls systems, stars, and entire galaxies and their clusters towards it. If names in this world carry meaning, then we can interpret this as the amalgamation – you. Or worse, the culmination of everything. I predict that this will be a conflict between us and the Impuritas… but the mention of the ‘end and the beginning’ makes little sense. This should now be one of our major focuses.”

Thank you. Exactly. I am not going to let another prophecy go its way. Not after what happened.

Frost vehemently vowed.

            

    
        378. Enoch, the Artificer of Rupturing

    
    
    
    
                As if things weren’t already eye-opening enough for the Moons, ImpulseWorks carried a dark secret that the triplets viewed as unforgivable. Whilst they fought against the world’s sworn enemies – the Corrupted – ImpulseWorks cozied up with them. They fed them. Nurtured them. Hell, even housed them when Moons were treated as no more than disposable pawns.

This would undoubtedly hammer the final nail into getting the Moons onto her side. However, this also came at a risk. Would the Moons harbor an inconsolable hatred against the Ateliers when the effects of Serum G subsided?

Time Reverberation… Jury and I made it a priority to help people psychologically. We’ll be looking after the Moons closely. She has a Skill that will let people delve into the source of people’s Nex.

“Ergo, their trauma. The source of their disturbance, and the force that spawns the Corrupted. Getting rid of both will be like shooting two birds with one stone! Or… shooting 55 big stones with one bird?”

Glad you can still make puns.

“I guess that makes me very… punny.”

… Please Nav.

“Oh. That’s right. You’re still in the Council.” Nav feigned ignorance.

Frost welcomed her humor and formed a small smile in response. Something about her monotone voice made her cute and ramped up the hilarity of her puns in a strange way. That being said, it was now Enoch’s turn to speak – a T-4 Artificer of the likes of Kissaria.

She wondered how much of this she should be hearing, but the fact that she could represent a Beholder likely meant that she was already aware of this. Not to mention that she seemed to know the Arbiter personally.

She had an air of mystique and was a human as far as Frost could tell.

Status.
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Enoch had absurdly high skills for someone that was both unarmed and just a human. Her ATT rivalled even Moons, which was balanced by her pitiful HP.

A single breath sent her way would cause her to keel over, but in the mortal realms beneath the Nexus she could easily be considered by most as a human who walked amongst Gods. She was at the pinnacle of human strength even though her body had nothing to show for this aside for her unfazed eyes that had seen too much.

She was close to the level of the Colors.

It put into perspective just how much of an anomaly the Colors were. But if Frost didn’t know any better, then she’d believe that the Colors were the only non-Blessed anomalies out there.

She didn’t know she was staring at yet another one as the Arbiter brought a wing to touch Frost’s back as she spoke on behalf of Enoch.

“A non-Blessed speaks. I do not need to remind all members and spectators that their opinions are as valuable as ours." The Arbiter warned, sounding like she had mentioned this numerous times over the last Councils.

The air suddenly became thick with displeasure.

Frost’s brows furrowed.

Huh!? Wait, she’s not a Blessed? With THOSE stats!?

“Something beyond our knowledge must be at play. T-4 Artificers work closely with the Corrupted more than anyone else, aside from ImpulseWork’s Workers. I deduce the reason is linked either with the Corrupted or the Abyssal Mother.”

I’m thinking it might be with how casual she acts in the presence of the Arbiter. Frost thought differently seeing that her RESIST stat was immeasurable.

Was she really human?

“Enoch, the Artificer of Rupturing. Tempered Four Artificer of ImpulseWorks. Glad you all appear so willing to let me speak on behalf of the Abyssal Mother here in the seat of a God. Yes…” She deeply inhaled.

Whether it was the scent of the Council itself or the displeasure which made her grin was unknown.

“… ImpulseWorks. Aha. As many of you are already aware, we are a weapons manufacturer. Specialized items come straight from us, only after thorough testing from yours truly. If they rupture, then they don’t pass the test. Such is the hard work of a Tempered Artificer. It’s an honor of mine being here in the presence of you, the Amalgam. And… a very, very interesting face. Hello~” Enoch politely smiled over at Jury.

She spoke with swagger and an unnatural calmness, as though this were her home, much to the annoyance Beholder Knalzark, whose fists carried a sudden black orb of destruction.

“Have you no shame –!?”

Before he could even finish, the Arbiter’s wing intervened. When Frost saw him attempt an attack on Enoch – albeit one to frighten her – she was not able to predict the Arbiter’s near instantaneous intervention.

So she can also see seconds ahead, huh. As if she wasn’t already powerful enough.

“You will conduct yourself accordingly.” The Arbiter firmly warned.

“For this thing to speak!? Amongst us!?” Knalzark growled dangerously, right before Frost suddenly shouted, demanding this immediate silence.

“Do not forget that you are in my presence! I’d appreciate it if you kept your differences aside on neutral grounds. It’s enough that you’ve collected enough grievances where I could just eject you all from the Nexus. Don’t make it harder on yourselves. Don’t make this choice so obvious! I will not tolerate a second offence.” One could see a blazing aura engulf her, and Knalzark instantly kept his mouth shut knowing well of the power of Frost’s flames.

Knalzark had a hot head, but even he was not stupid enough to contest Frost’s command. She figured not yet at least. After the introductions were done, that was when the real battle would start.

She then ordered:

“Enoch. Please continue. Introduce ImpulseWorks. Confess the truth. You know exactly what I am referring to, and not the ‘weapon manufacturer’ front you’ve been using to keep your secrets away from not only Moons, but I believe everyone aside from your personnel, and the Beholders present.”

            

    
        379. Enoch's Revelations

    
    
    
    
                Enoch quietly laughed into a closed fist, almost blushing when her name was spoken directly from Frost’s mouth.

“The theory that the higher someone’s level is, the more batshit insane they are. Pardon my language.” Nav commented.

No. That description’s too tame at this point. No one here is right in the head. At times like this I wish I worked at a mental asylum instead of a normal hospital. That way I’d have a way better time dealing with these lunatics.

“The Sites. The fact that we are by far the largest supplier of Nex. Our Oboros Infinitas friends do come at a close second. I’ve seen Moons come and go when dealing with certain destructive events during my service to the Abyssal Mother. You know I’ve fantasized about revealing this to the Moons one day.”

She cleared her throat before she announced the truth of ImpulseWorks.

“We are an Atelier that harvests the Corrupted first and foremost. Where do you think we get the materials to make your Atelier Items in the first place? The Reality Manifester doesn’t make even a fraction of the material we require to make your precious tools. Neither is the quality up to par. Hundreds of Corrupted are kept within our many Sites across all Elysia, feeding our greedy partners for their insatiable hunger for Nex.” Enoch gladly confessed, extending her arms to the side as she basked in light of the many Moons and Stars above.

Or perhaps it was their darkness: their despair and shock that caused her much delight.

“While you are sent on suicide missions and led to believe that the Corrupted cannot be reasoned with, ImpulseWorks reasons with them. We house them. Go along with their whims or against it depending on how much Nex they generate, and you wouldn’t believe how much of their liquid distress runs through the veins of every Atelier. Ahaha~ Aaaaaah.”

Enoch suddenly grasped at her face with black, gloved hands. They were angled like talons. She laughed to herself, finding it all hilarious. Eventually, her cackles subsided as an eye peered through the gaps between her fingers.

“We crush people under the pressure of insurmountable nightmares and corruption. We break them in the futile hope of tempering them; beating them till they’re squashed like the butterflies they aspire to become. Amalgam. Amalgam. When I was once sent down there into the depths as a little iddy-biddy Worker, I had my aspirations tempered, and I was born anew into what I am now. They had infected and recreated me. From a larva to a pupa. Ahaha~ I still don’t know if I’ve metamorphosed yet into that promised butterfly. Maybe I have. Maybe I haven’t. The bottom line is – this is the truth I believe you should hear.”

Her words spurred out faster and faster, her eyes peeled wide. Unlike Beholder Marionette, her crimson irises pulsated with a dangerous, crazed glow as though the image of hell had been imprinted into her very being.

Then, both her hands surrendered to the desk. Frost almost believed she had broken into a psychotic meltdown, but to her shock, she instantly recovered, fixing up her gloves, tie, and tiding up stray strands of hair.

She had returned to normal in the blink of an eye, like it was all just an act.

“Corruption without the Corruption. But that was long ago. I’ve changed. Forgotten much of that endless loop of constant ticking – constant misery – constant deconstruction and restoration. Remembering it brings back certain memories. Ahhh… Over and over and over… Anyway. ImpulseWorks! This isn’t about me. I’d give my long part of the story, but we’d be here for a century. If I could scoop out my memories with a spoon, then I’d gladly oblige.”

She tapped on the side of her temple.

Enoch was a victim of ImpulseWorks as much as she was a member. Her woes were heard, and Enoch seized the opportunity to gush her experiences and tie it in with the truth of her Atelier. Understandably, the Moons became restless. Movement began to stir above, as well as overlapping whispers of anger.

Frost inflicted Scrutiny upon them, silencing them in an instant as Enoch continued:

“Temper Aspirations. The meaning is as transparent as you think. Aspirations are forged within the Sites. It’s a doctrine that the Abyssal Mother could never set herself free from. Workers get stronger extremely quickly. Corruption of them is common. The reality is that it serves to push people beyond their limits. To what extent is their will to survive? How much does that aspiration truly mean to them? A wish granting star isn’t going to fall one day. There are no miracles. There is only hell. That’s why birds fly. Because they must leave it. Nothing falls down there.”

Frost’s blood flash boiled. Enoch was so thorough that Frost almost re-lived the woman’s experiences with ImpulseWorks.

No fucking wonder the Abyssal Mother didn’t bother to show her face…

And this was enough to cause her to manifest the One Thousand Eyed Bird.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Reached the Second State >


 

< The Second State Has Manifested as the One Thousand Eyed Bird >


Her strands of hair now matched Satania’s – black with streaks of white. One thousand orbs of light filled the chamber of the Arbiter’s Council, granting Frost omnipresence. It had been a long while since she had manifested this Corrupted, and to think it would be outside of combat from all things.

“Unforgivable.” Frost’s spiteful words were paired with the shaking of the Nexus, once again reminding them of the fine line they walked when dealing with her. “The Abyssal Mother could not tell me this herself? And now that she’s not here I can’t even revoke her Blessing of the Nexus… Is there not any other way to generate Nex? Is there no other way to run the Sites without all this suffering?”

“Oh? Did you by chance think I was talking about normal Sites?” Enoch laughed unexpectedly. “Those Sites have long forsaken those ways. Sorry! But I’m happy you’re as compassionate as I thought you were. You really do carry the same face… But you have long hair. Are feminine, but with a fierce gaze. Hmm… Maybe I’m misremembering. It has been so long after all. Maybe the Orange Disruptor and the Red Barron remembers.”

Frost’s fury was extinguished when she mentioned her familiarity. Was Enoch also from the old world?

“From where? Where have you seen my face?” She demanded, and as expected, Enoch had no qualms with obeying her authority.

Enoch gazed at the Arbiter, then at Jury, the Archivist, at Frost – and then finally, onto the Star Child.

“ImpulseWork’s biggest secret. G-Z7. The Site that doesn’t exist. But here’s the catch. It has always existed. Long before ImpulseWorks became a thing. They took its blueprints and worked off it. That’s why the Abyssal Mother isn’t called Beholder something. Her Atelier is a copy of what already existed. Not that it’s a perfect replica, because you have us, other Artificers, the Retrofitters – everything aside from its foundation belongs to her.”

She paused momentarily, captivating all. Some of the Beholders were shocked, whilst others remained unfazed by the revelation.

“I personally wouldn’t condemn her. She’s as corroded as anyone else here. I was part of the Core Team for that place before it ate itself up in the first Zeroed Horizon. To no one’s surprise, the Angels want what’s in there out against all our concerns. A loud ticking entity.” Her eyes moved onto Jury.

“… Elysia…” Frost uttered in total disbelief.

“Partiality.” The Arbiter firmly stated. “The issue here is that G-Z7 has yet to be found. It is unlikely that the real Elysia resides within. In truth, it is likely an aberration of her. You understand best, Amgalam.” The Arbiter gave a subtle motion towards Jury.

… I knew Jury used to be Elysia, but she’s an aberration of her? In what way?

“Innocence, perhaps.”

Are you telling me that there are OTHER aberrations of… fuck. Ugh… I feel like an idiot.

“It is in the name. Aberrations of Elysia. I too have only just realized the irony of this.”

Frost, with a heavy heart and mind already far too full to carry on, mustered the strength to speak.

“No, I know of a Navigator who was sent to G-Z7 recently. From F-H5.”

But this was something Enoch already knew.

Or rather, only recently became aware of.

“One of your feathered friends meddled with our operations and sent an unauthorized shipment of Corrupted into the direction of Emvita. Either they, or one of our T-4 Artificers. There’s no telling where that Navigator is anymore. Caldera Industries didn’t tell you that they too are searching for that Site.” Enoch added, before Beholder Umbra suddenly spoke.

“What’s sealed within must never be released.”

Things have gone from bad to worse. Not only were the Moons faced with uncertainty regarding what was revealed; Frost also found herself on the same boat, and she desperately kept it from capsizing in the turbulent seas of fury and truth.

The wave that struck her the hardest was Enoch’s mention of having once seen her face within G-Z7.

“It was in the lower floors. It couldn’t have been you, because the person I saw was a man in one of our unforms. Brown eyes as well.”

Frost realized that this description matched what she remembered of her old body.

The one from Earth.

            

    
        380. Beholder Umbra, and Frost's Stance on Elysia

    
    
    
    
                The topic of the Site Cores and Elysia was the perfect introduction for the Chained Theocracy. But Frost first needed a moment to gather her thoughts. When she thought of the Aberrations of Elyisa, her mind went back to that worm-like man she had spoken to within the Site Core.

Was that a fragment of Elysia herself? A memory? Who or what did it represent?

Frost hid her anguish well as she struggled to make sense of this. The fact that Enoch knew who Elysia was meant that the Beholders did too.

And in extension: the source of the Corruption, if she could take the word of the Arbiter as the truth. Every Angel carried out a vendetta against Elysia, so biases were absolutely in play. Frost didn’t take the Arbiter as someone entirely infallible. She had seen a small smidgen of her personality beneath that indomitable aura.

Like her – like everyone else – the Arbiter carried aspirations of her own.

“The ticking. The Elysia’s presence is always accompanied by a beautiful, somber ticking.” Beholder Umbra began, her many strapped chains rattling in tune with her voice. “I am Beholder Umbra. Amongst the eldest of all Beholders. Old enough to have forgotten my own name.

The Chained Theocracy are servants of inevitability, hence why my chains do not restrict, but instead serve as the lock and key of our plane of existence. Did you know that we exist in a well of sorts. One where souls from other distant planes trickle into our world. It’s even more troublesome when things from the past desperately claw from the hell of the Subcut to enter the future. But alas, we cannot interact with such a thing. Only of things from this world of ours.”

“Your technology is what keeps the Site Core’s stable, I recall.” Frost spoke, humoring the Beholder.

“A limitation to control its expansion. We create the straight jackets to keep it stable. But Site Cores are not the only things we have touched. Hyperlinks. The Gates. The Dimensional Storage. My chains serve as the ultimate protection, and the ultimate weapon. However, that has changed as of recent: a tale that shall be told when the opportune time arises. What you must know is that we simply serve as locksmiths. We’re hardly the kind that will retaliate.”

Her voice was calm, almost tired even. She spoke lethargically, like none of this mattered to her.

“What can you tell me about Elysia.” Frost suddenly inquired. “I find it odd that even though you’re aware of the source of the Corruption, you have chosen to feign ignorance and pretend that you all have known nothing about it. How long has it been now? How can we be sure that Elysia is the source of the Corruption?”

This caused the Arbiter to faintly smile.

“The ticking is the proof we have.” Beholder Umbra uttered. “Furthermore… many of us have heard those whispers. They’re real and have attempted to ensnare us in its web.”

“Bullshit. I didn’t hear any ticking, or anyone speak!” Ber barked. “Don’t listen to a word they say! At best they don’t even know themselves and are just keen to follow even more lies!”

“As much as I didn’t want to interrupt this session – I have to agree with Ber.” Res apologized. “The White Wing carried a lot of vitriol whenever she spoke about Elysia. If they’re as old as we think they are, then this lie could have perpetuated by Angels like her to get people that know to go against Elysia.”

Res had brilliant points, and Frost couldn’t have said it better herself. She didn’t feel compelled to defend Elysia at all, but she couldn’t stand to further perpetuate this belief until she had solid evidence. Ber proved the opposite and introduced an unseen phenomenon that created a shell made from the Genesis Stones.

“However.” Frost’s voice cut through the commotion like a blade. “That does not mean she doesn’t play a role in it. I’m aware that healers also hear the ticking when they’re close to mentally breaking. I have heard it too, but never did I think that it was what spurred me into Corruption. The fact of the matter is, is that we do not know, and we’re following the echoes of an ancient grudge. So long as I am the Head of the Nexus, I will not allow another retelling of the past to occur.”

Her False Juries – the one thousand glowing eyes – glowed ever brighter as they resonated with her rising emotions. Her voice was seemingly carried by them, amplifying it as she wished to make herself clear.

“That includes you as well, Arbiter. I’m not so blind as to see that Elysia does taint in some capacity, but I wish to understand the situation better. I’d rather the Angels keep their affairs outside of ours. The truth is what I seek, and those of you who agree will hear what I have learned of the Corrupted.”

“I thank you, Amalgam.” Beholder Knalzark unexpectedly spoke. “This ‘Elysia’ was never a major priority of ours to begin with, but it was a phenomenon that did exist and could largely be ignored because it was uncontrollable. A force of nature if you will. I apologize for intervening.”

“You offered insight. Do not apologize.” Frost dismissed, pleasing the proud man. “From what I gather, no one knows what Elysia does or why she does it. The Aberrations of Elysia seem to aid and test the Sites rather than actively seek to destroy it like the Trepidations. But there are uncertainties. Therefore, Elysia will be strictly handled by myself, the Archetypes, and Time Reverberation.”

Somehow, they had skipped several sections of the Council’s stages and arrived at a resolution. Unanimous or not did not change that this problem was for Frost and the Archetypes to deal with. Jury too, as well as Time Reverberation as Nav warned that using her Passive Time Seer could cause Aberrations of Elysia to intervene.

Perhaps through this they could better understand the nature of the Aberrations.

In the end, Beholder Umbra’s introduction ended, and now began Justica Arms.

            

    
        381. Justica Arms

    
    
    
    
                The severe discrimination shown towards the non-Blessed Enoch caused Frost to wonder if this was another factor that played into their gross neglect of life.

Blessed tend to find themselves in favorable positions within the Ateliers. The problem is, they probably view the regular Moons in a similar lens. Cer also despised anyone that wasn’t Blessed.

“Classism…”

Yeah. That kind of thing unfortunately exists here. And I thought it was only Cer with how her kind was treated. The thing is, it’s not a Nexus-only problem. When you have things like Soul Ranks, then those at the top are eventually going to consider those beneath them as inferior. Not that I can relate. But this world’s morals are the equivalent of Earth’s medieval past.”

Frost quietly complained as Galia basked in the moment, pleased to have so many eyes scrutinizing her.

Man… This gets worse by the second. Galia’s up next. I wonder if she’ll bring up anything she hasn’t told me yet.

“That reminds me, you have not learned much of her life from Earth. The time periods are too different to gain anything significant, but it must feel relieving to have someone like you here.”

It is. Galia has similar alignments with my own. Namely, she’s a firm believer of justice. What’s right in this world is completely fucked up. I’m just not sure where the Wandering Healer part comes into play. 19th Century… 1835. I almost can’t believe it. She’d be… what? More than 200 years old? Or less?” Frost couldn’t remember the exact date she had left Earth, but she vaguely knew that it was somewhere near 2030.

Frost wanted to wince. It was always difficult trying to wrap her mind around the fact that these ancient beings were so youthful. No… Youthful would imply innocence. Rather, they were perpetually in their biological prime, aside from those that had sustained injuries like Beholder E.

Galia still hadn’t spoken. Her eyes remained lidded, yet her gaze could be felt in the form of a sharp, cold prick on her nape. Like the serpent the triplets had endlessly declared her as, she weaponized the silence, constricting it around the throats of all. Knalzark displayed impatience, his fist bending the light twice as fearsomely.

“We think the same, you and I, O Amalgam.” Galia’s voice was utterly tantalizing, her mouth forming an all-knowing, humble smile as she addressed Frost directly. “The Blessed and the Non-Blessed. The Souls of inequality. There is substance behind the argument. But to condemn them for the sake of what one can, rather than thinking of whether one should, is a deplorable showcase of justice, and our lacking reach of judgement.”

Her presence was unmatched. The Stars above revered her and only her in a similar fashion as they did whenever the Archetypes spoke. Moons hesitantly withdrew the red in their vision, willing to hear Galia speak without the newfound blades of prejudices they had acquired.

Galia’s grasp was far larger than Frost could have imagined.

Were these Moons people she also saved like the triplets? Nav?

“It may be due to her moral standing. I may be deaf to the suffering, but even I can tell that she’s been operating her Atelier differently from the others. Frost. Are you forgetting your interactions with their personnel? The Peace Flocks that were sent out to protect that small town? The humanitarian mission of the 6th Branch?”

I haven’t. I’m just curious. The Stars I can get why, but the Moons? I doubt the Moons would be inclined to follow someone because of good morals alone.

Frost’s question would soon be answered as Galia finally introduced herself.

“Beholder Galia, of Justica Arms and all 11 remaining Branches, and their respective Apostles. The foundation of my Atelier is based on the principle of justice and judgement. Their intermingling is encapsulated by our motto – Justice must never stray behind Judgement. Its meaning is as obvious as the number of days in a year. Justice must be swift. It must be flexible. It must become the bullet of all efforts to secure a greater tomorrow. To drag behind means to sew injustice. This world has taught me well of how languid justice truly was before my ascension.”

Not only did she introduce herself, but she bragged and recited her words like they were holy scripture, much to the irritation of Knalzark. Her words were enchanted by her natural venom, as even Frost found herself entranced as she keenly listened.

“Unfortunately, it still continues. My 2nd Branch was so close to cleansing Scarlet Logic. That was until my trusted 2nd Apostle abruptly retreated. Several Beholders did not enjoy us breaking Atelier Law and Treaties. The Subderma Layer was severely damaged in that area too. But had my 2nd Branch prevailed, then we could have avoided this disaster altogether.”

“Which Ateliers ordered you to stop?” Frost demanded.

“Caldera Industries to no one’s surprise. The assault had damaged a section of the Root-Pillar Complex. CogitO because of a certain Star’s rampant abuse of their Repenters, which led to several significant reforms regarding their loaned personnel. ImpulseWorks due to the instability of the landscape. After all, the Nex Megalopolis exists on a thin slice of earth.”

Galia confessed, adding:

“As you can see, their resoning is sound. I was not the one who ordered the attack. If I could regain contact with my 2nd Apostle, then I am certain we can learn of the truth. I was elsewhere at the time. But if you must know – I was visiting the 10th Branch in Gnawer to investigate the disappearance of Monarch eggs from the Queen of Rock. I believe that describes our Atelier the best. We are the kind that will offer our aid unconditionally, so long as it is permissible.”

Her words contradicted the assault on the City of Spades, but if they were aware of it then why didn’t anyone at least attempt to investigate? Why was the Arbiter unable to dismiss their actions and allow them to spear the brewing heart of Scarlet Logic – the Heart of the City?

The Arbiter then answered for Galia:

“I have only just received my eyes. This is the first time I am seeing the Beholders. My judgement used to solely rely on actions inflicted against me, but now I have gained inquisitive powers. Amalgam. There is nothing I can touch beyond the Nexus without inviting Corruption. As you are aware, I was no better than a bystander for the last 15 years. My greatest accomplishment was my Risk Classification System, and this Council. As such, this has led to events outside of my jurisdiction.”

“I had to begrudgingly break Scarlet Logic’s base because of your negligence. I don’t believe a word. Not yours, Arbiter. But the Beholders. Don’t you dare tell me that the only reason you didn’t investigate was because of your ‘treaties’.” Frost dominated the room, exerting immense pressure as she threatened to enter the Third State.

Eyes lowered. None wished to speak aside from Galia who uttered:

“They were absolute. Can you begin to fathom how many of our personnel are at a knife’s drop away from assassinating the members of another Atelier? We have a long history. These Laws and Treaties guaranteed security, or else what we’ve all built were to come crumbling down.”

“You might not want to hear the extent of this fucked up game on the next rounds.” Satania smirked, twirling her hair. “But you’re the Amalgam. With communications lost, I know your great mind already knows the implications moving forward for distant Atelier Branches. Galia. You didn’t mention your wears and your involvement with the Adventurers and their Associations.”

She spoke on Galia’s behalf, wanting to speed things up. This had gone long enough, but not enough for Frost who understood the chaos that would ensue in distant lands.

Iscario had hit them far harder than she realized.

She couldn’t help but wonder if this was all just one component in the Fate Mechanism’s ‘Tenth Act’. The issue was that not even Act X knew what it was, and the orders did not solely come from her as there were other Living Looms who weaved the strings of the Fate Mechanism.

“I ultimately gained something from this. But those that perished can never come back.” Frost lamented.

Her hopes rested on Jury’s Atelier, which promised to prevent such an event from ever occurring again. While the Impuritas had strengthened and unified, Frost had learned that the Ateliers were as fractured as ever.

The Arbiter’s strive for unity became imperative.

            

    
        382. Oboros Infinitas

    
    
    
    
                “The burdens weighed in this room are alone enough to power an Atelier for a single night. I’ve never been so embarrassed at the sight of our elevated souls bickering like children. But here we are, standing in the same assembly I was defiled in.”

Satania stirred the unsettled air with her words. As this was the first time Oboros Infinitas had announced themselves publicly amongst the Moons and Stars, she set the stage with a dramatic, low-pitched tone.

It was a spiteful murmur.

“I despise returning to these heights. You’ve cast me away and now you’ve intentionally called the most wrathful here expecting obedience...” Blood was spilled between them in the past, and Satania made her resentment known.

The finger that once glided against her horn was now like a blade scraping against a whetstone.

“No. You know that nothing you do can tame this wrath of ours. Your eyes can’t stand to judge we who have already been condemned. Instead, you’ve called me here to bargain… you have no shame. No sense of forethought. Nothing. You’ve lost everything again.”

It was much more than spilled blood and countless years of grievances. It became comparable to the White Wing’s contempt of Elysia and stemmed from their distant history of the old world. The Arbiter didn’t express any visual changes. She didn’t react at all. Her unchanging demeanor was either her feigning ignorance, or because she truly did not remember why Satania despised her.

However, when she mentioned that she had lost everything again –

– One of the Arbiter’s tails, which rested behind Frost’s back, slithered halfway along her waist. Her moment of hesitance caused Frost to recall the Arbiter’s desperate scream when they were judged by the Icon of Judgement.

“Such is the burden that weighs you down. Your wings can only take you so far before they bar you in the cage you’ve created. But that’s why we exist. That’s why we were called here. To make wrongs into right. And that right is the energy you oversized bottom feeders desire.”

Her tone became increasingly hateful, but there was never a speck of emotional turbulence. Wrath coursed through her body as the arteries running along her neck began to emit a crimson glow. Frost, who had been passively absorbing the environmental Nex was suddenly usurped by Satania.

“A Nex Accumulator.” Nav immediately recognized. “Her stats cannot be seen either. She and the Beholders are all question marks.”

… we really need to understand how the hell RESIST works.

“Oh. I’m working on it as we speak. For now, it would be wise to maintain your focus.”

Yeah...

“The burdens we bear are what determines the quality of the Nex we create. From the infinitesimal to the infinite, they are what makes particularly awful beings so utterly scrumptious when you hear them scream as they descend into the inferno in their iron coffins.”

Satania announced.

“To be kept alive for as long as possible. To relive those moments. To repent over and over and over as we siphon the Nex from their withering remains until the soul is no more than a blob of incomprehensible murmurs.”

Then, with arms held behind her back, she concluded with:

“We are the executioners. We are the other largest suppliers of Nex. We are where troublesome Moons and Stars are sent. We are the ones who punish even the Beholders. We are the oldest Atelier. How many Beholders have we erased throughout history to have only just enough to fit on both hands? Our affairs are our own as a result. Our allegiance is with no one. That’s why, I find it deplorable that you of all people would summon us.”

“But we are a forgiving Atelier. Enough to give the Condemend a chance of salvation. To become a Repenter under the supervision of our CogitO friends. They could use their brains after one of Galia’s runaway Stars.”

“Iscario’s crimes keep on adding up.” Frost interjected, nearly vomiting at the mention of the man.

Satania fondly looked over at Frost before she shook her head.

“I meant the Wise Black Wolf. Raoul. He led a questionable but justifiable slaughter in the City of Spades. The issue is that he took down various infrastructure. Propety belonging to many of us.”

“The hell trains you pack hundreds of criminals within?” Frost’s voice deepened.

“Precisely.”

Cer, Ber and Res suddenly froze. Their round eyes widened as they begged Frost to pry. To find something – anything relating to what happened to Orth and Thras; their only friends before Frost entered their life.

They didn’t need to ask, as she too was curious as to what had happened.

“You’re aware of why Raoul did what he did. But do you know how those two Healers ended up inside of one of your trains? You see, I have the power to investigate the past. To see fragments of the truth. They became Shells. Tell me what happened.”

“We partially deal with those trains. Justica Arms does most of the work. However, that same train was an anomaly. It was capable of disappearing and reappearing. Normal for trains of its size, but this possessed a fine level of control over it. Which again, isn’t abnormal. But…”

A golden glimmer of light appeared between Satania’s fingers when she fished for something within her breast pocket. It was a coin. But not any ordinary coin.

It was an Etched Coin.


< Etched Coin >

Justica Arms


 

ACTIVE : Minor Hyperlink

EFFECT : Teleport the user to another Minor Hyperlink Site

She always wondered why Justice strayed behind Judgement.


 

“These were found on the bodies of the healers. The Hell Trains do possess Minor Hyperlinks, but they’re severely limited. This bypasses some of its limitations. Our Impuritias enemies absolutely have something that can control Spatial Distortions too. Are you aware, Amalgam? That there are healers that have been found to be possessing such dangerous coins.”

Cer’s ears piqued, her jaws grinding painfully as sparks flew from her maw like phlegm.

“Sana… Someone tried setting Sana up as well. Fucking pieces of shit. Fuck all of them… Fuck that Herring!” Her smoldering hatred was known to the Council. “Hey. You! Tell me you found who the fuck did it to Orth and Thas! You have to know!”

“Cer…” Res whispered sadly.

“It’s under investigation. However, we’ve pardoned your brother for his crimes regarding this incident. We believe in a punishment to fit the crimes. It is through us that we can put the less desirables to good use. Amalgam. Through your eyes I can tell you’re just like Galia. Like us. You believe that certain people don’t deserve the liberty to die and be forgiven by death.”

Satania spoke the same language Frost wished she could forsake.

But unfortunately, after hearing of Orth and Thras again, as well as vividly remembering the traumatized Sana – Her blood began to boil.

Because Satania was right.

There were people that didn’t deserve the simplicity of death.

“Oboros Infinitas. Infinite Burdens. May the light of burdens feel like the weight of the world rests atop their shoulders. I am pleased that we are on the same page. Also. Between you and I – Healers are closer to us than those Angels. If they were to bare their claws hidden beneath those feathered wings, then there wouldn’t be a need to protect them anymore. They’d be the very embodiment of fear itself. Have you heard?

Healers are now doing just that. You were the first of many.”

            

    
        383. Beholder Jury’s Statement

    
    
    
    
                All healers were to be nurtured underneath Frost’s wing, and none dared to say otherwise. After Scarlet Logic’s mass assassination of the healer’s public image, those that showed aggression were far more at risk than those still incapable of it. They would be easily mistaken for Scarlet Logic Gambit personnel in the eyes of the masses.

If it weren’t for Jury’s Isolation Sphere, then this would have risen to the same level of emergency as the Seeds. Thankfully, she had time to accumulate her thoughts and to lay the tracks for them to spin round and round.

Frost’s head spun, but her train of thoughts couldn’t be clearer now. The Ateliers that dealt with crime and punishment were the only ones in which she could place any semblance of trust, and ironically, it was the detached Atelier – Oboros Infinitas – whose philosophy strongly resonated with hers.

Turn back the clock just a few months ago, and Frost would have vomited at the idea. Or better yet, stood around and watched it happen like with D-13 and her administration of Serum S.

It surprised her how much she learned from these Beholders. She had thoroughly tempered her resolve in the event that these Beholders were hostile against her new reign, but surprisingly enough, they were obedient.

Frost had to consider whether this was because they were wary of Frost’s and the Arbiter’s power, or, because they were in a situation where they realized that their reign was built on a foundation of sand; their cold war and the betrayals having eroded it until the verge of a total collapse.

Justica Arms judged those that acted unfavorably. Oboros Infinitas punished those people. However, none could penetrate deeply enough to root out the cancer that caused them to fight for a foundationless castle, rather than to collectively create one.

What was required was an inquisitor. A body that could audit and collect information regarding conduct to ensure they all played by the same rules, less they’d be passed onto Justica Arms for the verdict, and to Oboros Infinitas for the sentence.

What they required was Jury.

The torch was finally passed onto the final member of the Arbiter’s Council. Jury had claimed a neutral stance since taking her position behind the desk. Suddenly, her shoulders relaxed as indomitable confidence began to emanate from her being. A faint ticking could also be heard, reflecting the status of her heart.

Frost mentally reached out for her as she watched on with gentle eyes.

Jury. Are you ready?

“Always. Mm. Thank you. It’s my turn to take the stage. It’s a lot more nerve wracking when everyone here can kill you just like that, but I know I can manage. Watch me, Frost.”

Good luck.

Jury briefly smiled before it swiftly disappeared. The unstable ticking followed soon after, playing a soothing rhythm that roused suspicion from the Beholders, but the longer they listened, the more they realized that this ticking was different from the one they recognized.

It was beautiful.

And her voice paired well with it.

“I am Beholder Jury.” She opened with a declaration designed to define her in the face of the Council, and to separate herself from Elysia as an identity of her own.

Her goldens eyes, the fluffy tail, and her avian, flushed ears were the hallmarks of an Angel. However, when one looked down at her left hand and saw her corroded, charcoal-colored claw and the mysterious bulbous tip of her tail which grew like a tumor in the eyes of many – then one needed to wonder whether she was an Angel or a Demon.

Thankfully, Jury cleared this up with her following opening statement.

“I am an Angel like the Arbiter and the White Wing, but not as sacred as the former, or spiteful as the latter. I very well could be worse than the White Wing after having witnessed this world’s atrocities whilst hand in hand with the Amalgam.”

The meaning of hand in hand could be interpreted in a number of ways, so she clarified:

“We travelled this world seeking answers with the company of misery. We were guided only by the light of hope. To those of you who question or raise your brows at my affiliation with the Amalgam must ask yourself this: Who were the ones that issued any semblance of an effort to rescue them following the betrayal of a Star of the Nexus?”

Frost was rendered speechless. This was the first time she had ever seen Jury stand to address anything so vocally. She was the kind of person who took the issue directly to the person in question, such as Frost herself whenever she bit more than she could chew.

This was translated to a bigger stage almost flawlessly as Jury went for the throat to claim her position as the Amalgam’s Beholder.

“Justica Arms and Act X aided, sending three ‘disposable’ Moons our way as we traversed through the echoes of the restrictions in Grandis. It was there and within the Derma Layer that we realized that Corrupted are only our greatest threats when we allow misery to continue. We watched as people despaired and watched their world burn. Saw children seek for the stars in their world underneath, only to Corrupt and become that same star they wished they could reach.”

Jury told an abridged version of their journey, and the experiences that were etched into the forefront of her mind. Frost was always vocal about how she felt of these things, but this was the first time she had heard Jury mention her experiences in this light.

Woven within her confident words was utter anguish. Jury had waited for this moment, because she too had learned to despise the Ateliers, and she painted them as monsters.

But not irredeemably so.

“These Moons, who were cast out of the Nexus and barred from attending this very Council are now the same ones who guard it. The scorched girl who wanted to be loved is now the one person who brings many hearts together. The children who yearned to see the stars were able to reach them, and now sit cozily within the Amalgam’s heart.”

Jury wanted to pay homage to the Moon triplets, a testament to how proud she was of them.

Because like her, Ignis and even Nav – they were stragglers trying to figure out their rights and wrongs. If misery was the world, then Frost was their hope to see it in a different light. For Jury, this was a literal meaning than just a simple metaphor. Perhaps even for Ignis. Snap. Ber. Everyone Frost touched was helped in one way or another. The fluffy ears of the triplets drooped, their tails softly wagging as they embraced Jury’s voice.

The Moons wondered what Jury was getting at as eyes wandered over to the triplets, then to Frost, and finally back onto Jury as she continued:

“I believe that we are only worth as much as we want to believe ourselves as. Time Reverberation seeks to help those we take in to realize their potential. Your trauma is ours. Your grief will be heard. We must become better.” She pointed to the triplets who served as proof of her words…

… no. They were an invitation.

Indeed. The cunning Jury had planned to sweep the Moons into their hands for good. They were already on the Amalgam’s side. But for them to know that she also belonged to the Amalgam meant that by working under her, they’d also be working closely with the Amalgam.

As if sensing their curiosity, Jury then confirmed:

“The triplets were only the beginning. We therefore extend our invitation to all Moons of the Nexus to join Time Reverberation – the Atelier of not only myself, but also of her most merciful: the Amalgam.”

They did not know what to think. Jury intentionally invited them rather than ordering them to join by the command of the Amalgam because these Moons were the ones who were forever forsaken by all.

That’s why her invitation caused these unwanted Moons to stand there with solemn eyes. Jury’s offer couldn’t have sounded any better after hearing the truth of why they fought the Corrupted in the first place.

Were it not for Serum G, then many would have broken down into tears.

“Time Reverberation is fundamentally an Atelier that will regulate all other Ateliers, conduct audits to determine whether guidelines and Laws are being satisfied, and most importantly, to ensure that it serves its ultimate purpose as the highest level of authority behind the Archetypes. Through my time manipulation there will be nothing you can hide. In order to remain within the Nexus and continue as a Blessed Beholder, then you must agree to the terms of Time Reverberation. This is how we will guarantee that your silly cold wars will be put to an end. Moons. Healers. Perhaps even the Stars, and those deserving will be elevated into our Atelier, and they will be offered a chance to live rather than serve.”

            

    
        384. The Intermission of the Arbiter's Council

    
    
    
    
                Days seemed to have passed within the boundary of the Isolation Sphere. The Arbiter’s Council felt like it had already gone for an eternity, when in truth it had only just begun.

All members had finally finished introducing themselves, resulting in the lulling silence that followed. An intermediate phase began as the Arbiter gave them time to collect their thoughts. Beholders studied one another indiscriminately like hunters searching for an opening.

None were scrutinized as heavily as Jury however. On one hand they took offence that a no-named Beholder who had only just ascended into power had significantly more sway than they did. On the other hand, they pondered on the technology she possessed, already developing concepts of how it could be integrated with their Aspects and their Atelier as a whole.

The ability to prolong time even by a fraction of a second was significant enough to raise the brows of potential enemies. The fact that it could be dialed ten times faster or slower changed their tune fairly quickly.

And it was through this intermission where the Beholders were allowed to freely discuss amongst themselves. The Arbiter began a countdown as a tail was thrust above her, steadily ticking away like the hand of a giant fluffy clock.

“Time… A powerful technology indeed. How have you managed to create its origin piece so quickly?” Beholder E. was curious, his words implying a certain piece of information that had had never crossed Frost’s mind.

Jury didn’t answer immediately, likely taking advice from Nav.

“I’ve been around for longer than you can imagine.” Jury avoided answering him directly, the best course of action according to Nav.

“Beholder E.’s question strikes me as strange. He’s implying that one needs to create their technology, rather than receiving it. The Archivist states that this is a half-truth. Beholder E. was one such person who needed to create his technology from knowledge gained within the Eternal Library. But this isn’t possible outside of the Library itself.”

I’d be pretty fucking impressed if someone could make a black hole with the tools they have in this world. Does that mean the Eternal Library provides the tools necessary?

“No. The only tool required is a powerful will and the Archivist’s silent guidance. He may be referring to how quickly she managed to gain it from within the Library. This is something he should not know, so it’s bizarre that he is asking this question.”

Jury once mentioned that her dreams within the Library went on for an untold length of time, usually for days, to weeks, to perhaps even months on end. Dare it were years. This was how she gained so much knowledge in what only seemed like a single night, a testament of Jury’s conviction, and what sewed her longing towards Frost so early on.

Frost and Nav over analyzed Beholder E.’s words like hawks, dismantling every letter and every imagined inflexion of his hollow voice.

He then spoke again:

“I see. Then you are like us. An existence subservient to the shell that we call our body.”

“That is incorrect.” Beholder Knalzark dismissed. “Envy is a dangerous serum. Being trapped in a metal coffin has made you believe that we are tainted. One look at that Umbra and you’ll realize that it is not our technology that dismantles us.”

“Hahaha. It’s half and half.” Beholder Umbra laughed without ever smiling. Her resemblance to Carpalis’ mannerisms were eerily similar. “No one called it a taint. It would be best if you didn’t jump to such arbitrary conclusions. Let the delusions of a broken heart persist. Though, if you wished for it to end, then I’d be happy to provide my services Beholder E.”

“This is the 15th anniversary of my rejection for you to unite me with death. It will never claim my soul. A Demon of your caliber must fear the drive a human has to persist.” Beholder E. uttered; all the while Beholder Marionette whispered numbers underneath her breath.

“2.71, 8281, 8284, 2904…”

“I think humans are silly for trying.” Beholder Umbra insulted. “A star does not wish to extend its life. It transforms. To go against the inevitable results in a star that devours light. Humans are no different.”

“That’s enough. The forever-war of your kind is a disgrace to bring into the Arbiter’s Council.” Beholder Descartes 3 brought up even though she was a human.

Then, she quickly turned to Jury.

“Beholder Jury. I am issuing a notice of a future partnership. We will approach at a time appropriate following this session.”

“I’m afraid we already have reservations.” Galia interjected. “It would be an insult to allow your kind to take the lead when you have only been squandering for the last century after the ‘Brain Drain’ incident.”

Her words caused the woman, who had appeared entirely innocent throughout the Council, to possess eyes akin to that of a monster. The human element was merely a façade, and deep within was an entity that wore it as a skin.

The event Galia referred to was yet another Atelier War that saw CogtiO lead the charge against a now destroyed Atelier at the cost of losing very valuable personnel. It was also around this time that Beholder Descartes was split into five distinct identities.

The event itself had taken place more than 200 years back, and CogitO had slowly been making advancements into understanding the mind. Or so they believed. Frost still struggled to grasp how long these people had lived for.

The untold stories they must have…

“But I’m kind. Fair. Honest. Satania.” Galia addressed the Primordial Demon of Wrath almost too casually.

“Allow them. It would be best if we came to an agreement sooner rather than later. Lucy will have me hung by the tongue if I returned without some kind of gift. I have an ‘Arbiter’ of my own in the form of a prideful Demon. I’m more concerned on how to wash out her stench.” Satania glared at the Arbiter menacingly.

Meanwhile Enoch watched on with a proud smile on her face. She was just happy to be here. Magus sifted through a deck of cards, laying down magical tarots.

“Marvelous. For them to all get along so splendidly brings a tear to my eyes.” He comedically wiped his nonexistent eye, causing Promised Oath to firmly nod, all the while Evergreen blankly blinked, wondering what he was talking about. “Are you afraid my friend?”

“No. F-Forgive me for asking but –”

She was hushed as a gloved hand was sent to her lips.

“We here are equals. Where is your pride, Evergreen? I am but a magician that specializes in card tricks and smiles. Respect me only as much as you respect yourself. In spite of what you see, there is an underlaying tone here.”

“A foundation.”

Enoch, who stood the closest to the Golden Index, answered confidently, seeing the same thing Magus did.

“Not of trust, but necessity. Necessity can build trust, but that is only as strong as the forces outside exert on the group.” Magus explained to Evergreen.

“Think of deep-water fishes.” Enoch added, humoring the Archetype of Hope.

“Precisely! When the pressure disappears, the fish explodes. What I’m trying to get at is that we are in a position where the pressure binds us. And this pressure is unbelievably dangerous. A school of fish swim together because alone they are weak.”

Magus slipped a hand onto the table as the intermission slowly came to an end when the Arbiter’s tail reached at exactly 9 o’clock. A soft, golden glow emerged through the cracks of his hand, and Frost immediately recognized what was underneath.

“But we are no fish. We are those that prey on it. Therefore, it would be wise to turn our teeth to the competitors. This is but the humble opinion of a mere magician.”

It was one of the Seeds that could induce Corruption.

            

    
        385. The Main Rounds Begin - The Seeds

    
    
    
    
                The tail struck at twelve o’clock. A brief shower of pale feathers marked the next stage of the Arbiter’s Council. With the introductions out of the way, they could move onto the agendas and other topics brought along by all parties of the Council.

Each party would be given a turn to be heard in full. The issues and whatever topic they introduce would serve as the main focus for all members to discuss potential resolutions.

Their issues were collectively shared more often than not, so the topic may regard the safety of an Atelier rather than the action against the source, either because it was not worthwhile, an egregious waste of resources, or frankly impossible.

Frost dared an Atelier to utter the excuse of ‘a waste.’ She was already in the Second State. Another fit of fury would immediately send her into the Third State.

The Arbiter then announced a statement as Frost stared at the cracks of light seeping through Magus’ fingers.

“The Main Rounds of the Arbiter’s Council will now commence, beginning with the Golden Index. It will be moving in a clockwise rotation. Time Reverberation will go last regardless of position. The eyes of many Archetypes watch over you now. Be not afraid.

There are those of you who are confused as to why the Golden Index did not introduce themselves. Magus. Would you kindly explain?”

“With pleasure. We at the Golden Index are undergoing major challenges with the destruction of Carpalis’ Faustian Bargain. I am freely discussing this on these grounds between the finest of gentlemen and women in these lands. Dare I say this world.”

Magus spoke pompously, throwing his chest out before he suddenly slumped forward, leaning against the table as a serious aura radiated from his shoulders like a flame.

“Meaning my trust in everyone present is immense. I am telling potential enemies that the Golden Index can fall in one fell swoop now that Carpalis is severely weakened. I am offering any enemies a one-way ticket to murdering Carpalis. It would be easy. But it has not happened. Not that this is new news. You already knew this.”

The contrast from his usually upbeat self was powerful. He trusted the Beholders on the mere merit that none had attempted to kill Carpalis.

The Impuritas desperately wanted her out of the picture. Because she can bypass Marduk’s replication.

“The Beholders could have easily murdered her. Even by accident. It is safe to assume that there are no moles amongst the Beholders.”

He’s put an awful a lot of trust on the Moons and Stars too. But it’s not like they can touch a Beholder to begin with.

“Ahem. Pardon the darker tone of my voice. As you can see, the Golden Index is in a precarious situation. Also add that we are now gathering a very large number of new members and are leading the investigation into the Atelier Sectors of the City of Spades. Very risky business. There is little else to say, aside from our Guilds and treasury. A perk of having an Archetype on one’s side. And an added bonus of being a friend of the Amalgam!”

Evergreen couldn’t have looked any prouder, elated to hear that her beloved Carpalis’ Atelier was well-trusted by the Amalgam, and even had an Archetype affiliated with them. Still, Evergreen couldn’t completely hide her worry regarding Carpalis’ health.

If she died, then hundreds of thousands, to even a million would. Her life was intrinsically tied with theirs.

“Without further ado; Oboros Infinitas has brought the topic of the Coins to light. I shall leave that to them. Counterfeit items are a major worry, but I believe we have other larger issues at hand. In my hand, more specifically! Behold, my Beholder friends!”

His hand released what appeared to be a harmless golden seed. The Beholders were not sure what to make of the object, but Satania immediately recognized it and began to growl.

“They found it already.” She murmured. “You lost, Galaia.”

Galia was not surprised by this reveal. Neither did she react. She simply accepted this as a fact as if she had known all along.

“… a seed?” Enoch shuffled a little closer, trying to get a better look.

“The Seed.” Magus corrected. “Stemming from the Advent of Judgement. The Garden of Paradise. Or so we believe it’s called.”

Indeed. The Arbiter only knew its name from the previous world, or at least a variation of its name. All she knew was that it was a tree of some kind, capable of producing the Apples; and from the Apples came the Seeds.

“The many lights that destroyed Caldera Industries’ array of Eyes above the Nex Megalopolis were directly caused by the Seeds. They’re only active when consumed, so fear not for it is safe here so long as no one swallows it.”

“That tiny thing did that to my Eyes…?” Beholder Knalzark was at a total loss for words. “Impossible. I want to believe it is, but if an Archetype says this is the truth…”

“The Seeds caused it. We were there when it happened.” Jury claimed. “They feed on Nex and were powerful enough to compete with a Nex Accumulator.”

“I should be impressed that you can detect that. Reminds me of the Orange Disruptor’s power.” Satania spoke fondly of that Color. “Such a tormented soul.”

“They turn individuals into living weapons, I take?” Beholder E. wondered, eager to understand this mysterious Seed.

“It largely depends on your interpretation. That beam is a byproduct of the transformation process the Seed induces. Amalgam. I believe this is where your expertise comes in. Your eye is the only one capable of seeing the truth next to the Arbiter.” Magus announced.

Frost cleared her throat as she gazed at the Seed in utter contempt.

Then, she disclosed its malevolent power.

“The Seeds induce a forced Corrupted event to those that consume it. How much Nex they require to activate isn’t known, because the Advent of Desire was also competing for Nex. But don’t let the Seed fool you. Its power is unstable. It induces a false Corruption and transforms those that consume it into Impuritas.”

Frost then stared at the only two Impuritas present.

“Please do not take this the wrong way, Evergreen, and Promised Oath. Those that consume it become what you are. The Impuritas. But they are the degraded type. Worse than the Impuritas from the Hearts. I watched one corrode into a parody of itself. As we’re aware – the Seeds have been distributed at large.

And we only have Iscario to blame for this.”

            

    
        386. A Seedy Commitment - Resolution

    
    
    
    
                Frost found it almost impossible to believe that they were not aware of the Seeds. It must have been a card that was played only recently by the Impuritas. Between the counterfeit coins, stolen magic, and technology – and even the destruction of it; she quickly understood how much pressure already existed on the shoulders of the Ateliers.

The Seed situation was a powerful opening issue that no one had any immediate remedies for as it was ill understood. At best the resolution for the Seeds were to capture or eliminate those already transformed by the Seed, and to recover as many unused Seeds as possible.

This was the suggestion of Magus.

“This is on the heels of a Corrupted uprising in the Nex Megalopolis. Question.” Beholder Descartes 3 suddenly asked both the Arbiter and the Amalgam. With an approving nod from both, the woman continued: “Our focus is primarily on the Nex Megalopolis?”

“Currently, yes. We’re bound to the Nex Megalopolis. But decisions here should and will affect branches of your Ateliers across Elysia. Aside from that, yes – our priority is absolutely the Nex Megalopolis. It failed at its primary function.” Frost reminded them.

“The defense of the Nexus. Seeds were sowed behind its walls. By a worm amongst us no less. How shameful.” Knalzark grumbled, staring inquisitively at the tiny, golden Seed. “This will not be easy to detect. It has a melancholic call. It would not be my first instinct to eat it, but that Seed begs one to swallow it.”

“Oh? You can feel a signature from it?” Beholder Umbra seemed surprised.

“It’s fainter than the Genesis Stones. However, it is a surface-level phenomenon. It will be easier to detect in the grand scheme of things. A new Aspect can be developed to detect the Seeds.” Knalzark confidently affirmed. “Pardon my curiosity.”

“Please, do take it.” Magus tossed the Seed towards the tall Dwarf.

It lit up like a shooting star as it fell into his palms.

“The value of this Seed must be exceptional. I can already picture it now. The promise of strength. The elevation of a puny soul into untold heights. But at what cost?” Knalzark’s fingers struggled to crush the Seed.

It was indestructible.

… I would take a bite from it, but it’s something from an Advent. I’m not entirely sure it’d be a good idea to put an item from an Advent Iscario has control over inside of me. What do you think, Nav?

“It’s unlikely to do any harm. But I also would not recommend devouring it. It would be wise to wait until we study its effects closely.”

Yeah. My thoughts exactly… Iscario’s influence doesn’t stop ramping up.

 

“Your Eyes no longer fly in the skies of the Nex Megalopolis. Would it not be easier to just allow them to occur and find them retroactively based on the pillar of light?”

Beholder Marionette creaked, drawing a new strand from the invisible realm above.

“I jest. The Amalgam has made it clear that her priority is to avoid the execution of the masses. I can lend my strings. I’ve heard from a Missionary of mine that the transformation was a spectacle to behold. They just wished the anguish didn’t end so soon.”

“Nothing like a swift resolution. I take that we all want to partake in uprooting the Seeds?” Satania hummed. There were zero objections. “The exact method is still up for debate, but at the very least we agree on its danger. An Aspect of Technology to seek them, and personnel to find them. I believe CogitO and I can work on that. Magus. I think the Golden Index may also be a valuable partner.”

“Is this in relation to the Repenters?” Magus questioned.

“They’ll be bearing the infinite burdens of whatever comes from this Council. There are many criminals waiting to be trialed to hell and back. But the Seeds won’t be their priority. It can be more like a secondary objective. A Repenter will undoubtedly swallow the Seed if it means escaping their burdens.” Satania was trying to hint at something, and only Evergreen seemed to pick up on it.

“The widespread nature of the Seeds means we need to be flexible… I think I understand what you’re saying. It depends on how quickly we can spread and gather information before they’re plastered on Guild Boards. But I think relying on the Associations through Justica Arms might work faster.”

Evergreen caught on so incredibly quickly that it elated Satania enough to warrant a smug smile. The main issue with the Seeds was that any related incidents could occur anywhere at any time with likely varying degrees of danger. The Guilds were widespread enough where news could be picked up and be dealt with by Adventurers, or by Associations.

With how fragmented the Ateliers were now, creating a personalized team to deal with the Seeds was difficult, but not impossible. Rather, it was a certainty but would be used only for major operations and far deadlier incidents.

The Nex Megalopolis was massive, and without the Eyes it would be difficult to eradicate the Seeds.

“Hunger is a powerful drive.” Galia stated. “We’d be fools believing the Seeds can be removed at will without major repercussions. You all make promises, but you know that the state of our Ateliers will make fulfilling it difficult. Beholder Knalzark. How many Manufactories do you have direct communication with?”

“20%. It would have been 50% were it not for your past meddling… Hunger. You would know of its danger, Human.” He spat. “The best course of action isn’t one that’s specific. It’ll be an effort on multiple fronts.”

Frost couldn’t agree more, and the others were satisfied by this resolution.

Caldera Industries promised to create a product that could detect the Seeds. These were to be issued to specific personnel who undertook missions relating to the Seeds. The Repenters Satania spoke of would not be focusing on dealing with the Seeds. Rather, they’d be focusing on a multitude of efforts, but primarily on something far more sinister.

The recovery of the many fallen Genesis Stones.

This was where the Archivist finally revealed the power of the Floor of Civilization.

Through it, the Eyes of the Nex Megalopolis were partially restored.

And with the Golden Index’s only woe it was willing to admit now resolved, the torch was passed on to the Chained Theocracy.

            

    
        387. The Nature of Demons

    
    
    
    
                “There is unfortunately little for me to bring onto the table as our issues are our own. The Chained Theocracy’s presence is terribly small in this continent.” Beholder Umbra began. “I have only two branches present. The rest are scattered around the far away lands of Zelmori, the homeland of my kind.”

The continent of Zelmori – or sometimes called Zelmori Fall by its native inhabitants – was a continent located in the southwest. It serves as the birthplace of all Demons and other entities of a similar origin, such as the Succubae, Vampires and races that were considered evil in traditional Earth media.

It was a vast continent much like theirs, with its own population and renditions of the legends that occurred on these lands. The current continent the Nexus resided in didn’t have a name, but it was usually referred to as the ‘main’ continent as a slight against the Demons.

People tended to refer to where they came from by their Regions rather than the continent, so the namelessness of their continent was hardly an issue. Strange, but understandable.

Frost could only imagine what living in a Demon society would be like, never mind the equivalent of an entire world.

“But because the Amalgam is willing to hear me complain, I firstly want to address that there has been an unauthorized usage of our Oblivion Lock.” Chains fell from her shoulders like tumbling hair, coiling around her bare feet until it grew to her knees.

These chains had long lost their lustrous glow; the strange membrane that caused it to exude its sacred aura. They were cracked, chipped, and damaged beyond repair. The sheer weight of the many chain links alone caused several to groan as they crumbled as though they were made of sandstone.

Suddenly, her eyes moved onto Enoch.

“ImpulseWorks. Technology is being stolen as we speak. You should learn to abide by the terms we agreed on. Your Atelier has become a target of internal affairs. Last week you made a cunning effort to hide it.” Her words implied malice, but the way she spoke seemed like she didn’t care at all.

It was frankly impossible to tell if this even meant anything to Umbra. It felt like she was only bringing this up for the sake of it. Regardless, Frost listened carefully as a small glimmer of their conflicts arose.

Enoch smiled.

“Samyaza is to blame for trying to hide it. Kissaria opened the Gates for the Golden Index’s army to sweep through Scarlet Logic’s territory. How we use your technology does not concern you to begin with. We are at larger risk when we open the connection between each Gate. Such were the terms. The Arbiter’s feathers aren’t rustling. I’ve been keeping an eye on this Council. They rustle only to the truth…”

Suddenly, Enoch lapped her lips.

“… But it seems that one got away. Pity. I was sure your Penumbra Knights were put to the same rest you constantly preach of. The Eclipses have gotten softer. Sorry about that.”

She was unapologetic, and was correct as the Arbiter immediately identified the lie in Beholder Umbra’s statement.

“It was not that you used it, but how you used it. The Subcut can leak into the Epiderma. Those flames are unstoppable. Amalgam. I wish to take at least a hand from that one. It is neutral grounds, but we can surely arrive at an agreement.”

“The moment either of you pick up an arm then you are as good as dismissed from being a Blessed. As for you Enoch, I’ll personally be taking your limbs if you continue.” Frost swooped in with a dangerous voice. It was not a warning. It was a promise. “Even after we risked losing so much more than the City of Spades and the Nexus, your Ateliers are still at knife’s edge?”

“It’s gotten worse.” Enoch admitted. “Tech gone, coms gone – the chain of command doesn’t exist past a certain point – Oh, sorry. I’ll wait my turn. You’re right, Amalgam. Why should we be fighting amongst ourselves? They’re angry at Kissaria. Last time I heard, she’s well aquatinted with you.”

“That she is.” Frost fondly recalled that penguin Artificer. “Beholder Umbra. I want you to overlook what Kissaria did. I will not ask again. Kisarria saved more lives than we all did combined by allowing the Golden Index access to into the City of Spades.”

Frost realized that the nature of conflict could not be rooted out so easily, and Enoch was right. Ateliers outside of the Nex Megalopolis were at greater risk of conflict until communication could be reestablished.

The Hyperlinks needed to be restored. Galia understood the look on Frost’s face and nodded, indicating that she would be the one to bring it up.

“As you wish. The age-old conflict of Demons and humans will never end. In truth, I simply wished that she stopped clinging onto that futile belief of hers. Death was my intended gift.” Beholder Umbra continued, shrugging off the clash as though it had never occurred.

The Arbiter’s feathers rustled quietly.

Fucking lunatics. Now that I think about it, she reminds me of D-13.

“Inevitability. Acceptance. Death. I think these three describe their philosophy.”

How did you figure that out?

“There is a short excerpt I’ve found in the Library. It refers to a Demon of sorrows, who was chained beneath a moonless night for centuries. It refers to the unchanging nature of the world. I believe this is a reflection of her philosophy.”

… are you able to find anything about the other Beholders?

“This was by sheer luck. With the Archivist’s help, we may be able to pry deeper into the Beholders. Frost. Have you considered it?”

Sorry. Considered what?

“That Beholders may be able to become Corrupted.”

… I’ve thought about it, but I really don’t want to consider that a possibility. I can’t even fight one as I am now unless I’m given ample time to reach the Fifth State. Isn’t it dangerous combing through the Library alone?

“I am in the company of Ignis and the Alter Frosts. The Archivist is the one who runs the risk of exposing their pasts to the Librarians. For us, it will help facilitate our understanding of them. Expecting it to change them is not possible. However, expecting it to help if something were to go awry is. I like this place. I think this is what ‘like’ means.” Nav finished, mimicking the sound of a flickering book before Frost was brought back Beholder Umbra’s half-lidded gaze.

“The loss of Scarlet Logic means that our more experimental procedures will be difficult. We used to rely on them to maintain a few of the fronts of the southern war and as fuel in Zelmori. Without them, we lack a critical amount of biomass to keep our kind sated. I excluded it in my introduction because I believed you were aware of the nature of Demons, Amalgam. Many of us prey on the living. The highest of us however, prey on their souls.”

Frost hid her shock. She was under the impression that Demons were in some way better than humans. That they were misjudged. But this couldn’t be further from the truth. As it turned out, Demons – or more accurately – entities originating from Zelmori required sustenance from the living in some capacity.

Like how a Succubus required sexual energy or fluids, and a Vampire required blood. Demons were not just limited to flesh and souls but bargains as well. Beholder Umbra explained that not all Demons were quite like this. The shining example was Carpalis, who used racial traits to protect rather than to steal.

Going against her nature caused Capralis immense suffering.

There was no doubt in Frost’s mind that Umbra had endured a similar fate, and instead of trying to change, she had embraced it.

No… If the chains were anything to go by, then she had enforced it.

This is how Frost interpreted it.

            

    
        388. Burdens Atop Burdens - Biomass Resolution

    
    
    
    
                “Are you asking for sacrifices?” Frost wanted some clarity.

“Anything so long as it comes from the living. We’ve held off from the wars between our races because we had no need for the bodies. Now, the wars look like a ripe honeycomb. Scarlet Logic wormed themselves into each of our Ateliers, fulfilling a role that made them a crutch. I am not the only one who requires the same demand.” Beholder Umbra explained, causing Descartes 3 to respond.

“Not in the same way as pure biomass. We needed them because they were willing to offer large quantities of minds at a moment’s notice. Their absence creates a void where testing products becomes cumbersome, and the operation of larger installations becomes dangerous for existing personnel. The minds can be supplemented with biomass, however. The Reality Converter allows for the transmutation of materials that the Reality Manifester may not be able to create.”

The Reality Manifester was more or less an Aspect that allowed for the creation of materials, which Frost found odd in such a large world until she remembered that most of the underground sections were likely hollowed out by the Subderma and Derma Layer.

This was not correct either. As it turned out, it was due to convenience. This method expended less energy than having an industry dedicated to mining. Caldera Industries once held this role until they became a dedicated manufactory Atelier rather than a mining one, although, the latter does occur but never for minerals.

That’s how the Site Cores are made, huh. CogitO and the Chained Theocracy supplies the materials and Caldera Industries manufactures them. I can’t help but wonder if biomass is integral to creating their chains. Fucking hell...

Frost deeply sighed in response. She was disappointed upon realizing that these Ateliers required a high body count to even function properly. Safety? What was that?

She placed both hands onto the Arbiter’s wing which served as a desk for them and leaned forward with an imposing presence.

“I would rather the Ateliers don’t get themselves involved in conflicts when we have the Impuritas on our backs. I am disgusted that you require so many lives to be cast away for the sake of experimentation. Your core philosophy may not be able to change, but the way you center yourselves around your technology can. All I’ve heard is that now you’re likely to pluck people from the shadows.”

Frost’s voice became increasingly frustrated when she recalled the efforts of the Scarlet Logic Collection Teams. The people who were subjected to the whims of the Ateliers were absolutely unwilling individuals, but they were disguised under the veil of one of Scarlet Logic’s personnels.

Nothing made her blood boil more than this. Not when she recalled the stuffed toys and the belongings of the innocent, abducted lives that were burned away at the base of the spires in the City of Spades.

“What do you know? We were working with the bad guys all along.” Cer was equally mortified. “And you all thought we were crazy when we didn’t want anything to do with them. It doesn’t matter how much you hate Non-Blessed because it doesn’t change how fucked it is that Ateliers can get away with this, but when an Impuritas does it they’re evil. You know something? You’re not that different from them at all!”

Cer made herself heard.

“Dungeons can prop up wherever they please in the Nex Megalopolis and abduct whoever they want. How do you think Demi-Humans feel when Scarlet Logic arrives and takes them under their wing? You can tell me that it’s for a better life, but everything we now know shows us that it’s hell!”

Precisely. Looking at it from this perspective further carved a hole in Frost’s heart. She was unbelievably thankful that Cara’s Collection Team didn’t take anyone. Had they did, then Frost would have been unable to forgive herself for allowing someone to suffer through the replication cycles.

The very image of that world underneath the City of Spades was burned into her mind. The many writhing bodies that begged for their misery to end.

“I will create a Code of Conduct. What will be written and passed shall be law by my decree.” Frost’s voice was met with the quaking of the Nexus, and a curious glance from the Archivist. “We obviously don’t see things in the same light.”

“I think we can come to an agreement however.” Satania suddenly offered a resolution to their biological needs. “Not all criminals are going to be useful to us. While I do agree that their methods in scientific process is as crude as efforts in Galia’s world, what remains is an unchanging reality: people are required. They will suffer, and they will die. We can trim the excess that way. Believe me, there is far more than you can imagine.”

It was an interesting prospect, and one that Frost didn’t disagree on. However, their discretion could also be used as a front to cover their tracks if innocents were to be thrown into the meat grinder.

But that was why Time Reverberation was created in the first place. To ensure that such a thing was an impossibility.

“That will suffice.” Descartes 3 nodded.

“Wouldn’t a friend of yours be able to aid as well, Amalgam?” Galia suddenly inquired. “The one who can create colossal creatures in the blink of an eye? We found the remnants of a skeletal beast on the wall of the inner City of Spades. I’m quite impressed.”

Ignis, huh. Her biomass ‘could’ be put to use, but I don’t know how to feel about it.

“Ignis is willing, but her priority is in healing efforts. She wants to find a way to put her new skills to use rather than having chunks of biomass used as a fuel. It’s better if she accumulates it herself.”

Yeah. It’s Ignis’ call, but I’d also strongly advise her not to. It’s not necessary. They looked happy already when Satania brought up that they can use criminals from the Atelier War.

“That will not be necessary.” Frost shot Galia down. “My friend will be working closely with the healers. She does not have the time to spare to sate their hunger. I presume that this concludes it? Oboros Infintas has a solution to your hunger and manpower needs. If you burn through them too quickly then you only have yourself to blame. You’ve had centuries to avoid walking into this pitfall.”

Spending even a fraction of that time on safety measures would have avoided this. Furthermore, it would have made cutting off Scarlet Logic far more bearable. The fact that they had no plan B baffled her to no end.

“They were so efficient that we overlooked it. They successfully made themselves a pillar in our Ateliers. Without them, it will be agonizingly slow.” Beholder Knalzark groaned.

“But this also plays into your hand, doesn’t it Beholder Jury?” Enoch hummed. “Ten times the acceleration. Ten times the slowdown. That sounds almost too good to be true, but there it is~ It also means ten times less consumption.”

“It has minimal maintenance. My Isolation Sphere only requires only one major infusion of Nex to power it, and a small trickle thereafter.” Jury used this moment to further sell her lucrative technology. “Is this round over? Have we reached a resolution?”

“No objections.” Satania nodded to herself. “This is also a developing problem that can be solved outside without any intervention.”

She was right. Frost would not have known about this if Umbra didn’t mention it. She didn’t know what the Demon’s intentions were, but she was at the very least thankful that she did admit this.

“I don’t know what you are talking about. I just offered something because it was my turn.” Umbra giggled to herself.

Another resolution had passed, the promise locked in as the burden now lay on Oboros Infintias.

And now, it was Galia’s turn to take center stage.

            

    
        389. A Fragment of Technology Gained

    
    
    
    
                The Hyperlinks – the one network that was so ingrained into the Nexus and entrenched into the infrastructure of every Atelier that the sabotage of Iscario effectively crippled their reach in a single day.

This was the equivalent of proving that the Gods of Elysia could bleed.

Galia’s mysterious presence amplified when it became her turn. She was aware that the Hyperlinks were one of, if not the largest issue to tackle. Every Beholder eagerly awaited Galia to speak like a pack of hungry dogs, each wanting a turn to speak their mind.

She revelled in the moment. Whether her stalling was on purpose to rile them up was not known. A hand was dragged through the feathers of her dark coat where she plucked a crystal.

It was beautiful. Green and purple whisks of clouds seemed to dance within like a storm. The crystal was a far more juvenile versions of the ones she had seen in the Middle Sanctums. These ones were used for weapons as they were unfit for teleportation. The size correlated with its range, maximum amount of Hyperlink connections, and most importantly – the area of its effect.

She presented it on the flat of her palm like a sacred relic before she began.

“90% of my Hyperlink networks have been destroyed. 70% of all Hyperwarp installations were uprooted. A century of cultivating the perfect crystals has been undone by someone I considered a student.” Galia’s eyes met with the Arbiter, communicating something before she resumed. “My fallen Star will not be the target of this Council. He will be our priority in the Amalgam’s Summit where we will discuss him and the Impuritas. The severance of our much beloved transportation network has shown how woefully reliant we are upon each other’s technology.”

Galia placed the crystal on the table, pushing it to the very edge as she kept one finger placed on top of it.

“Not inherently a bad thing. Hmhm. But I find it humorous that so many of you scrambled away after we fought our frustrated Amalgam. There was no fallback system. No thought put into the ‘what ifs’ or the worst-case scenario. Therefore, I have not come to address how this impacts Justica Arms. We are well off. We have considered this exact scenario. Instead, we will discuss how we will be restoring the Hyperlink Network. How we can improve on them, and, how we can prevent further sabotage moving forward.”

She spoke in a disparaging tone, mocking her peers as she knew that she held many leashes in the palm of her hands. The Hyperlinks were invaluable to them all. Were it not for her contribution, then Galia would have been an enemy to them from day one.

The truth is, she was always an enemy of them. But she had entrenched herself so deeply into their Ateliers that she functioned as the circulatory system that allowed for complex logistics to exist.

Frost wouldn’t even be surprised if there hadn’t been recent attempts on her life. Her technology was one with the Nexus, but her knowledge was far too valuable to lose. Once again, she had to wonder just how Galia rose into power as nothing more than a stray human from Earth.

“Because who is to say that they cannot access currently existing Hyperlinks? Your Branches may as well be compromised. My reasoning for bringing this up is to protect us, as well as to address the timeframe before we can see them in action. A resolution sits in my mind. But I want this to be a combined effort.”

Galia then brought her finger down to the base of the crystal as she aimed it at Frost.

“Amalgam. This crystal is for you. I am aware that your appetite is the source of your strength. Consider this a token of our partnership. I would offer a larger crystal, but they are quite important to our restoration efforts. That is where Time Reverberations will come in.”

With a single flick, the tiny crystal flung across the Council like a bullet, and Frost caught it with unflinching ease. She studied the object in question to verify it.

[Appraise Object].


< Your Appraise Object Level is too low >


 

< However, it pulsates with a familiar power. This is undoubtedly made from the Warped Stone >


 

< What will you do? >


 

The only damned thing I’ve been doing since I was thrown into this world.

“I was under the same impression. That was why I didn’t bother you when we visited your Workshop. I am glad I was wrong. I thank you, Galia.” Frost thanked.

And like a piece of candy, she plunged it into her maw and chewed on it. Its texture was like a piece of glass, and the flavour was surprisingly pleasant. It was lavender. It amused Galia and brought interest in the Beholders who had known the Hyperlink Crystals to be near indestructible even amongst themselves.

Suddenly, her veins were filled with an outrageous surge of heat. It felt like her body was on fire, but not in a terrible way. Rather, it was akin to being pumped full of adrenaline as her pupils contracted to the point where they were nearly invisible.

Something morphed within her chest. A sharp resonance originated from within as she heard a chime play music from within. Something grew. What she ate had somehow become a part of her. She couldn’t explain how or why other than that this was how she felt.

It subsided almost immediately, leaving her gasping for breath before she deeply inhaled, claiming control over her body as power coursed through her veins.


< I can confirm that what you ate was indeed what we believed it was… However, I think it’s more spectacular than just that! >


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Raw Fragment of the Warped Stone >

< EFFECT: You may teleport to any tethered Minor Hyperlink Site free of Mana and Nex. Major Hyperlink installations will expend all Mana and half of all accumulated Nex. Teleportation to the Central Relay will expend all Mana, Nex and temporarily drain all stamina >


 

< ADDITIONAL EFFECT: You may be tethered to as many Hyperlink Sites as you wish. Company of a combined mass of 1,000kg may join you so long as you are the one who initiates the travel >


 

< REQUIREMENTS: Teleportation to Minor Hyperlink and Major Hyperlink Sites do not require contact with a Hyperlink Site or Crystal. As the Amalgam, all security measures are bypassed. Teleportation directly into the Nexus may be done at any time and will bring everything in a 100-meter radius alongside you >


 

 

//// < ALERT > ////

 

< Teleportation to Minor Hyperlink Sites will occur 12 hours afterwards. 24 hours is required for Major Hyperlink Sites >


 

//// < CAUTION > ////

< Teleportation timer may be bypassed at the cost of Sanity, and at the increased risk of Instability. All Alter Frosts that you choose will be granted this power >


 

 

//////// < WARNING > ////////

 

< You will be out of commission upon returning to the Nexus in this manner >


 

< Use in emergencies only >


 

< Otherwise, returning to the Nexus in the usual manner is entirely safe >


 

< This serves as a powerful escape method. What shall we call it? Nexusing? >


< Joking aside… Frost. She did not give you any normal Aspect of her technology! This is a part of the Warped Stone! >


 

… Galia… This was way more than I thought I was.

Frost’s shock did not go unnoticed, and Galia’s unchanging smile was all she needed to see to know that she was yet another Beholder she could regard highly like Carpalis. This was by far the last thing Frost expected. Although it was only a fragment of Galia’s tech, it gave Frost one of the greatest powers to date.

The ability to travel the world in the blink of an eye.

So long as the Hyperlinks were reinstated, of course.

“It will take 50 years if we can funnel enough Nex to feed my Crystals. Or, 5 years for a complete restoration with the power of Time Reverberation. It will be a monumental effort. 5 years is too generous. A decade seems more reasonable. Although it is but a blink of an eye to us, time is not entirely on our side. Our enemies grow stronger. Therefore, we must make compromises with the Hyperwarps.

Let us discuss where our primitive installations will be.”

            

    
        390. Hyperlink Resolution, and Infinite Burdens

    
    
    
    
                “Our Manufactories should take absolute priority.” Beholder Knalzark cut to the chase with a swift demand. “All major products are handled by us in one way or another. Ensuring our logistics are streamlined takes precedence.”

“I see that your Dwarven blood hasn’t been rooted out yet. It sounds like you’ve lost confidence in the same trains you’ve been vouching to many for as long as I can remember.” Beholder Marionette belittled nonchalantly. “It is strange that you cannot fall back onto them so readily.”

“The trains expose sensitive material. The last time we lost a train carrying our cargo, a Syndicate came into possession of Anti-Healing waste. That same train was then swallowed by those Hearts. That waste is one of the byproducts of the North Sea Illuminator those sick Deep Sea Aquatids purchased from the Fallen Atelier – Luminal Synchrony.” Knlazark answered, slamming both palms onto the desks.

It was a miracle that they didn’t crumble under his sheer destructive might.

“So many contaminants are at risk. Our role is to cleanse Elysia from them. The resolution should be over already. You know exactly where those Hyperlinks will best serve, as much as I regret to admit it.”

Frost paused the Council momentarily with her inquiry of Luminal Synchrony. It was a long-Fallen Atelier that fell into ruins in Deep Sea Aquatid territory. Several kilometers deep into the northern oceans, past the Region of Dwarhelven, Caldera and even the Frozen Springs.

Where light was known to be devoid many kilometers underneath the ocean, that area specifically was illuminated brighter than the sun. A loud buzzing was known to accompany the bright blue lights which Frost immediately recognized as radiation.

“Cherenkov radiation.” Nav found the specific phenomenon in question. “So this is the origin of the Anti-Healing materials. Strange that they come from the Aquatid.”

Apparently, they did not begin in Aquatid arms. Rather, they were built close to the coast. When disaster struck, their entire headquarters was swallowed by the sea; their technology forever lost as the many Aspects were left to irradiate the northern seas.

The effects could not be felt nor heard until one descended to the point where the ocean would snap them like a twig. It was far from the only place, as Ateliers were universally spread across Elysia. But it was by far the largest burial grounds of Luminal Synchrony.

It was a brief explanation, but it was enough for Frost to get a picture and understand where Knalzark was coming from.

At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if we found out that Ateliers specializing in spaceships were a thing.

“Caldera Industries comes close with their floating fortresses though. Ah. I can see it now.”

See what?

“A century from now we’ll be exploring space. That is ‘if’ we can get everyone on board.”

The sad thing is – that’s probably more likely to happen than to get them to get off each other’s backs.

Frost mentally lamented, allowing the Council to resume.

“It can’t always be you, Knalzark. You’re making demands to someone that crippled you.” Beholder E. finally joined. “Did you not hear Galia’s warning? If our technology can be compromised, then having a gateway built into the hearts of our infrastructure is a major risk. I am still a believer of Hyperlinks being a service used civilly, and semi-privately in a shared, controlled environment.”

“I’m in agreement only if we can have private Hyperlinks too.” Beholder Descartes 3 nodded, tapping on the side of her head as her eyes suddenly flickered through several colors like a flipbook, reverting to its blue hue. “All we ask is for one modified Hyperlink Site Crystal. We will return all previous constructs. They pose too much of a risk.”

“They’ve already been shut down. The entire Network was gone the moment it was compromised.” Umbra brought up. “That alone saved countless branches of ours, even if it meant completely isolating them.”

“We’d see a mass uprising of Corrupted. ImpulseWorks Sites relies on Minor Hyperlinks by sending in you know who.” Enoch referred to the Code Red Protocol that would send Scarlet Logic Personnel to aid in a Corrupted breakout.

Scarlet Logic would now absolutely ruin a Site rather than save it.

Frost also remembered seeing an inactive Hyperlink Site in Little Tais’ Guild. It was damaged, but not to the same extent as the one found in the Village of Virt. She quickly realized that the one in Little Tais was not damaged by Iscario, but instead, was the result of Galia mass deactivating all other Hyperlink Sites.

Some areas were only accessible by them to begin with. Allowing Iscario, and by extension the Impuritas access would be catastrophic knowing that they could harness their tech.

So long as the Nexus was in possession of the Warped Stone, then they had the authority to shut down all Hyperlink Sites stemming from it. Galia’s Workshop was far more than just the center of Justica Arms. It was its beating heart that could cut off all circulation at Galia’s discretion.

The number of failsafes she possessed was commendable.

“I can provide one to each Atelier. Major Hyperlink Sites are limited. Do not expect them to be ready by the end of this year.” Galia warned. “Minor Hyperlinks will not be handed to Ateliers either. With how limited they are, they’d function far better in the hands of all Blessed than us.”

“Guilds.” Magus waved his hand. “Guilds and Sectors. In each major city at the very least. Semi-private, Atelier-only Hyperlinks can be set up in areas of dense Atelier infrastructure. Like the Asclepein, or Carpal Tower. Whatever it is your Atelier owns. However –!”

He cleared his throat, pausing as he waited for someone to bounce off him.

“However?” Jury was the only one who caught on.

“My friend Jury. Semi-private to allow access to you specifically. Time Reverberations should have authority to enter your premises.” Magus was immediately met with covert scorn, which caused the Arbiter to cleave the air with a single wing, silencing them before they could even utter word.

Frost wanted to spit. But she settled by clicking her tongue in silence before she spoke:

“Time Reverberation works directly with me. Beholder Jury is my Beholder. Therefore, why do you feel threatened by an inspection? Do you want us to warn you so you can continue hiding lies from our eyes? I’m afraid that you’ve only further divided us. Unfortunately for you, this is not arguable. All Archetypes are in agreement. Beholder Marionette. I imagine the Director would also agree.”

Frost’s many golden eyes began to shed faint particles. A golden snow was set upon the Council as she added:

“You Beholders may have claimed the Nexus as your homes. But don’t forget that we were born from the Nexus. Your Residential Floors are the mercy of the Nexus. Our Floors are proof enough of our rightful ownership.”

“Do you wish to control us?” Beholder E. had to ask.

Frost sealed her eyes shut.

“I just wish to regulate you. No. Rather, I wish you could see what you’ve done beyond the Nexus. I don’t need to draw you a picture to tell you that the more we allow people to suffer, the more Corrupted will begin to emerge. I’m beyond shocked that you’re ignorant of this correlation. Or more accurately, some of you actively enforce it. After all, you can always deal with the Corrupted as they emerge retroactively.”

When they fluttered open, she dragged her gaze onto Jury and smiled.

“We want to fix things before they occur. Look how much damage has already been done. Look at how you’re scrambling to deal with them. Look at how you failed to combat a Corrupted version of myself. Would it not be easier had they never occurred in the first place? Galia. I’m inclined to let you take over your resolution. But I want to be as fair as possible. Don’t make this difficult for me.”

Frost couldn’t believe how many times she had to regulate the same thing repeatedly like they were children.

“Guilds, locations of major intertest to us, and one Hyperlink Site for each Atelier. All with the caveat of Time Reverberation’s undeniable access. We will start locally in the Nex Megalopolis before we can branch out. Protection will be done naturally by its location. Atelier personnel will always be present, but a dedicated group can be arranged.” Galia relayed the terms of the resolution, which was accepted albeit with major hesitation.

Satania was entertained by the debacle, laughing to herself on occasion.

“Insulting that a handful of you were the survivors of the War in Heaven. If it were up to me, I’d send you all into the Subcut. But the Arbiter obviously sees value in you, as does the Amalgam.” Satania shrewdly remarked, lighting the tip of her finger against her horn like a matchstick. “Galia. Are you able to supply several to us as well?”

“They are in reservation.”

“Perfect. Ah. What Ateliers could do if they were more willing to embrace one another.

A shame, really.” Satania blew out the flame.

“That brings it to me. Oboros Infinitas. Like Galia, there is no issue on our end. I instead bring a proposal. For all to hear, and for most especially the Amalgam to approve to generate the much-required Nex moving forward. I present to you the Infinite Restoration Project. Or Salvation Procedure. However you wish to call it.

To put it in the briefest of abstracts – it will be an outline of how we plan to use the criminals we’ve accumulated, and how they will restore the Nex Megalopolis under the guise of working towards their freedom. Through them, we will extract all the Nex we could ever wish for. We only need your help, Amalgam.”

            

    
        391. The Truth of the Subcut Layer

    
    
    
    
                “Death is an inevitability. Scarlet Logic has proven that the cycle can be broken.” Satania spoke with a finger held beside her face. “Untraditionally, that is. There are too many ways to forsake death that it ends up being the prize than an inherent fear. The ability to replicate overshadows every wretched form of aversion of death. Because they return as who they were, rather than an irreparable form of their former selves.”

She spoke with tremendous hatred that was not directed to Scarlet Logic. Rather, it was something else that irked her as Beholder Umbra nodded in tune with every spiteful word that left her lips.

Frost recalled that the Memento Mori were sworn enemies of the Chained Theocracy, and from what she had seen they reanimated the dead into puppets and clad their abandoned flesh in steel.

Promised Oath stiffened as he tightened his grip on the sleeves of his pink funeral suit.

“Keep nodding your head ignorantly, Umbra. I don’t condone death. I seek a way to bypass it. Burdens are everlasting. But it disappears once death claims them. The people we deal with don’t even have loved ones who can carry it thereafter.” She spat, causing Umbra to slowly cease her monotonous nods.

Then, Satania’s tone became uncharacteristically optimistic.

“What if those burdens could exist in a cycle of controlled repetition? What if they could truly become infinite as they are forced to face their sins over and over again as we send them out to do what not even Moons and Stars can? The amount of Nex we can harness from their eternal struggle alone can allow us the leeway we require to change in the eye of the Amalgam!”

She was ecstatic, her eyes bursting with mania as her bloodlust oozed from her words. Satania revealed her true colors at the prospect of facilitating infinite burdens amongst the detained criminals.

There was not a shred of malice in her eyes. It was instead a flame of indiscriminate wrath.

Her eyes suddenly fell onto Frost.

In Satania’s mind, she was convinced that Frost shared the same thoughts as Galia and herself. And she wouldn’t be that far off because her proposition had already begun to stir a hidden sadism deep within her supposedly gushing heart.

Frost knew that this darkness was created by this world. She already knew that her sense of judgement had long rationalized it. For now, she kept herself silent and listened to the proposition.

“We can put them to use. That way, we will regain the forces of Scarlet Logic we have all lost. Repenters and Harrowers to lead them for whatever whims we wish. They can be categorized to our liking as well. Think of them as no more than living batteries. They will harrow through hell in the hopes of buying their freedom. That is how the Repenters already function.”

“I find it compelling, but too much of a risk.” Frost considered it. She truly did, but it didn’t change the fact that they were at an exceptionally high risk of becoming Corrupted.

Galia, however, had a shocking answer for this.

“That is all part of the plan.” She slowly unveiled, rolling her tongue as the Moons above became restless. “It is their intended outcome. Their fate. We purposefully place the price of freedom so high out of reach that it’s akin to chasing a star. Their end is to inevitably fall into the shadow of the same star they dreamt to grasp.”

Galia formed a luminous object in the palm of her hands – a direct contrast to the black hole of Knalzark’s. It shimmered like a star, and the sound of a chime played from the object before she crushed it into a million particles, which scattered atop the desk.

“Oboros Infinitas is first and foremost the executioners. The difference between the Condemned and the Repenters is that the latter die on their own terms. With the Replication Cycles, they will die on our terms. Amalgam. Is it a surprise that the Condemned are poised to become Corrupted? Why else do we send them to the Subcut where they can no longer be an issue to the Epiderma?”

A colossal bombshell was dropped right in the center of the Council.

“It’s now revealed then. That is how you harness so much Nex…” Beholder E. was taken aback by this, but not nearly as much by the Moons and Stars who were unaware of this truth.

“I… frankly did not see that coming.” Magus was just as shocked as he fidgeted with his tie before bringing his hands together. “That explains why your Nex numbers are close to ImpulseWorks.”

“I’m offended that you didn’t send them our way.” Enoch was more concerned at the waste of banishing the Corrupted to an unreachable realm. “Infinite Burdens takes yet another meaning. Being a Corrupted would probably feel like that. No wonder you were so mad at us Umbra. The Subcut contains Corrupted! They’d spill out like blood from an open wound if the Gates were meddled with.”

“You’ve been creating Corrupted? This entire time?” Frost was at a knife’s edge, ready to erupt at a moment’s notice. “Tell me, is that the origin of all Corrupted?”

“No. You know better than us that Corrupted are a natural phenomenon.” Satania corrected. “More of a curse, but natural in every sense in this disgusting world. They’re more contained than you think. Monsoon Corrupted form from them at most.”

“I’ve seen a man turn into an Eternal Night. I’ve seen children reach the same Risk Class!” Frost began shouting as she brought up the fact that Beholders were sent down there as well.

This meant that significantly powerful Corrupted roamed the Subcut, and Satania did not deny this. She assured that it was safe as those that fell into the Subcut could only return if they still held onto what was left of them. The Scarlet Healers were the only beings that had repeatedly voyaged into the Subcut.

She explained that it was a place of not only fire, but of ice, caverns, forests, and the ruins of the old. What she described was a world within a world. The thing that caught Frost’s interest the most, and what managed to slowly defuse her was the fact that Blessed were able to become Corrupted even though it was a rarity on the surface.
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                “Genesis Stones, and the other half of the Nexus. It greatly influences how the Corruption works, and how much of our internal grief comes spilling out to take form. Due to the nature of that place, we send people there and harvest their Nex.”

Satania revealed unapologetically.

“But we plan to cease interacting with the Subcut. The Condemned will be replaced with forced Corruption. The Repenters will be used as our unwilling workforce before they Corrupt. For the sake of Nex. For the sake of righteousness. And, for the sake of a special power of the Archivist.”

“… You’re aware of it? Galia. Did you mention it to her?” Frost hissed.

“No.” Satania defended. “I’ve seen the power of the Second Advent in action long ago, because it was the same thing I tried to destroy. But I’m here now. Centuries. Millenniums. Eons. I wonder. I’ve been asleep for so long that all I remember was seeing that same pillar of light grow so large that our Arm was nearly dissuaded. None of that matters here anymore. My wrath is the only thing that’s left of my distant life.”

Frost assumed that she was part of one of the Bodies, so hearing that she was from one of the lesser Arms was a surprise. Moreover, hearing that she sought to destroy the Eternal Library caused her to question Satania’s intentions, to which she answered with only:

“It was tiring. What it did was arm people with monsters born from others. I don’t know the extent of it like you do, but to me – it was something I remember despising. I’m indifferent now, seeing that it’s in what I want to believe to be better hands…”

The flaming aura she wielded became cold as an air of sadness surrounded her insatiable gaze that was welded onto the Arbiter’s smug grin. Satania’s mouth parted, preparing to say more when her sunken eyes fell onto Frost, but she bit her lip.

Suddenly, the Arbiter brought her gloved hands together for a small clap, silencing the room for the nth time.

“The Subcut is expected to contain the other half of the Nexus. If it is the same as above, then it burrows deeper into the mantle of Elysia. A burrowing heaven~ Don’t conveniently leave out that the reason why you send Beholders down there was to find it.”

“And for who’s sake do you think that was for!?” Satania grinded her nails into the desk, eventually cracking it with a loud snap. “I want this Nexus to thrive. Unlike you all, a majority of our Nex is funneled into the Nexus. Without us, this Nexus would be as dark as its lower half!”

The Arbiter’s feathers rustled feverously in the wake of Satania’s wrath. Her horns glowed a violent red, her eyes beaming with a golden-red light. Like Frost, she was so close to physically lashing out but managed to contain her anger when she saw a glimmer of concern in Frost’s eyes.

Her horns slowly lost their glow, her eyes returning to the snake-like slits as she contemplated on something before releasing a long, exasperated sigh.

“... Excuse me. My outbursts will be common. Ignore them. Amalgam. What do you think of our proposal? It will also allow you to quickly gain Corrupted Personas as a bonus. Unwanted Corrupted can be sent to ImpulseWorks for additional yields. The reason why we’re asking you is not just for your permission, but your direct collaboration.”

“In what way? For our Moons to clean up after the Repenters Corrupt? My Eye, Fang, and Claw to fix your mess when they’re supposed to directly intervene with the highest threats and the Ateliers?” Frost raised a brow, still not fully convinced.

“Moons will of course be deployed to bring them back. Stars can help too. It will be difficult within the City of Spades because of the Genesis Stones, but their Corruption will also help clear them. Caldera Industries can explain. Their turn is next, after all.”

“I see. Ingenious. There are no qualms on my side then.” Knalzark immediately understood Satania’s proposal.

“Not before we pass a resolution.” Frost was not an idiot to allow something to go under her radar, and so, she asked Knalzark to explain it immediately.

Gensis Stones were known to react to a person or creature, and depending on how strongly their internal affairs were, the Genesis Stone would reflect it by altering reality in a localized scale. In short, the Repenters were the perfect bait to fish out the Genesis Stones due to how likely they were to go mad and activate the effects of a Genesis Stone.

Moons would automatically be the target of these objects. But the one thing other than the Beholders that would take precedence were the Corrupted.

Were someone to become Corrupted within the sphere of influence of a Genesis Stone, then it would allow a Moon to safely intervene. Even for a time afterwards the Genesis Stone in question would become inactive. Although, this also meant allowing a Corrupted to immediately manifest a Corrupted Zone.

Additionally, sending Repenters into the minefields of the City of Spades meant detecting them in the first place would be easier. One just needed to watch the world become distorted to know that they were within the vicinity of the object in question.

It was by far the fastest way to clear the Nex Megalopolis, although, it was preferable if the Genesis Stones were recovered without a Corrupted being born.

Frost was torn. As obvious as the answer was to reject this proposal, she was not in a position where she could spend an entire year dedicated to unearthing the Genesis Stones when the Impuritas had further bolstered their bonds.

Not to mention that the Piece of the Fallen Star was still somewhere out there.

Beholders also had far more important matters to deal with. All things considered; the Genesis Stones in the Nex Megalopolis paled in comparison to the size of the ones Caldera Industries actively sought after.

Therefore, it was regrettable that Scarlet Logic’s approach of using fodders became a lucrative option. Furthermore…

That is one fucked up way to gain Corrupted Personas…

Frost mentally lamented, her conscience being put to the ultimate test.
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                “Do the ethics concern you? I do not relate.” Nav coldly admitted. “There are enough Corrupted in the Nex Megalopolis as is. But, this is also the best way of gaining Nex to allow the Beholders to transition their Ateliers into less sinister versions.”

Through an equally sinister way. Fucking hell. Nav. Let me also remind you that those same people that will become Repenters are the ones that wouldn’t let go of the chance to torment a healer. My issues are two things:”

Frost then addressed them to Galia and Satania specifically.

“First, how can we guarantee that innocents won’t be involved? And secondly, I want someone capable of dealing with them immediately than having to wait for a Moon to respond.”

“CogitO can detect when they are about to deteriorate. But it becomes difficult in the presence of Genesis Stones, and underneath that fog that covers the City of Spades. Hm… I can arrange it, however. Eternal Nights and above would still have to be dealt with by Moons.” Satania agreed. “There are plenty who can deal with Moonsoon Corrupted. Better if they can capture them alive. There is an even better proposition, however. Hyperwarps. We can send them into the Nexus directly.”

“This was how ‘raids’ were conducted by the Blessed. When there were not enough Moons at hand, we’d rely on the Blessed to fight the Corrupted inside of the Nexus.” Galia revealed.

… so that’s what the ‘intruders’ and ‘guests’ tab we saw under the Nexus’ Status were for, huh. Shit. This isn’t supposed to sound compelling, but I’d rather those people be turned into batteries than let them die.

“Frost. Is this the choice you want to make?” Nav spoke in a concerned, yet indifferent tone as if to test her.

We don’t have a better alternative. In the grand scheme of things, the internal affairs of the Nex Megalopolis seem so small. I won’t stick around forever either. We’ll be travelling across Elysia soon enough to gather the rest of the Main Sequence Corrupted.

“And to find the Advents.”

That too. There’s so much on our plate. The scope of it all is only just getting to me. The issues in the Nex Megalopolis feel massive to me. I feel like I’m the only one who sincerely gives a single shit!

Frost internally smoldered at the thought, although she knew that this wasn’t true at all. She had friends that cared just as much as she did. Even the spiteful triplets were entirely on board with restoring it.

Violence is necessary. Healers are realizing that too. Remaining passive or neutral isn’t going to cut it anymore. Ateliers are too preoccupied with their own affairs and for a good reason too. Associations can help, but they can’t be thrown around like the Repenters. I’m curious. What the hell are Harrowers?

They were, as explained by Satania, individuals that managed their of group Repenters. All major decisions were made by them, and they were more or less Repenters but with more rights. Funnily enough, this was granted by the number of wrongs they carried.

These people were the ones who wished to be set free the most.

“Your operation is going to be scrutinized heavily.” Frost eerily promised.

“We are aware. The benefits greatly outweigh the risks. Acedia can learn a lifetime’s worth of wisdom.”

Mimicry? That’s right… didn’t Oboros Infinitas have plans for it?

“In what way?”

“To teach her how to live. You may be able to teach her morality, but through this it will be applied, and it will test whether or not she is capable. Of what however was never mentioned to us. Her mouth was firmly sealed. She seemed eager to understand her rights from wrongs. Mostly to gain your approval.”

Mimicry in a managerial role sounds like a disaster waiting to happen. But Mimicry wouldn’t do anything to turn its back on me. I wonder. Nav. Do you think Mimicry can reach a point where she can manage bigger things while we’re away from the Nexus?

“The Hired Arm and the Innocent have limitations. Namely, their inability to speak… if there is anything that can precisely take after you, then it is Mimicry. I do see this as a difficult endeavor. The environment does not strike me as favorable to help Mimicry develop its moral compass.”

Work placement or an internship is the only thing I can draw similarities to. For the role of a torturer though. I don’t have any roles I can slot Mimicry into. It’s not like they’re a newborn where they’ll absorb what happens around them. At the same time, anything can happen…

“The state of Acedia will wait. Your proposal, however, is compelling enough for me to accept it so long as we are both in agreement that I ultimately have the final say on matters, and that Time Reverberation may freely intervene as they see fit. I have some trust in you because you have been incredibly honest with me, but not enough for me to let you lurk outside of my eye.”

“I also take your Three Heads of Security have power over us?” Satania hummed, surprisingly pleasantly when she turned to face the triplets. “Cer, Ber, Res. Eye, Fang, and Claw of the Amalgam. Or the Head. Both interpretations are equally striking. Very well. I approve~ Let them come as they see fit. They are the only Moons to have succeeded against a Woe of a Fallen Star, as I’ve heard.”

She intentionally spoke highly of them to further cement their place as Moons that exceeded all.

“I still want to know if you have a failsafe. If worst came to worst – if the city were to be infested by Corrupted because of the Repenters – then what can you do?”

“Sever them.” Galia snipped the air with her hands, with Marionette smiling at the gesture. “Untether them. Amalgam. You carry Scarlet Logic’s technology to create your own version of the Replication Cycle. With your help, we can not only control them, but eliminate them all in one fell swoop. You hold the keys. Twist them however you see fit.”

This could certainly work on ordinary people, but what about those who were already Corrupted? As expected, this was impossible. At best it would stop a chain reaction. Once again, Frost found herself in a situation where countless lives could be erased on a whim.

She had become a self-aware hypocrite. This method was as cruel as any other. But she didn’t see these people as ‘people’. Her mind rationalized it so easily that it frightened her.

The resolution was a double-edged sword. She had to consider what they were up against. If Hearts of the City existed – which carried HP exceeding even a Woe of the Fallen Star – then they needed to arm themselves beyond just Atelier and Corrupted Items.

They needed to wield the power of the Corrupted.

All things considered; they now had a sizable workforce to begin the restoration of the Nex Megalopolis. The details, however, would wait until the Amalgam’s Summit. There, they’d also dabble into how Frost could utilize Scarlet Logic’s Aspects of Technology to wrap every single one of them around her finger.

Infinite Burdens was right, and it was as horrific as she could have ever imagined.

A perfect punishment for inhuman scum.

Besides, if they truly wished to turn over a new leaf then it was entirely possible. It would be hell, but that was the point of it. Otherwise, how is one supposed to properly repent?
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                Frost was starved for a time out. Agreeing on forcing people to Corrupt went against so many stances she had taken in the past. Not long ago she would never have wished her worst enemy to undergo a Corruption Event.

The ultimatum caused the triplets to immediately shift their gaze towards her, stunned by her approval. They were not alone. Moons were also baffled by the truth of Oboros Infinitas and believed that the Amalgam would have gone against their proposal.

It felt odd that after having cemented her drive to make wrongs into rights that she would dabble in something so sinister. However, deep down they understood the purpose of it. The transparency shown in the Council gave them the context they had been starved of ever since they ascended to Moons.

Besides, it wasn’t like good people were going to be turned into Corrupted. Still, it left a bitter taste in their mouth. Even that was an understatement.

Cer, Ber and Res’ eyes stared judgingly at her as Cer mouthed the words “Guess we’re the bad guys now.” She said it half-jokingly, but it was enough to cause a cold dagger to carve away at her heart.

Jury is going to need all the Nex in the world to use her tech to its full potential. This is necessary. Frost assured as if to convince herself, slapping her shaky internal compass.

“Ber understands. It was just jarring to hear it come from you. Expect backlash after this.”

I’ll take anything on the chin if it means that more people can be saved. I’m ready to dabble in evil if it’s necessary. Ugh. Nav… Sorry. Can I say something?

“Rare for you to ask.” Nav spoke with stupor. “That is usually my line. Frost. Are you ok?”

Far from it. I want to vomit. I want to shout and kick myself till blue but we’re at a point where we can only choose the lesser of two evils. I knew this would be hard. I’m kind of shaken at the moment. But this is the path I chose because the alternative is worse.

The alternative was doing nothing. Doing the exact same thing as the Ateliers which led to this mess in the first place. Looking around, she could tell that each of these figures were stagnant beings deprived of passion or what Frost considered to be a personal drive.

They were lost, motionless and satisfied with only the status quota. So long as they were untouched then everything was fine. This was how she saw it. Of course, this was a generalized depiction.

How can I see it in any other way? Someone has to shove them along. Paradise Lost was the last thing that motivated them to change. That wasn’t enough. The Arbiter wasn’t enough. Iscario wasn’t enough. Even the Impuritas aren’t. Something has to give.

Frost allowed these sour thoughts to mingle in her mind, eventually reinforcing her decision.

Beholder Knalzark drummed the air with a deep breath as he prepared for his turn. Before he could speak, Nav suddenly spoke on behalf of the Archivist.

“We only learn what would be of use to people who are no longer. The right way to live is something we can only teach the dead. I trust you Frost. We have to change things. Not everything has to be written in blood.”

Frost’s eyes closed. Those words were exactly what she needed to hear the most.

Exactly.


* * *


“What is there more to say? The issue of our stolen technology is too straightforward to require a resolution. I only didn’t expect that these Impuritas were capable to this degree. To preface, we were already aware that they could grow as large as what you call the ‘Complex Hearts.”

Beholder Knalzark hadn’t ventured into Scarlet Logic’s hive personally as have the other Beholders present, but he was informed of the charred remnants of a fleshy mass so large that it could encompass an entire Sector.

Frost called them the ‘Heart of the City’, and she knew that these were far from the only ones that plagued Elysia.

“Detecting them is not as easy as you may believe. They are stumbled upon only by seismic activity. Listening for the heartbeats is impossible when so many more drown them. We rank them at the same priority as the Genesis Stones because of their danger. As much as I want to claim that this is not our fault, the fact is that we allowed one to form under our noses.”

Knalzark was surprisingly apologetic compared to earlier. He knew that it was futile to go against the Amalgam. The best thing he could do was to suck up like every other Atelier, less he be made an example of.

“What I want to discuss is not a resolution. Information is what I want to share. You must be aware by now that the Impuritas have motivations specifically against our Ateliers. It’s true that we have had a hand in creating some of them, but others exist solely as our philosophical opposite. Carpalis isn’t here to discuss it, so I will share one of her secrets in her stead. I doubt she would ever tell you without losing face.”

Evergreen’s fists curled tightly, her brows furrowing as she heavily gulped. Promised Oath also shared uncomfortable body movement. Meanwhile, Magus remained calm, standing with all fingers touching in contemplation.

“Carpalis has yet to tell me this herself.” Magus interjected unexpectedly. “My good friend always referred to it in a roundabout fashion. I’m curious.”

“I don’t know the extent of it. She was betrayed by a close friend. That very same friend is Ringmaster Phalange: the one who runs the Animals.”

“Blood Festival. I’ve heard Carpalis mention that name before.” Frost spoke. “It never occurred to me that she was the leader of an entire Impuritas Group. This is all about what? Envy? I don’t get it. It’s too personal to just be about philosophical differences. Here I thought that the Blood Festival were created because of something the Golden Index did wrong.”

That fucking Herring.

“True to his namesake.”

The reason Knalzark brought this up was to have Frost reveal the true names of these Impuritas Groups, as well as to show that he now, at the very least, understood who their enemies were. They had been fighting them for a long time, after all. It was just a shame they never put as much effort into fighting them than they did amongst themselves.

Again, Frost was wrong. So unbelievably wrong that several veins protruded across Knalzark’s arms like coils of thick ivy.

“We’ve been searching for Infecta Rot for as long as you could ever imagine. From my desolated homes and infected motherland and the thousands I knew who collapsed because of their calamities… Amalgam, as there is much that you know what we do not, the same can be said in reverse. I was born because of Infecta Rot!”

His temper reached new heights as he nearly lashed out, controlled only as his left hand clasped onto his right. The black hole in his palm screeched like it was alive, pulsating with a gravitational pull that caused a few of Frost’s floating orbs to drift into its direction.

Then, with an unspectacular puff, the black hole disappeared like a snuffed flame.
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                “… Unlike you, I’ve long given up on trying to keep the lights in people eyes.” A glimpse of humanity shone within the eyes of this monster before he bared his teeth in rage. “Infecta Rot is a group that hunts what we do. Genesis Stones, and the Advents. Specifically, the Advent of Wrath and the elusive Advent of Attachment. Two things the White Wing seeks.”

There was no explanation to why she sought after them. The Arbiter didn’t seem to know either, but it went without saying that Elysia was probably involved in this as well. Faux Angels were born from the Advent of Wrath if she remembered correctly. This led to Beholder E. describing exactly what he saw in the Frozen Springs.

“A beast that was neither a Corrupted nor something living confronted us. It is partially how I lost so many of my limbs. I can only describe it as a wrathful mountain with many wings and eyes… So the Advent of Wrath is what created it…”

“It indeed does. We only know so much of the Advents. Yet they influence the greater part of this world. Far, far more than we ever could.” Marionette harped, playing a silent tune on her strings like they were a harp. “Every Advent seems to have a product of some kind.”

She wasn’t wrong.

The Nexus had the Archetypes and the Corrupted as far as she was concerned.

The Eternal Library gave birth to the Beholders.

The Piece of the Fallen Star allowed people to fundamentally change themselves for better or worse. To what extent was yet to be seen.

The Apple created the seeds that induced a failed Corruption, creating Impuritas. Although, Impuritas could already exist without them to begin with.

And now, the Advent of Wrath which created the Faux Angels.

Caldera Industries has secretly been fighting for the Nexus, huh. I wouldn’t have expected that, but it’s a pleasant surprise.

“There is a lot of Nex brewing suddenly. Knalzark appears to be the source of it. He said he gave up trying to achieve what you seek. I find it… sad? I think this is the right emotion. Pity? No. A tragic irony that his power is to harness the pull of a broken star – a black hole. He could no longer be the light for the people he wanted to save.”

Frost only knew so much of this man. She was sympathetic to know where he came from, but she could only judge him as who he was now and what he strove to do moving forward.

Knalzark spoke for the duration of the next hour. Perhaps more. Time moved so differently here that even if they took a full 24 hours to finish, the time outside would have only elapsed by a fraction of it.

He explained things they already knew, and in exchange, Frost revealed the names and every detail she knew of the Impuritas, including their ability to steal the history of Moons to induce Corruption. Even the names of notable figures were brought up.

Their foes were formidable, and Knalzak did what the others could not. It was again ironic that the one who seemed the least likely to work with the others was the one who drew the line of both sides. The Ateliers versus the Impuritas. The Arbiter smiled in response, pleased that he served as the hammer to nail this deeper into them all.

Furthermore, Galia was surprised. For two reasons, however. The first was Knalzark’s obedience, and the second was the mention of the Monkey Brothers.

“Raoul has made powerful enemies. Have you heard of the tale of the Monkey’s Paw? It’s a legend of a cursed paw with the power to grant three wishes, never in the way the wisher ever intended.” She looked over at the triplets, studying Cer’s jaw, Ber’s hands, and Res’ eyes. “I’m not surprised they want to take away Raoul’s last lifeline.”

“… like he cares.” Nav echoed Ber’s disagreement.

Frost wanted to go over to her and pat her when her ears drooped sadly.

Knalzark ended on his mission to find the Genesis Stones, as they were the source of abnormalities across Elysia. A ‘rot’ as he called it. But one that allowed them to create their Aspects of Technology.

Additionally, he noted that since destroying the Heart of the City not many Impuritas Hearts had appeared across the Nex Megalopolis. Most notably the ones from the Crimson Hunger.

“I will cooperate. I expect them to follow. But be warned – I have no control over my personnel outside of Brandar and Dwarhelven. I will not take accountability of detached personnel.”

This was a fair call, but it also added a layer of plausible deniability on his end. Proxy wars could also be a method to bypass this. Ultimately, ending their squabbles was as fruitless as a dead tree. This was something only Time Reverberation could thoroughly investigate if Jury’s powers were as potent as they thought.

Frost agreed for now, reminding Anna about the idea of a Code of Conduct, and absolutely a convention or a doctrine on how their infightings should be conducted. So long as innocent people weren’t involved, and their homes weren’t at stake – then she was happy.

She nearly let loose of a long sigh of relief.

… I’m going to need comforting after this.

“With Jury?”

Mhm. I’ve never felt so exhausted in my entire life… Beholder Descartes 3 is next.

“First time you’ve been in a drawn-out meeting?”

No, but this is different. It feels like I’m fighting a Corrupted with only words. Is this how Anna felt when she fought me?

“The stakes aren’t as high here.”

I feel like they are.

“And speaking of stakes – Jury’s hungry for some steak. Would you like to go somewhere with her after this?”

Frost’s lips curled into a loving smile.

Her and I both. Ahaha… Yeah. That’s one way to give me the energy to keep up this act.

Both their eyes locked onto one another. Frost couldn’t begin to describe the urge to wave at her. It seemed inappropriate to dabble into these thoughts, but Frost was as human as one could be. She just wanted a moment of respite, even if it was just for a single second.
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                Before CogitO began, Nav brought up an interesting topic.

“I have just realized something. The Ultimate Language is playing a role in your swaying of the Moons.”

Surprised, Frost mentally muttered:

I didn’t notice. Is it a passive thing?

“It seems like it. You know exactly what will move them even if you are not fully conscious of it. It must work on a subconscious level. I wonder if it works on a personal level too. That way you can go further when trying to gain their trust.” Nav had high hopes for her Apocalypse-Level Skill.

A shame it doesn’t work on Beholders. Language of Greed doesn’t work on any of them. I doubt they could be bribed in the first place. Thankfully, Leader of Hearts still lets me catch a glimpse of the color of their hearts. It’s a mix between blue and white. Stars are harder to tell.”

Frost relayed her observations, also suddenly noting that she hadn’t really gained anything from We Discarded Many. The Blood of the Covenant was self-explanatory. Nav mentioned that The Ultimate Language may actually be derived from We Discarded Many than the Crowned. Either way, it was a shame that she missed out on these Abilities.

Not that it mattered. The Ultimate Language was everything she needed right now.

“Past the halfway mark. This Council’s moving slower than I initially anticipated.” Descartes neither insulted nor praised as she tapped the side of her head again. “My equals are fighting for dominance over who gets to be the Reality Principle. Forgive me if I misspeak… I have come to address two problems. The first are the newly formed Corrupted Personas born from the Piece of the Fallen Star, and the second is that the ‘Collection’ is running low on capacity.”

The Collection was the place where all known knowledge separate from the Eternal Library was stored. Frost had only heard about the Collection through Nav’s prompts, as it was there where her Corrupted were stored.

Curious, she asked Descartes to elaborate.

“The Collection will be first then. It’s our lost magnum opus. A storage site of countless contributors dwelling somewhere in the Subcut. It has a… mind of its own in a literal sense. I imagine you were aware that the knowledge of the magical words in the heads of all Blessed are derived from the Collection.”

She stated its purpose but had yet to delve into what it was exactly. This still shocked Frost as she was under the impression that all knowledge was taken from the Eternal Library. Wouldn’t that have made sense? The Nexus grants the Blessing, and the knowledge it knows is also taken from a connected Advent?

This was another dreaded half-truth.

With a finger touching her temple, Descartes then answered:

“Emotions.”

Her hand then moved to the base of her skull.

“Memories and experiences.”

Then to the back of her head.

“Visualization.”

And finally, to the top of her skull.

“And comprehension.”

Her hand slipped back to her side as she finally dropped a bombshell on the Council floor.

“The Collection is based on all four facets of a collective mind. Hence why we call it the ‘Collection’. When you appraise an object, the difficulty is based on how commonly known it is to the greater part of the world. I would proudly say so, but our sample size is miniscule all things considered. We stitch them together. It is how we can store and retrieve information. Somehow, the Blessing of the Nexus is able to interact with the Collection. We are still wondering how this is possible.”

The roller coaster of emotions never ceased. Revelations after revelations pulled the curtains of their operations, revealing a world she almost wished she had never involved herself with.

Nav. Are you also connected with this Collection too, do you think?

“I cannot tell. The information stored inside of me is certainly not my own… it may be true.”

Then what’s our Collection supposed to mean?

A Collection was also an individual thing. It was where emotions, memories, experiences, visuals, and a person’s understandings were stored. And as it turned out, it was also where Corrupted and Corrupted Personas could too…

… perhaps this was why she was able to hear Calfasio and the children of the Derma Layer, because their experiences were held within the same place where maybe even her own experiences existed.

A thought then came to her.

Could that be how manifesting a Corrupted works?

“I believe it is but one key to the truth. Take Ber for example. I can see how the Black Swan can merge with her mind via the Collection. Too much and that maybe what causes Instability, aside from just plain insanity.” Nav theorized.

A good compatibility regarding the Corrupted Personas must then mean that there is a lack of conflict between a person and the Corrupted Persona in question, huh. At least that’s where my mind is taking me. Shit… No one else knew this!?

None at all. Aside from the Beholders, of course. The core part of the Collection however was long lost, and CogtiO had been relying on Repenters to make up for it. Not all did, but what she wanted now was to bolster those numbers.

Her proposal was not aimed at the Council, but at Oboros Infinitas.

And of course, Satania agreed, with the vigorous nod from Enoch who mentioned that storage capacity from the Collection was hitting certain limits.

They relied on it far more than any other Atelier, after all.

“Who have you been using in the past?” Frost asked, wishing to dig a little deeper.

“Enemies, the lobotomized, and Shells. Those people cannot be recovered. So we offer them a place they can live and forever dream. When you make that face, Amalgam – and when the Nexus shakes – it tells me that you don’t understand that what we do for them is a mercy. When they become catatonic and when no healer can save them, then we place them there to live in blissful dreams. That was long ago. It stood as one of the major installations next to the Root-Pillar Complex. Were it not for the Scourge, or who you call the Fractured Nilhim, then we may have found a way to bring those Shells back.”

Frost knew what Shells vaguely were. Descartes further explained that they were not just people deprived of all emotion, but also personality, experiences – everything that made a person who they were. It was another form of salvation in her eyes, but a cruel one that caused her to glare at Frost for believing for a second that what they did was purely evil.

It was a temporary show of anger, and she eventually sighed as she brought a hand to her neck to calm herself down. A semblance of emotion could be seen swirling in those blue eyes for the first time.

“… Not everything we’ve tried to do is a means to an end. I tried to understand it step by step. Don’t lump me together with the rest of them.”

This was all she asked.

Frost was sympathetic; however, she did not allow herself to apologize. Not until she was sure of their intentions. No Beholder was going to be given the benefit of the doubt, and certainly not someone trying to guilt trip her.

Her ruthless stance was absolutely necessary so that she wouldn’t get blind sighted if they turned out to be worse than she initially thought. Frost stared at her with glowing eyes and spoke.

“I understand. I don’t know what you’ve done in the past. Know that I can only judge you from what I’ve seen and what you do now. Please continue.”
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                What Descartes 3 brought up next was the Corrupted. The Nex Megalopolis was swarming with sapient Corrupted that were easily mistaken for other races and even the Impuritas. The only way one could detect them was through ImpulseWorks’ thorough investigation, although this had proven to lead to many false positives in the past.

Enoch touched upon this.

“We have had a 200% surge of detainments just this week alone compared to the last few months. Hard to tell if they’re false positives. You would know though, Amalgam. I heard you helped a green haired thing get out.”

“That was a relative of the Green Composer. I hope you realize that.”

“It was? Sorry~ It’s not like we can tell when they’re also Blessed.” Enoch pointed out an important distinction that made it frankly near impossible to tell normal people from the Corrupted apart.

Especially those afflicted by the Piece of the Fallen Star’s power.

“… I’ll be careful.” Enoch sunk back after being met with Frost’s glare.

“Repenters alone cannot handle the Corrupted. I’ve consulted ImpulseWorks ahead of time and their Anomaly Recovery Teams are best suited. Your Moons can deal with much stronger Corrupted. The problem comes twofold. The first is detection, and the second is that there are sapient Corrupted for a lack of a better word.”

“How can you be certain that they are Corrupted but not people that appear to be Corrupted?” Frost asked.

“Aside from appearances, some showcase abnormal powers. If a brick speaks to you and there is no evidence of magical interference, then we should assume it is a Corrupted.” Descartes argued. “Admittedly, many are cosmetic changes. Sapient Corrupted, however, are something we wish to study. I find it difficult to believe that a Corrupted can have its wish granted, but here we are.”

She knew that these Corrupted existed because she was informed about Mimicry. Thankfully, Descartes did not seem to know anything beyond that. The other Beholders didn’t have much to add regarding this, so, Frost added a single condition.

“I can allow it so long as I’m also involved. If they look like me and I find that they are in your possession, then expect to be expunged from the Nexus.”

The reason being was what if they found an Alter Frost? She wanted to be the first to know what kind of other sapient Corrupted were out there thanks to the Piece of the Fallen Star.

Descartes was displeased. She accepted the condition, nevertheless as there was no other way out.

“And detection.” Frost added. “I have a personal Blessing I can bestow upon my most trusted. They can do the detective work and have ARU respond.”

Time Reverberation could work well with investigating whether a person was a Corrupted or not. Or at least have personnel dedicated to the role and have them work with ImpulseWorks. Moons wouldn’t be made in a day, and Frost figured that some of these Moons could play a less combative role thanks to the Blessing of the Amalgam.

The perfect inspectors. They’ll carry my eyes.

“That will work. Time Reverberation has not yet been established, and yet it shows immense promise. I hope you can live up to it, Beholder Jury.” Descartes 3 nodded, pleased by the resolution. “Time Reverberation confirms. ARU intervenes. Our Repenters can jump in between whichever role suits them the best. They’re flexible like that.”

It was quick resolution, and Frost noticed that the Beholders were getting involved less and less with each round.

“Beholder E. Are you awake?” Marionette hummed, rousing the machine as bubbles frothed in his glass prison.

“I am aware. Unfortunately for you Descartes, I have much to discuss. The Coins. The state of the Wandering Healers and all healers by extension. Supplies for the greater part of the Nex Megalopolis. And finally – the matter of stolen magic.”

He made it clear that his turn would be exhaustive, and as a majority machine, he had all the time in the world.

“Coins.” Galia murmured. “Satania was supposed to dabble in them. Though I suppose there is no better person to bring them to light than yourself.”

“Coins and the stolen magic go hand in hand.” Knalzark declared. “We’re dealing with a resurgence of Midas Company’s technology.”

“The Midas Conversion Procedure, and another procedure stemming from what you’ve recovered.” Umbra failed to express the same seriousness as those surrounding her. “The one that makes the Infusions.”

“No secret of mine is safe. It is no wonder Iscario was able to steal one of my own.” Beholder E. said with what sounded like edge as his body loudly rattled. “I’m concerned how they have blended the two together. The Midas Conversion Procedure merely turns people to coins, thus guaranteeing its inherent value. This still does not add up to what we’ve discovered.”

“Healers have had their magic stolen too. Scarlet Logic’s Blood Moons and even their Red Giants came back completely sterilized!” Satania chuckled. She would have laughed her heart out were it not for the fact that the healers were also subjected to the cruelty. “It must be a painful process.”

“The Valorem Extractor. It extracts magic from a source be it living or not. It takes days to months depending on the potency. For them to do it so covertly has led me to believe that they are in the possession of a stronger version.” Beholder E. announced. “Then they apply it to the Etched Coins. Much like how we brew it with Liquid Nex.”

“You didn’t liquidate them as thoroughly as you thought.” Marionette breathed. “What an interesting twist of fate. If only you had heeded our Script’s warning. A rat like Midas Company was bound to lay in wait.”

“I regret it after seeing the White Doves having their wings plucked.” Beholder E.’s liquid tubes flashed red for a split second. “We don’t know if it is Midas Company itself, or if it’s their technology that has fallen into the hands of the Impuritas. This is a major consideration to make, because it is a factor that absolutely allows them to tinker with our technologies.”

“Preposterous. The power of our Aspects can’t be stolen as it is not magic.” Knalzark begged to differ.

“But it is a ‘value’ tied to the Genesis Stones.” Galia countered. “We still haven’t understood how they were compromised in the first place. As much as I also want to believe that Midas Company has had a role in it, I can’t see it being the sole cause. My Hyperlink Relay Sites were impenetrable. The only other thing that could penetrate them is…”

Her eyes then moved onto Frost’s lips.

“The maw of the Amalgam. It would be a surprise if they had something capable of achieving a similar feat.”

“If they did, then Iscario would’ve used it on me first.” Frost argued. “They had plenty of chances to kill me when I was at my weakest. Instead, they chose to imprison me. Midas Company’s technology sounds like the largest lead we have… I don’t see how we can come to a resolution on this other than a pledge of unity.”

“We’d have to find out where these Etched Coins are being made to learn something.” Jury suggested.

“Will all due respect, if we could find them, then we already would have. Oboros Infinitas has been probing long enough. The issue is that we don’t have direct access into the Derma Layer. It’s a one-way journey for the most part. Even a Beholder would find it difficult to escape.” Knalzark said, suddenly causing Frost’s eyes to widen.

“Then what if we had a way?” She slowly asked.

“We could then establish a foothold in their territory. Invade them as they’ve done to us.” Knalzark swiftly answered. “I’ve struggled myself down there. It takes a massive machine to generate a Spatial Distortion large enough to send infrastructure beneath. Something as small as a Train Core will never allow us to achieve the same thing.”

Enoch suddenly tilted her head curiously. “Amalgam. Your eyes tell me you have an answer!”

Frost firmly nodded, and right in the center of the Council she opened a gateway into the Derma Layer. Through the warped lens of the portal one could see the corpse of a colossal heart.

The Moons and Stars stared in disbelief, for they knew exactly what that thing was.

“It’s nothing large, but this might be what you’re searching for. I can keep it open without the risk of it failing. If it does, then I can simply reopen it. The problem is that it weakens me to maintain it… we may have not arrived at a resolution or a method to deal with the immediate dangers of the Impuritas, but we do have a pipeline into their world.

Knalzark. If you allow me to devour your larger machines – then I could create a much larger link to the Derma Layer. If we’re lucky, then I may not even need to maintain it. But by then you would have already established your own link I presume.”
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                A delighted smile spawned on the Arbiter’s face as the members of her Council found a small piece of unity. Seeing that Knalzark was suddenly eager after realizing Frost carried not one, but multiple keys to follow through with their ambitions against the Impuritas caused her great relief.

It was a small glimpse of intricately woven the Ateliers will function in the near future. Multiple projects would be erected at once, and it was up to them all and most importantly herself to ensure that these pillars did not collapse.

Her grin was permanent as a sense of nostalgia washed over her. Satania picked the pieces of the table and stacked them atop what was left of her section, creating an unstable pillar held only by a miracle.

There was an air of displeasure surrounding the ram-horned Demon. Michaela’s pleasure was always the source of her discontent.

Beholder E. progressed the Council.

“I will leave the matter of the healers last. Now that we have a direction regarding the Coins and the stolen magic, I want to shed some light on the happenings of the Nex Megaloplis. The Adventurers and the civilians of our Cities. Its inhabitants are in a perilous state.”

“C3, C4, the City of Spades and H10 are the immediately notable ones.” Galia informed. “D5 and D7 took considerable damage. An Eye had also fallen between D5 and D6. H4 and H9 also have major problems relating to resources. The City of Spades is self-explanatory. You’re already fixing things in the City of Clubs.”

“That we are. People are a valuable resource. Allowing the Nex Megalopolis to delve into what the City of Spades has become will only cause more problems. That ‘Heart of the City’ was created by their collective woes, as the Amalgam has claimed.”

“Hmm… if we want to keep them out for good, then must we keep people alive? I can’t do that.” Umbra giggled. “How many of us have the means to help aside from Justica Arms?”

“Hold that tongue, Demon. What I am saying is that we should at least offer guarantees as we do in the City of Clubs. It’s no surprise that exceptional healers and many administrative personnel come from our cities. We are at the least risk of Corrupted as a result.” Beholder E announced. “It also coincides with the Amalgam’s vision of how we handle the world moving forward. At least in our current limited sphere.”

“The Nex Megalopolis is a fortress. My Eyes were enough to keep them all in check –!” Knalzark was then swiftly interrupted by Jury.

“– People already call the Nex Megalopolis their home. Without them ImpulseWorks Sites wouldn’t be able to exist here. What you’ve given them and what you’re saying are two different things, because if you truly thought of the Nex Megalopolis as a fortress then why did you give them the trains?”

“They were initially for the Ateliers planted here. Even we must maintain appearances. It’s meaningless to interpret my intentions through empty gestures of kindness.” Knalzark rapidly refuted. “You are ultimately correct. This is the home of millions. From what we’re aware of, a purge or any similar process will only tempt a Corrupted to emerge.”

He didn’t call it an atrocity. Just a process.

“To them the world must feel inferior.”

I find that hard to believe because he mentioned he has to keep up appearances. All Beholders do in some way. But then again, that could be because of the Arbiter and each other.

“Civilians provide valuable ambient Nex. From my understanding, the Impuritas have helped generate it through their invasions. There was little incentive to intervene.” Promised Oath uttered. “The Golden Index and Inflow Direct were the only ones that made efforts into protecting its outskirts. Now that things have come to this, this negatively generated Nex is more harmful than it is helpful.”

“It cycles back to the already formed resolution of Oboros Infinitas.” Marionette spoke coldly. “Lessen the atrocities is what you wish, is that right 2.71?”

She whispered the beginning numbers of the mathematical value of ‘E’ when referring to the mechanical Beholder.

“My reasoning goes beyond just the Amalgam…” He didn’t elaborate. His voice trailed off into a soft, grinding churn as the bubbles that invaded his glass coffin paused. “… there is something I wish to realize for myself. I’ve partially extended my protection of the Doves to my citizens. I want to know what would happen if we were to do the same.”

He had no mouth or voice box that allowed him to make inflections, and yet his words carried emotion.

No… it seemed to beg to be filled with emotion.

“The Nex Megalopolis is the culmination of our efforts. We cannot allow the roots that create impurities and the corruption to fester again. We have lost too many for our negligence. We can no longer underestimate the power of a common flame.”

… if they were like this back then, then I wonder if Calfasio could have survived. We’ve seen exactly what a common flame can do.

“What ifs are dangerous thoughts.”

Yeah. Painful as well.

“This is regarding Brandar. Can Act X join the effort?” He then asked Marionette.

“Emvita is a different political sphere. It’d be selfish excuses if I were to refuse. I can. This also leads us to our agenda. We can tie both loose ends with one string.” The woman shuffled in place, revealing another pair of arms from beneath her elegant coat. “We can make life more tolerable for those that follow the Scripts. In exchange, we require more Actors to offset this. Can we rely on the Repenetrs to enact the will of the Fate Mechanism?”

Satania offered a number of Repenters to be forced into adhering to the Scripts. Not all of them, however, as Satania did not wish for Act X to extend their hand any deeper into their operations.

“Very well then. I can make do with this.” Marionette’s smile revealed a void within her mouth.

“Resources won’t be hard to move around. It’s something Justica Arms and the Golden Index can handle.” Beholder Descartes said. “It has little to do with us to begin with.”

“How can we further bolster the Nex Megalopolis then?” Knalzark asked before they could reach a resolution.

“By developing it directly and working together. It’s not difficult to conceive.” Jury offhandedly slighted them all, annoyed that seemingly no one could how simple the answer was. “Venturing into more than just the Eyes for protection is another start. Having the headquarters of more Ateliers is another way to bolster the Nex Megalopolis.”

“More importantly, we will be gaining many more Moons in the coming future.” Frost promised, already considering several people at the top of her mind.

Namely, the Demi-humans they saved from Grandis. The Serum S survivor would make a powerful Moon, however, Frost also understood that this was ultimately their choice.

“We have an agreement then? A collective push to protect the people of the Nex Megalopolis?” No one had anything else to add. While it was not unanimous, it was now enforceable and most importantly punishable if one of these Ateliers was found to be violating this resolution.

And as a caveat, this extended to beyond the Nex Megalopolis.

The problem was that they had no way to enforce it elsewhere. The only body that could was Justica Arms as their Branches were located around the world. Once the Hyperlink Relay Sites were reinstated there, Frost and Time Reverberation would have a much easier time.

She vowed to never allow anything like Divas Pass to occur again.
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                Healers were the last topic on Beholder E. mind. Between the stolen magic of the healers, their destroyed reputation, their budding rage, and the disappearance of the Wandering Healers; the problem was too complicated for himself to handle alone.

He had already failed the healers with his flawed system that relied heavily on their proximity to adventurers and Atelier personnel. ‘private’ Healers – which were healers partially owned by another Atelier – were granted far more protection than ‘public’ healers.

Hearing that Frost wished to take them off his hands relinquished him of this burden, but they could tell that this decision was not one that sat well in his conscience. If he had a heart, then that too would be full of pain.

The only reason he was still alive was because of their Serums.

“Infusion H is what runs through these artificial veins.” He began unexpectedly. “Concoctions of Serums and a few Infusions are precisely what keeps me alive. I have wronged the people that sacrifice themselves just to keep me eternal. I could lament, but this prison was deemed my final shell. A consequence of my ambitions.”

The Mothers were the ones who allowed Beholder E. to live through their sacrifices. Each time a flurry of pale-blue liquid entered his vat, that was an organ being destroyed from a Mother’s body. Of all the healers, they were the only ones who could regenerate organs lost from an Infusion.

No other healer could ever succeed with such a feat. This was because they could partially restore a section of the soul, and therefore, restore the missing part of the body. However, as will all good things, there was a caveat.

The Mothers could only restore their own souls. This was why they stood at the summit of all healers, but unfortunately could not heal others as effectively as the Perched who were their equals.

They only just lacked this ability.

Thankfully, none of the Mothers or the Perched were compromised. It was mostly the public healers that took the brunt of the damage. The topic of the stolen magic had already been covered. The healers that could no longer heal however, were an issue that he could only fix with the Serums.

That was until they began to showcase signs of aggression. They were particularly more aggressive than those that still possessed their healing magic, showing to display sudden outbursts of violence and coating their words with a layer of unprecedented vulgarity.

“All healers that had lost their magic have become like this. Very few that still hold onto theirs have also begun to display this odd behavior.”

“It was about time they took it upon themselves.” Frost commented. “Did you bring them somewhere?”

“All wait patiently at the Ascelpien until further notice. I invite you to personally make an appearance. It will be easy to differentiate the violent ones from the regular ones.” Beholder E noted, bringing a coarse finger to tap at his glass vat. “The hair. They have black streaks. The color is pitch black much like yours. The amount of darkness correlates with how violent they are. You will see it for yourself, I hope.”

The other reason they were held there was because healers were also actively being discriminated against after Scarlet Logic’s sabotage. Their reputation hung by a thread, and healers capable of biting back didn’t bode well for the image of the healers.

However, Frost didn’t see it so bleakly. She was optimistic as always. Even if their reputation was damaged, she couldn’t see this being the end.

“I doubt their reputation is irreparable. Healers are still the only people that can heal. Granted, those that suffered as a result of the Gambit Teams won’t trust them so easily. But let’s not forget that it is the healers who are suffering the most.”

Frost reminded them with a sharp tongue.

“Adding a layer of security can serve as validation. That way, we can both guarantee their safety as well as allow people to know that the healer presented to them is a healer. Moons would be a good way, but we’re low on numbers. In the future I plan to have Moons eventually personally protect a healer. For now, we need to consider the next best option.”

“A-Amalgam!” Evergreen suddenly exclaimed. “May I suggest the Guild? Justica Arms could work nicely, although a vouch from the universally validated Guilds of our Carpalis’ Golden Index can vouch for them.”

“A specifically crafted Guild Card for the healers can work.” Promised Oath backed. “Can Justica Arms allow partnered Associations to also vouch for them too? A lot of valuable dealings are closed outside of the Guild’s eye. Personal guarantees are usually overlooked by me. Having healers vouched by larger entities will be beneficial to restoring their name.”

“My love for healers can’t be described by words. I thought that was well known?” Galia smirked. “I can appoint Wayfarers to each healer. There are enough Elves in H9 to train. Their numbers were not high to begin with.”

“Can we trust the Wayfarers after the disappearances of several Wandering Healers?” Umbra pondered.

“You know well that they disappeared during our communication blackout.” Galia politely refuted.

“D-5 was amongst them. The chaos of the Nex Megalopolis caused CogitO to lose track of them. Either they were taken to the Derma Layer, or, they’re stranded inside of the City of Spades. There is nothing to steal from a Wandering Healer.” Beholder E. tried to understand why anyone would bother to take a Wandering Healer.

It wasn’t like they had magic to steal in the first place.

Frost however, knew something else that was being stolen.
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        400. The Black Wings and the White Doves - Resolution

    
    
    
    
                “Their cerebrospinal fluids.” She answered, remembering how Scarlet Logic tried to siphon their spinal fluids moments before she broke down into a Corrupted.

“For what is a mystery. What isn’t a mystery is that Healers are Angels. Serum S is made from the fluids of an Angel’s Adam’s Apple. There is something of value in their CSF to the Impuritas.” Frost was enraged at the mere memory.

“… I would not have guessed it.” Knalzark admitted. “It must be a recent occurrence. This is the first time I’m hearing this.”

“It happened in the Frozen Springs too. With the resurging tech of Midas Company… It can’t be. Is this how they power it?” Beholder E. questioned. “The Valorem Extractor does not require the fluids of a healer as far as I am aware of. However, it is the Perched who can only operate them. Not myself…”

“You just answered your own question.” Descartes whispered, grinding her boots as through prepared to make a break for the door and begin a call to action. “They could be using Wandering Healers to use Midas Company’s Aspects. But that doesn’t make any sense. We didn’t detect anything abnormal until now. They follow Scripts to keep them in line. Justica Arms has Wayfarers to protect them… Can the Star Child speak?”

“I’m afraid not.” The Arbiter raised a hand.

“The Piece of the Fallen Star might have done something to them.” Descartes uttered.

“D3. D5. D8 and D13.” Beholder E. revealed. “Four have abruptly disappeared. “… D1 may be what enabled them in the first place. We have still yet to recover her after all.”

“D1?” Jury asked for clarification.

“The first Wandering Healer. Shortly after Midas Company’s liquidation. If the theory holds true, then D1 must be enabling them unwillingly. At least we can only believe this to be the truth...”

The Nexus shook. Healers were going to be turned into the equivalent of living batteries. If this was true… if D1 was truly the source of the Impuritas’ ability to utilize Midas Company’s power, then she could only imagine the horrors that she was subjected to at every living second.

“… was there nothing that could have been done to prevent this from happening in the first place…? No one learned from the lesson of leaving those healers alone? A single Wayfarer wasn’t enough. And yet you offer juvenile Wayfarers to protect my healers?”

Frost shot a deadly state at Galia as all one thousand golden eyes focused onto her. If she were an ordinary person, then she would have perished on the spot from Frost’s overbearing presence alone.

Galia could not even see Frost’s face. All she could see was an endless, insatiable void.

“You are mistaken. Wandering Healers wander regions beyond our control. We grant them the freedom they were robbed of. Nothing more, nothing less. The environment of the Nex Megalopolis is different. A Wayfarer is only behind by my limited Justicers, the ARU Type Os, and the Colors. They specialize in protection. But they are not invincible. I firmly believe that they are fit for the role until you can replace them with Moons.” Galia thoroughly explained. “In here we have more than just the Wayfarers. They can serve as the first line of defense. I’m not offering them to be the only defense. However, I am willing to lend my Justicers to serve the healers. I only own 25 in the 6th Branch.”

“ARU-Type Os are too dangerous to be kept around healers.” Enoch added. “BUT! What about Eclipses? Since no Moons are going to be dying anytime soon, why not let them stick around the healers? We have 18 hanging around in M-A1, and maybe another 5 spread around the Nex Megalopolis. What we can also do is have designated areas that are protected! Like those hospitals. Or Guilds! Weren’t they mostly unaffected?”

“They were.” Beholder E. confirmed. “That may be the best compromise. Those spots will be sacred. They are your healers, after all.”

“I plan to make them impervious to damage. They need the highest quality cloth. I’ll be relying on you, Marionette.” Frost commanded.

“I will do what I can. What if those healers are left on their own? Can they even survive without being protected?”

“I have a plan. A close friend of mine can augment them. Even if they can’t fight – what they’ll wear will absolutely protect them.” Frost would be relying on Ignis to create symbiotic weapons for the healers.

The same kind that allowed the ones Carpalis saved to protect themselves from threats. This was on top of the previously discussed security measures.

However, they still had yet to discuss the violent healers.

“We can differentiate them. As can regular people by their hairs. But we can do better. We can visually distinguish them from regular healers.” Frost began. “I’ll be taking them directly under my wing, and I want that to be evident. I want people to look at my healers with one glance and know that they are untouchable. In what manner won’t be discussed here.”

“Do you have a plan for them? Aside from us supplying them with Serums?” Beholder E. curiously inched himself closer.

Frost nodded.

“I do. I’m closer to them than regular healers are to me. I therefore know their strengths. I suspect that their tendency to try to help others hasn’t changed?”

“Not at all. I believe that is what frustrates them the most.” Galia confirmed.

“Then they’ll be the perfect vessel of my knowledge. You may not be aware of this, but we have a found a cure to the Healer’s Crutch. Unfortunately, it is not something that healers can do as they lack the physical strength to apply my technique to a wide range of victims. Not to mention that they wouldn’t inflict a hair of harm to anyone.”

Frost declared, her news surprising all as Galia became intrigued. She knew that this knowledge of hers must have come from Earth.

“I have my Claw – Ber to thank for being the first to aid in our technique. It requires electricity to stabilize them. Depending on the voltage the person will take damage. Resistance will also vary. Therefore, injury is a requirement. Serums will keep the person alive until the procedure is complete. We can create Atelier Items suited for the role. But that is not all I have in plan for them.

They must be able to fight. I want them to express their rage. I am therefore offering them an opportunity of a cathartic role that goes against everything they once knew. I want them to strike fear into those that oppose me outside of the Ateliers. To strike terror into Syndicates, and to be a serve as a supporting force for those that require healers in a combat scenario. Regular healers will not be sent to dangerous areas.”

And for the first time, Frost had come up with a fitting name for these ‘healers.’

“But my Black Wings will. They’ll be an extension of my wrath, whereas the White Doves will be my mercy. Now then. Our resolution has reached its end. Do we all agree?”

It went without saying that they would rather have the healers under the wings of the Amalgam. There were some uncertainties with Marionette being able to supply them with Quality X cloth, but she had at least promised to offer however much was possible.

The Black Dove’s roost had reached new heights, and she could not wait for this Council to finish.

There was much to do.

            

    
        401. Corrupted Identification System: The Amalgam's Eye - Resolution

    
    
    
    
                Act X had nothing more to say after her deal with Oboros Infinitas. A selection of Repenters would be used to follow the heinous acts required by the Scripts. The true nature of the Fate Mechanism was neutral according to Marionette.

It demanded only what was required to fulfil the Fate it fed into its Living Looms. Frost didn’t agree that it was all a matter of interpretation. The way the Scripts were worded left little room for interpretation.

‘Spilling the guts of your neighbors’ couldn’t mean anything other than murder. But Marionette insisted that the Script never told them to spill their neighbor’s guts directly. It could be the guts of something else but belonging to the neighbor.

How could anyone possibly interpret this any other way in a world where violence was the norm? Marionette never questioned the bells of the Fate Mechanism. What she heard was drip fed to the Interpreters, who then delivered the message to the Indites. The process was not described as Marionette herself did not know.

If she did, then interference from the Impuritas would be possible. It was why they were largely untouched by the Sect of Gears. The secrecy of Act X followed in a similar vein to Anna’s aversion to reading specific books, and as it turned out – Marionette was aware that knowledge was not sacred to oneself.

“I have learned it from our silent Archivist.” Marionette hollowly smiled. “I was tugged along by her soundless voice. That knowledge can be stolen. Minds can be read like a book. Our memories the pages, and our senses as its words. Interpreters determine the meaning of my own interpretations. Then it reverberates down to the Indites. From the Entities, it falls into the hands of the Harolds and Missionaries, who order all strands of the loom, to the Strand Deacons and all my adorable Neophytes.”

“How can your message’s integrity remain after being passed down by so many people? Frost expressed her concern, to which Marionette replied with:

“Isn’t that all according to the will of the Fate Mechanism? I’m not concerned with what I output as much as I am that they are obeyed. It’s not done unwillingly either. Flocks will gather by my streets seeking protection. Is it not fair that we also ask for their obedience in return?”

“By making them ‘spill concrete into the cake batter of an orphanage’?” Frost randomly thought of a nonsensical Script, further amusing Marionette.

“What they do thereafter negates it. A decent soul would have made amends. But people are fickle. The shock is too great. The guilt weighs on their conscience like a chain.” Her contrarian words were stated as a matter-of-factly.

Frost couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Is that truly what you believe…?”

The Beholder’s head creaked as it turned to the side like the hand of a broken clock.

“Amalgam. Why do I have to convince you of my beliefs? I hear its song. To me, there is no greater freedom than to be relieved of such thoughts. The agency we have is what allows us to break. There is no greater mercy than for it all to be hacked away. To bathe there beneath the sun with no limbs and no mouth to shout or cry, but to only allow what the world wants.”

Her head twisted until it returned to normal with a hideous snap. The joints found along her semi-metallic arms cracked like broken branches.

“Accepting this is the gateway to understanding the meaning of purpose. Desires. Ambitions… it’s all wasted when we are but pieces on a board. When a pawn tries to jump away, it must be discarded. When an actor misses their turn, then they ruin the overall theatrical.”

Marionette was a Nilhind. Her words may have very well described a facet of her past. As an entity that was born without arms or legs, Frost could only wonder how she ended up as a Beholder.

But she didn’t dare to imagine what her life must have been like.

“Arguing what we believe in is futile. I agree at least on this. Marionette…” Frost ventured into the depths of those devoid eyes. They consumed her like a dark cloud enveloping the sun. Within that darkness was nothing. Absolutely nothing. No matter where she turned, she could not see a glimpse of light.

Marionette’s eyelids fell like the curtains to the end of a play, and she kept them closed for the remainder of the Council.

She then uttered:

“My role as the protagonist has long been over. I am the husk of what was. Don’t I feel like a cold machine stuffed into the human skin? Ah. Ha. Ha… I care little for there is comfort in the strings.”

Multiple strands were connected with whatever was hidden behind her back. Her hunchback quivered, gaining mass as a light churning of a loom could be heard.

“… a cold machine stuffed into the human skin…” Nav repeated, oddly infatuated by this phrase. “This feeling… is this what you call sympathy? I can understand it. Do you think I’m the same?”

No. You’re different. Completely different. You have ambitions. Wants. Desires. You can joke, smile, and laugh. Please don’t compare yourself to a broken Beholder.

Frost assured. Nav unfortunately didn’t respond.

“So –!” Enoch rubbed her hands together, eager to begin. “ImpulseWorks! There’s nothing to note. Just the usual. 150 new Corrupted have been added, 130 at Trickle, 15 at Hailstorm, 4 at Monsoon and 1 at Eternal Night. The Eternal Night Corrupted was dealt by the Moons of the Nexus. No Sites are down, so expect Nex to keep streaming in.”

Of the 150 Corrupted, 20 were either terminated or used for training by their Workers. Frost saw value in following in their steps. If she were to create Moons from scratch, then using ImpulseWork’s facilities may be a good idea, alongside the Corrupted Archived within the Floors of the Nexus.

But she also wanted to go further than just using their facilities.

Enoch mentioned that Code Red was no longer valid since Scarlet Logic could no longer respond to their calls. What they could use instead were Moons. It would serve as both training as well as guarantee a Site’s survival.

“Code Blue. Blue for Moons~! What about Code Black if we ever wanted to use your Black Wings?”

“Moons are specialized to fight the Corrupted. Healers won’t be thrown against them. Ever.” Frost spoke threateningly, which caused Enoch to smile happily. “A shame. I would have loved to devour those Corrupted for myself. But that would mean less Nex. There are larger Corrupted to catch, but I may pay one of your Sites a visit with the intention of consuming something.”

“I hope you can at least wait for our permission. Eating a Corrupted that generates 50% of a Site’s Nex alone would be problematic.” Enoch shook her head, chuckling. “That being said, can I ask one more thing in exchange for using our Sites?”

“Speak.”

“Your knowledge. You can categorize the Corrupted, right? I heard from F-H5’s Overseer that you made corrections to a misidentified Corrupted. Oh, and the detained Green Thing.”

This ‘Green Thing’ she referred to was undoubtedly Ara.

“So – what I wanted to really ask was your collaboration in fixing our Corrupted Codex. It’s our compendium of every and all Corrupted stored across our Sites. With your knowledge, we’ll be able to accurately classify the Corrupted.”

“It works better as an identification tool. People with my Blessing are not able to determine the fine details of a Corrupted, but they can do what no Blessed can. That is the ability to read the stats of a Corrupted and therefore, can identify one at a glance.” Frost explained, her eyes emitting a newfound glow which would inspire the name of Frost’s very own identification system for the Corrupted.

It would introduce the concept of Origins and the Affinities, as well as stats. Conditions and special abnormalities could be identified by those with the Blessing of the Amalgam, confirmed by Nav who was able to relay the Conditions of the Corrupted in the absence of Frost’s eyes.

And Enoch would come to appropriately name this identification system the Amalgam’s Eye.

            

    
        402. Time Reverberation's Capabilities - The Final Resolution

    
    
    
    
                Jury was the final member to speak.

The Council entered an immediate lull as soon as Enoch’s finished. She entered the limelight as countless eyes descended upon her immaculate form, stained only by her corroded, clawed right arm which remained by her side.

The tip of her tail drummed at the floor at a steady pace, matching the beat of her heart. Eventually, it became calm when she stared into Frost’s comforting eyes. The relationship they shared did not go unnoticed. None could determine who Jury was in the eye of the Amalgam and were only able to compare them to Galia and the Arbiter.

One had to wonder the criteria that enabled a Beholder to become endorsed by an Archetype. Never mind one by the Amalgam herself. This was why Jury became the object of fascination. She was a Beholder with a fused technology from what they could determine, yet none had ever heard of her name until now.

Not to mention that she was the first Angel to formally join their mangled circle.

“The Amalgam has made the purpose of my Atelier clear enough so I don’t have to repeat it. What I now want is to expand our scope from only being the Auditing body of the Nexus.” She placed her normal hand onto the top of the rectangular receptacle.

Then, she slowly began twisting counterclockwise.


//////// < ALERT > ////////
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< Timescale Set to 9x >


Her other hand emerged, lying on the table with an open palm.

“Firstly, my technology. It will be used thoroughly and therefore will require a tremendous amount of Nex. I believe integrating aspects of my technology with yours will also cause a need to more Nex. Too much and I can envision us spiraling into something worse.”

Jury’s manner of speech was far from the casual one that Frost and the triplets were used to. Her voice was tuned to the tone used by the Beholders, and she conducted herself similarly to how Frost did.

Her voice was as beautiful as it was powerful, yet there was an odd, pleasant undertone that made her voice easier to digest.

It was not manipulative like Galia’s.

Coarse like Knalzark’s.

Mocking like Umbra’s.

Smug like Satania’s.

Artificial like E.’s.

Enigmatic like Descartes’.

Spontaneous like Magus’.

Hollow like Marionettes’.

Or crude like Enoch’s.

Jury’s was pleasant. Neither overwhelming nor soaked with a thousand griefs. Normality was the only way Frost could describe it. She was impassioned by Jury’s approach. In an environment where shouting and power waving was the norm, the one person who went against the grain was bound to garner the most attention.

“This is also why we must investigate your operations. My technology can turn hours into minutes. Months to days. Or do the inverse and prolong processes. It is a lucrative power that comes at a high price. But so long as we are allowed to make Audits on demand, and you all abide by all resolutions – then I’m willing to lend my hand.”

Jury’s collaboration was another method to ensure the Beholders played by their rules. Her tech was on the Warped Stone’s level of impact, capable of significantly shifting how the Ateliers functioned. Cutting down time by ten times meant ten times the efficiency.

“ImpulseWorks Sites can find use in time-related tech.” Enoch spoke to herself, counting all fingers of her hands in her head. “Liquid Nex yields can offset the cost. Not that we know what it is yet. You did say that it was a one-off cost for that item specifically, and a low maintenance cost throughout its lifespan.”

“The Eyes could return in only a year…” Knalzark uttered. “How would it work with the trains? No. I suppose experimentation would lead us to answers.”

He made an interesting point just from uttering its use case with trains, or transport for that matter. In an era where the Hyperlinks were limited, allowing one to traverse at 10 times the speed would allow logistics to move at lightning speeds.

The interest in Jury’s tech skyrocketed as a result. The Beholders were already a pack of hungry wolves at the start of the Council. By now they were practically drooling. Of all the threats Frost imposed, none convinced them more than the prospect of Jury’s tech.

Letting them take advantage of Jury is the last thing I want.

“Jury is aware. She may be naive, but she does not plan to give them everything they want. Her trust in them is as low as yours. The Isolation Sphere is the only thing she is willing to lend.”

Good choice too. Her other skills are too powerful. Something like Angelic Kiss is a good example. Imagine that being let loose into the wild. Having her skills as Aspects of Technology puts them at risk of being stolen. Impuritas with Invulnerability would be a nightmare.

“Fearing to overstep boundaries did nothing but allow an enemy to take root right in front of your faces. Fearing the Corruption of the strongest forces of the Nexus has led you to abandon them. Complacency led you to where we are now. All Moons are welcome to join Time Reverberation. All Stars of the Nexus can continue serving it directly. I think I speak for the Amalgam when I say that it’s in your best interest to avoid joining an Atelier.”

This was not all she had to say. Beyond just being an Auditing Atelier, Time Reverberation would provide therapy through Jury’s tech and the healers to anyone and everyone. Moons and Stars took priority, then it was the Atelier personnels, and then the rest.

Additionally, she proposed that the Black Wings of the Amalgam should be allowed to use another one of her products. Surprised, Frost turned to Nav and asked when she made more items, only to be responded with:

“She’s partnered with Justica Arms and partially Oboros Infinitas through Galia, remember? The product in question will be to your liking.

… is that a gun?

Indeed. What Jury revealed was a bulky, two-handed firearm made from a matte black material. It was shaped similarly to the magical firearms used by Scarlet Logic, but this lacked a hollow barrel. Its design was reminiscent of those found on Earth, likely where Jury had taken inspiration from.

“This is the Talon. It has two modes. Healing.” She took out a small bullet from her Dimensional Storage.

This bullet incorporated Turn Back the Clock. They would dissolve upon impact and had a 100% accuracy, as they would be used like Justica Arms’ crystal bullets. This would allow the proposed Black Wings to heal targets from a distance.

But this was not all they could do. Where they could bestow life, they could rain utter destruction.

“And suppression. We plan to allow the Black Wings to provide healing in combat situations. Because the bullet is stored separately from the weapon it is impossible for the Impuritas to steal. They are expensive, but no cost is too great for the healers. My Isolation Spheres will also pair well with encounters within the Nex Megalopolis.”

What she meant by this was that the Isolation Sphere could temporarily seal an entity and displace it from reality. That way, further damage to the area would not be possible. It would be invaluable with the number of Corrupted that was believed to now exist within the Nex Megalopolis.

These of course would need to be heavily regulated.

The amount of utility Time Reverberation was capable of was far more than they anticipated. What Jury did not mention however, was Time Seer.

This was the key that would allow her to audit them. The past could be unraveled with this power at the risk of inviting the Aberrations of Elysia. It was also their last resort when it came to mentally aiding with someone’s trauma, as it could inadvertently cause turn them into a Corrupted.

There was only one issue, however.

Manpower. Currently Time Reverberation was only one person.

But this was poised to change dramatically as soon as the Council was over.

She had used her turn to effectively sell her Atelier and to lay down precisely what it was capable of. Much else was omitted as recommended by both Frost and Nav. Jury was a talkative person and far more prone to uttering something confidential.

Frost considered it a miracle that she hadn’t called her ‘Frost’ yet.

“I look forward to our partnership moving forward. I hope you understand that what Time Reverberation seeks is to ensure that we don’t fall apart. We have common enemies. I want to make sure you understand that. Scarlet Logic has ripped a hole in the Nexus. We plan to seal it. We can be better.”

Her parting words caused the Beholders to dwell on something. Some didn’t at all and laughed, like Marionette, whilst others fell into a small daze, like Knalzark and Beholder E. The Archivist ceased writing, unable to ignore the odd silence.

“Anna wonders if they have regrets. She had seen all of them before they became Beholders. Seeing them consider Jury’s words is not a small gesture. Beholder E. searched for something that would allow him to live eternally. Knalzark sought for a way to stave away the false lights… There is only so much she knows. She was just their guide, after all.”

… ‘We can be better.’

Frost savored these words. They were assuring, but also carried a semblance of a sadness she failed to describe.

With Jury’s turn ending, the Arbiter’s Council had finally moved out of the main phase. The Arbiter’s tails coalesced into one great pillar that pierced past the spectators above before it blossomed into a pale, fluffy tree.

And like the leaves of a cheery blossom, feathers descended from its beautiful canopy before she clapped and at once – the feathers of her seven tails exploded with a coat of gold.

The Arbiter’s Council was set to end.

            

    
        403. The Conclusion of the Arbiter's Council

    
    
    
    
                The Arbiter concluded the main segment of her Council with a statement.

“All hearings have been heard. Concerns raised and resolutions met. I humbly thank you for your participation. It has always been optional. My heart radiates with thanks that I can now see the faces of the Beholders and their trusted aides.”

Her presence seemed to grow despite the fact that she didn’t move an inch. She was anchored in place by the weight of responsibility. The events of the Council were etched into the back of her mind. With no emotions to drive her into anger like Frost, she was able to monitor far more than just the declared motivations of the Beholders.

The subtle smile on her face affirmed this. There were nuances that only she knew. Her eyes never moved from the vacant center of the Council, and yet her gaze seemed to be equally spread between all.

Moreso on Galia, Jury and Satania – the Judge, Jury, and Executioner.

“My image of unity is imperfect. We are slaves to chains that may not be ours. But they are also what will keep us bound together. The Council is still not over until I recite the closing statement. For now, we are at the reflective finale. In my feathered grace will we listen to the Archetypes of the Nexus.”

Frost was lost in her purple prose to the point where its meaning was almost lost in translation.

To summarize, the Arbiter was content with how her Council played out. Her agenda of unity was fulfilled in her eyes. Sated, she invited the Archetypes to speak. Anna’s hand lifted off the book which had neared its end.

“I’ve written down everything that transpired over the course of the Council. Everything you have stated is recorded and will be held against you.” Anna recited.

“We are not excluded from their either.” Frost then added. “I don’t expect the Archetypes to see the world as I do. We are individual personalities seeking different goals. Where we align is that we call the Nexus home and that we aspire to Awaken our Floors. Civilization has been completed. What you saw was the fruition of our efforts. It’s unfortunate that destruction paved its path.”

“It may be inappropriate to say this out loud – but I offer a guarantee to the Beholders. Our magnificent Stars and low-orbing Moons!” Magus proclaimed, extending his arms. “An Awakening may incur further unpleasant instances as the last one. It is therefore our duty as a whole to prevent it from occurring again. However, should the need arise, then would it be fine to allow them to bare their fangs once more?”

Frost nodded. She wanted to vigorously nod, but she tamed the impulsion.

“Please. It should not be an expectation. It must be a duty. The Magician is right. If something were to happen to me again, then you have the authority to bring me back to my senses. Hence why I’ve put an emphasis on your conduct. I expect realistic changes. I can wait. But I’m not as patient as you may think. My vitriol will never end until this all ends. To you, I may be a threat greater than the Impuritas, but don’t forget that it was us who defended the Nexus while you were concerned about your Nex.”

“You are the biggest threat. To us, and the Impuritas.” Marionette hummed.

“Them wanting you gone is enough for me to acknowledge you as the Head of the Nexus.” Knalzark openly admitted. “My only doubt was whether you would acknowledge the dichotomy you present.”

“Some of us are openly against your interference. There is little they can do. Things must change. I’m ashamed it took this long.” Galia smugly remarked.

“If you did, then you wouldn’t have stopped at just Caldera Industries.” Umbra chuckled. “I’d love to chain that contour of yours with my seals, Amalgam. Asking to be restrained brings electric ripples to run through me. Mhmhm.”

Jury glared at the Demon. “That’s a vile inuendo you’re making. The Amalgam is not asking to be restrained. The last thing we should be worrying about is the Amalgam. She isn’t the one that crippled your chain of command.”

“Indeed. And that is disgusting, Umbra. The Amalgam is nothing like what you try to suppress.” Beholder E. spat at Umbra. “I don’t believe that an inherently evil being would take the healers under their wing. Time will tell. Our hands are tied. Things are still uncertain. But the future holds valuable prospects.”

“So it seems.” Descartes froze momentarily, fighting for reign over the Reality Principle against her other identities. She gasped at the side of her head and grumbled. “For whom is yet to be seen.”

“I’m just happy to be here.” Enoch gloated, brushing her hair aside.

“I had better places to be.” Satania growled, knocking on the table in boredom before she slumped over, resting her cheek on her palm. “… But I did get to see it in person finally.”

Her eyes hovered onto Frost with curiosity before she spoke again.

“How much do you remember?”

“Enough to know what went wrong.”

“What went wrong…” Satania repeated her words, chuckling into her palm.

Then, she deeply sighed.

“You have no idea. My time was short lived to begin with. Hardly anything noteworthy. If you’re curious, then I can spare my tale at an appropriate time. Secrets should be shared with friends.” Her eyes suddenly animated with a flash of flames as they fell onto the Arbiter. “Never with enemies.”

“I thought we were all friends here?” Enoch was absolutely not an airhead. She knew exactly the response she would receive upon making that remark and in an instant, many glares of utter contempt were aimed at her. “See?”

She has no filter. Or a sense of self preservation. I’m kind of impressed.

“Just like a certain someone I know.”

I have a filter. Unless I get emotional. About the self-preservation part… no comment.

“Can I ask something? What is the difference between that and bravery? The line seems so blurred to me.”

The lack of fear is just that. But I think bravery straddles the line of heroism and being afraid, yet despite it, you push on. Kinda like courage. Enoch strikes me as someone who has nothing left to lose.

“Is that how you perceive her? I believe that she has much to gain. I cannot describe it. Your interpretation is also valid. I’m left overclocking my circuits trying to comprehend these little nuances that seem so simple to you.”

Sorry. Don’t push yourself.

“Such as why you said sorry there when it was not your fault… I want to know too.”

Frost could only answer with a generic “It’s ok to not know.”

Nav didn’t speak afterwards. She was far too engrossed with her thoughts, frustrated at her inability to understand that not everything needed to have meaning. It was the curse of being a machine: the eternal fixation of purpose.

Frost went on to conclude that all five of her agendas were satisfied. She expected much worse from the Council. Thankfully, they were far more obedient now that they knew how much power the Amalgam held over them. The removal of the Blessing alone was a trump card.

They could only take her at face value. No one knew the consequences that would follow after its removal, and they absolutely did not want to be made an example of. If worse came to worse, then a Blessed would become a Corrupted.

This was her nuclear option.

Finally, the Arbiter clapped, and her tails receded. Only the glow of her eyes could be seen as the Council temporarily fell into total darkness. When the light returned through Frost’s one thousand golden eyes, the Arbiter recited her closing statement.

“I thank all members for participating. Now comes the conclusion of the 15th Annual Arbiter’s Council. I thank all Moons and Stars, the Exalted and our non-Blessed participant for bearing witness to our sacred gathering.

The curtains will fall, and the encore will follow before the closure of the year. Until then, you are all obligated to remain within reach until 351 PA. We don’t expect results immediately. It will be a gradual change. I will be watching. As will the Amalgam. Should one of you not appear in the next Council, then we can assume that you have fled the reach of the Amalgam. If that were to happen –

– Then we would have to assume that you have betrayed the Nexus. How else will you evade having your Blessing removed? I encourage you to digest your thoughts, hearts and plans thoroughly moving forward. We are members of the Nexus. It is what gives. If we can only take, then it will die. So I ask of you all to nurture it as the Stars do. Nex is one thing, but keeping impurities out is another.

A new era is upon us. Let us stand united as one just as our enemies are. It has been an eventful year. Far more than the years behind us. 351 PA will not stop and wait for us to adapt, and neither will our enemies.

… the 15th Arbiter’s Council had ended. You are dismissed. Please vacate my neutral grounds accordingly. I’d hate to see those pale floors coated in red.”

            

    
        404. Beholders and Their Advice to The Triplets

    
    
    
    
                The ending felt anticlimactic. Frost for some reason expected it to be much more explosive. To end with applause and a triumphant cheer. The reality was the immediate departure of the Beholders who held their tongues as they departed in the same order of their arrival.

None looked back, and neither did the Moons or Stars linger for long. Frost had briefly mentioned that she would later meet with the Moons at the doorstep of the Floor of Amalgamation, and that was it.

The silence proved that even with the resolutions in place they were all still so distant. The dissonance was infuriating, but she would be lying if she said that she wasn’t glad that it was over.

The triplets stood by the main entrance, staring at each passing Beholder with an inquisitive flame in their eyes. Cer stood with folded arms smugly, assuming a defiant posture that jabbed at them.

Unfortunately for her, razor-sharp stares ricocheted off their backs. No matter the position they were in, it was clear that the Beholders cared little for these ‘Jesters’. That still didn’t stop Cer from uttering something underneath her breath.

“No Moon owes a Beholder anymore. Wait until your personal Moons catch wind of this.”

“For Moons that bit the hands that offered an opportunity you know that our Moons owe us their lives. You are only there because of luck.” Beholder Descartes dismissed them. “I still believe Blue Moons would have suited you.”

She directly addressed Cer and Res, ignoring Ber entirely. Ber didn’t care enough to react. She did not require the validation from a Beholder any longer. Even so, her claws dug into her suit as if contemplating whether to clobber this Beholder from behind.

“I know that role suited your brother. The psychology of that fallen Star never made sense to me. Neither did you three. It must run in the family. As does Serum S.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ber barked.

“I’m just relaying our observations. How much more will he fall?” Descartes couldn’t care less of their conversation as she travelled out of the Council, striding past the pale halls until her figure blurred with the scenery.

“… Raoul…” Cer bared her fangs. She was immediately comforted by Ber and Res, whose tails coiled around hers.

“He has to say something. There’s no way he won’t. We’re at the top now.” Ber assured with a whisper.

“Raoul wasn’t here because he’s not a Star anymore. Cer…” Res watched as Cer looked up to the emptying stands, her ears drooping sadly.

“… me and my sliver of hope. Tch. Dammit…”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to give in?” Beholder Umbra chuckled as she passed by, her gaze transfixed onto the back of Descartes. “It will rot you away. I do wonder why a Moon must gaze up when they are already at the top.”

“You don’t know anything about us. So shut up. Fuck off.” Cer snapped with a low, guttural growl, her jaw coursing with electricity. “Of course it’s a Beholder that runs their mouth.”

“My piece is always being pushed aside. Seals are what keeps us suppressed. Chains are what ties us to the past. Let it be a lesson to learn. Raoul is here in the Nexus.”

“In the Common Hub?” Res asked.

“Residential Floor. Cutting the bulbs of pink camellias. It’s about to be that time of the year, isn’t it?”

“… That’s none of your concern.” Ber took a moment to understand the weight of those words before she calmly settled down. “… Tell someone else your fake condolences. I bet it’s sad that you Demons don’t get the freedom to do what we can.”

“It is.” Umbra abruptly froze in place as she lost herself into the endless hall ahead. “The Arbiter put it nicely. We are slaves to chains. They are what defines us…” Suddenly, and for the first time, Umbra acknowledged Ber with a cryptic stare. “… are the chains better off being broken or kept to be adorned? I have not yet come to an answer. By the way, ahaha… The suit does not suit you.”

Umbra oddly complemented Ber in a backhanded manner, leaving the wolf-woman stunned.

“Shackles should not be re-worn.” Were Umbra’s parting words to the triplets.

“… I thought I’ve already seen everything.” Ber didn’t know how to feel. A part of her was pleasantly surprised, but another felt like Umbra was trying to wriggle onto their good side.

“It’s not that deep. Umbra’s just as much of a snake as Galia is.” Cer assured, right as Galia passed by. “Speaking of the snake…”

“Did you have something to say?” Galia hummed. “I’m in a hurry. A warm brew of coffee awaits my parched lips.”

“I hate it when you don’t talk normally. Just say you’re thirsty.” Ber shrugged.

“… Listen. Being the Amalgam’s Eye, Claw and Fang doesn’t excuse us from unprofessional conduct.” Res hissed. “But if it’s Galia, then fire away.”

“Oh? You’re on the offensive now. Impressive.” Galia chuckled. “You never would have dared to speak against me.”

“Times have changed, hag. We’re not here anymore.” Cer measured the air near her ankle with a hand, before throwing it over her head. “We’re here now. That practically puts us right next to you.”

“Yeah. We’re in Beholder territory.” Ber feverously nodded as she placed both hands onto her hips proudly.

“Heh. Didn’t think a Moon couldn’t get any higher, did you?”

“Yes, yes. You’ve accomplished much over the course of your mission’s lifespan. More than I was hoping you would achieve.” Galia uncharacteristically complemented. “… I am pleased that you still remember hope. Your reflection tells me this. It seems that I chose the right Moons to embark on my mission.”

“Was this all intentional? You didn’t just send us there because you knew we were the only ones up for the job, right?” Cer grinned.

“Of course not. We were sent because it was whatever the Fate Mechanism told them to do.” Res was the voice of reason.

“So it was. It’s resulted in a scenario I could not begin to imagine…” Galia’s lips parted as she was about to elaborate, but she sealed them by bringing a finger to her lips. “… It’s been a long journey, hmm.”

“Long enough where it’s hard to remember what you did for us. And what you’ve done to turn us into Moons.” Ber folded her arms, unable to decide whether to spite Galia or to thank her.

She was, after all, the one who poisoned them with Serum G.

“A Jester no longer, but you still bring a smile to my face. The Three Heads of Security. How much further can you reach in a world where Stars can no longer form. I’m afraid I can’t speak for long. I have a garden to tend to.” Galia pardoned herself from them, never waving or glancing back in goodbye.

However, she paused unexpectedly and said:

“… I won’t be there in your garden of grief. But I have personally arranged the flowers this year again. I hope you will enjoy the new additions of the camellias. Enjoy your reunion. You have earned it.”

“So you can say good things too.” Cer’s words came across as a joke, but she couldn’t thank Galia in any other way.

“… Yeah.” Ber whispered.

“Thank you. As always. My sisters mean the best.” Res called with moist eyes.

Galia then raised a hand to wave goodbye.

“Idiots…” Res sighed afterwards.

Frost had overheard their conversation. She assumed that their ‘reunion’ was with Raoul and thought nothing of it. Rather, she was happy that they’d finally be meeting again and hopefully could sort the bad blood between them. They were family after all, and it pained Frost whenever the triplets mentioned Raoul’s neglect.

I also want to figure out what’s wrong with Raoul. He’s the only one I know that fell from being a Star aside from Iscario. Things are shaping up, huh? We have a lot to do. Too much to do, actually.

“But this is exactly what we signed up for.”

Yeah. Now onto the practical part. Nav. Where are you now?

“The Eternal Library. We have not strayed too far to lose track of the main path.”

Meet us back in the Floor of Amalgamation. We have a lot to go over.

            

    
        405. Rationalize A Sin

    
    
    
    
                “SO FROST!” Cer’s voice rang through the walls of their estate. “Got a moment to explain yourself?”

Frost was pressed by the triplets not even a minute after returning to the Floor of Amalgamation. The angry wolfwomen surrounded her with scathing eyes the moment she collapsed onto a pile of beanbags.

“What’s this about manufacturing the Corrupted? You were the last person I thought who’d stoop to their level. But here we are.” Ber demanded an answer with a low-pitched hiss.

“Look… I get it. I’m not an idiot to not see where you’re coming from. We just want some peace of mind by hearing your thoughts out loud.” Res took a more levelheaded approach as all three eagerly awaited an answer, all the while Anna, the Star Child, Jury, and Magus flooded through the front doors.

“It’s the only way we’re going to generate enough Nex. You know that.” Frost couldn’t lift a single finger as she lay there, sprawled against the sea of colorful beanbags as Anna fearfully watched.

Jury leaned on the side of the triplets, but like Frost, understood that they didn’t have much of a choice. In a sense, the triplets did too but sought to hammer the implications into Frost in case it had slipped her mind.

What the triplets saw was a fallacious slippery slope of cruelty if this was the line Frost was willing to cross. After having seen friends and even family transform into the Corrupted, the triplets knew better than to outright condone it.

“Rationalizing it is the only thing we can do. It’s also the only fucked up resolution that I’ve greenlighted. If you’re wondering if I know the implications, then yeah – I do. I’m sorry if you were expecting a miracle from me.”

“It’s not a damned miracle we wanted. Enforcing Corruption sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.” Ber argued. “But you obviously know better than us.”

“Good to know that you made us the bad guys now.” Cer growled.

“Cer – Ber, wait. Let Frost explain –!” Before Res could calm the two down, Frost interjected with narrowed eyes.

“I am kicking myself just as hard. Believe me, I know the implications. Blame me for whatever happens from this point on. But don’t pretend like you had a better solution. Nex is the one thing that’s keeping the Nexus afloat. We don’t know what happens when a Beholder can’t generate enough Nex. What about the Nexus?”

She did not blame them for thinking in such a way. Her stern voice caused their ears to perk up as they listened intently. Their crimson eyes desired nothing more than a piece of Frost’s heart, and judging by her exhausted form, they understood that she had struggled to rationalize this as much as they did.

Cer let loose of a long sigh before she whacked Frost’s belly with her tail.


“Your only rationalization is ‘Nex’. If I didn’t know any better, then I’d think you were a Beholder too. Heh. Well. What’s done is done. Hey. Are you really that tired?”

“You wouldn’t believe it.” Frost groaned, watching Jury approach.

“At this rate the only thing we can do is hope that you know what you’re doing.” Ber stood beside Jury, leaning against her shoulder. “But hey – Claw of the Amalgam? When’d you get so good with names?”

“I was never bad with them in the first place.” Frost laughed. “… and I appreciate that you three get it. Good to know that you have good heads on those shoulders. Wait – Ahaha – Stop!”

She was immediately flailed by a bunch of fluffy tails, leaving her laughing as Jury sat down to join her.

“No point in having them if no one’s going to listen. But at least you get why we’re so pissed. Look. I hate normal people too, but I ain’t going to go out of my way to Corrupt them. But hey, I’d be lying if I said that Scarlet Logic didn’t have it coming to them.” Cer shrugged, allowing Jury to monopolize Frost as her tail made several loops around her waist. “Someone’s gotta pay for the healers.”

“Hope comes at a price. It should never be the case, but this world is far from the norm.” Magus announced, brushing a hand along the spine of a couch where he then checked for dust. “Pristine! Marvelous! Magnifique! It feels like I’ve entered the body of something! This wood is stronger than it looks!”

“That’s bone.” Res answered. “From Ignis.”

“O-Oh. My apologies… bone?” A question mark seemed to form above his head as he immediately tugged his hand away, wiping the glove against his suit. “B-Beauty comes in many forms. It is in the eye of the beholder after all… Erm…”

“Is it the bone or Ignis that disgusts you?” Cer cocked her head teasingly.

“Preposterous. Dear Ignis is a friend! You see, I’m not a fan of blood, let alone gore. But to each their own. It’s surprisingly reminiscent of marble. What do you call this place, may I ask?”

Suddenly, the front door opened revealing Nav, Ignis and the Alter Frosts. They were greeted with friendly waves as they entered the crowded atrium, happy to see each other again. Nav approached Magus with stern eyes.

“The living room.” Nav answered.

“Carpalis would be pleased to hear that. This is quite a lovely home. Much larger than it appears from the outside.” Magus complemented as Ignis shuffled to the sunken Frost.

“Hey Ignis~” Frost smiled, as did Jury.

“How was the Arbiter’s Council?” Ignis wondered.

“Exhausting. But cool. The Beholders are exactly what we expected them to be. Not a care in the world for the people they run down. Haaaah. Aside from maybe Inflow Direct. I didn’t think they were so concerned about their citizens. Color me surprised.” Frost ranted. “Oh… Sorry. Hey, how was the Library?”

“Fun. Lots of books. None of them made sense to me.” Ignis dejectedly said, lowing her head as Frost reached up to pat her. “I wanted to learn about the bio-thingy.”

“Studying to get ahead?” Frost hummed.

“I don’t want to depend on you forever.” Her sweet voice caused Frost to mellow further into Jury’s embrace.

“At least let me teach you the basics before you get lost.” Frost tenderly spoke before Ignis then asked if Jury was feeling ok.

“Me? Exhilarated! But also tired. I’ve never spoken to so many people before, so it was kind of nerve wracking. Unbelievable for a Beholder to say that, hmm.”

“So long as you get the point across then who cares. Also hiding how you feel is a part of the scheme. I’d say a six out ten.” Cer nodded to herself, fiddling with her sapphire hairclip.

“Gotta put more effort into sounding like you’d murder a village if someone refused you. Big dogs like to use intimidation tactics and fear to get what they want. The difference between a Beholder and some other low lives like Kings is that Beholders also have the bite of a big dog.”

“Jury’s approach is what makes her stand out, no?” Magus raised his cane. “If a big dog is known only for its bite and bark, then what happens when one comes to lick that fearful hand?”

“It’s a dog taste testing its prey.” Nav interpreted it literally.

“Right!? So I’m not the only one!” Cer shouted in agreement.

“No, idiot.” Res sighed. “It goes against the conventions of what’s known about the big dog. For better or worse isn’t something we can measure easily, but I want to say that it worked. Moons had their eyes on you, Jury. In a good way.”

“Yup. Because you got us too.” Ber pointed a thumb at herself. “First time an Atelier stuck out their neck for me. Aside from Galia, but she’s all neck anyway as a snake.”

“Speaking of Galia, did something happen between you back there?” Jury pointed out, instantly silencing the triplets as they communicated through side-long glances.

“… Just something. Nothing big.” Cer brushed it aside, but they could tell that the topic weighed heavily on her conscience. “Just our annual day off.”

“Flower tending. Galia arranges flowers for us every year on the same day.” Ber lightly explained as she scratched the back of her head, her eyes moving off to the side as she contemplated something. “… I mean, I wouldn’t mind explaining. But I think showing would be better. Just…”

“Frost only.” Res was adamant about this.

Neither Jury nor the others complained. It was a topic close to their hearts and they reserved every right and ounce of respect for their decision. Ignis hovered around Ber, clasping a hand reassuringly.

Ignis seemed to understand exactly what was going through their mind.

“… Mm. It’s close to that time of the year. The Blooming Week. The Renewal, before the Rejuvenation Festival at the end of the year.”

Nav didn’t have much information about the Blooming Week, which was widely called the Renewal by the Demi-Humans. It was a cultural phenomenon that occurred in the final weeks of the year before the day of the Rejuvenation Festival.

This festival was colloquially known as the birthday of every Demi-Human. Those of the main continent held theirs at the end of the year, whilst the Beastkin in the continent of Demis – located in the far south beyond Emvita – held theirs in the middle of the year.

This was the first time Frost was made aware of Demi-Human customs. It was also fascinating how Demi-Humans inherited the culture of their distant ancestry. She wanted to learn more, but Nav didn’t seem to know much else.

“CogitO does not appear to have many Demi-Humans or Beastkin as part of their Collection.” Nav deduced. “… this sensation is one I recognize but cannot explain. Frost. What is sorrow?”

… that isn’t something I can explain myself either.

Frost could only speculate on what the Renewal was. But the mention of flowers led her to also associate sorrow with the event. She wondered if the reunion they spoke of with Galia referenced Raoul, so she was optimistic to find out.

Whatever the case was, this was special to not only the triplets, but to Ignis as well.

“We’ll be heading to Atlas when the time comes. Bring flowers if you can Frost. We’ll tell you when. Just… be ready to say hello for us.” Res whispered as Frost reached out to pat her head, instantly bringing back her smile.

“Mhm. I’ll definitely be there.”

The rest of their day was spent leisurely. They had a full day of respite before business needed to be attended to. And of course, the bothered Frost clung onto Jury and this time was the one who initiated an intimate moment between them.

Afterwards, it would be time to meet with the healers.

            

    
        406. Angry Healers? A Blue Moon?

    
    
    
    
                The Asclepien saw more life in the week following the disaster than the entire 15 years it had stood. Countless thousands of injured personnel limped their way to the vast fields surrounding the needle-shaped tower in droves.

Caldera Industries workers arrived missing limbs and their prized weapons. CogitO were brought atop wagons drowning in the pieces of fellow comrades. What was left of the Liquidators were dragged by surviving members for emergency healing.

Even a week after the incident people were still being sent to the doorstep of the Asclepien. The suffering was thick as wails filled the air of a once innocent place. Blood saturated the stone roads and sept deep into the cracks, feeding the undergrowth as an unbearable stench assaulted the noses of new arrivals.

They handled their own personnel poorly, allowing them to thrash and jolt, which only exacerbated their injuries. From those missing organs to others impaled with household objects and rebar – the healers were forced to work through conditions that rattled them to the core.

“A bunch of healers are free over here! Watch your step! Walk around!” A limbless Liquidator roared as a heap of rounded scrap was brought over to a small collection of healers.

“You’re stepping on the injured!” Another called.

Rows of injured were laid out on pale cots as tents were erected to prevent them from roasting in the sun. Hundreds rested as people scrambled between the narrow gaps between. People were trampled upon as the Liquidators struggled to maintain order.

Clashes were inevitable in any space shared by multiple Ateliers. Egos were high, but so were the concerns for fallen associates. It was a shame that their worries were selective.

Where the Liquidators knew how to handle the injured appropriately, others failed to adopt their practices, leading to more work for the healers. They were far too preoccupied with themselves.

“Keep your mouth shut and do something useful than just running your mouth!” A CogitO member argued.

“You have enough prosthesis as it is. We’ll give you one for your mouth if you don’t shut up! MOVE! Hey! Healers! We have another one – GARGH –!?” Suddenly, a bullet carved through the stomach of a Caldera Industries personnel.

A member of the Peace Flock opened fire to subjugate them, leaving them writing on the floor as a healer rushed to their aid.

“Leave the injured where you stand. I will not ask again.” The Peace Flock member warned, watching the bleeding sphere being rolled towards the healers. “Slow it down! Watch where the healers stand, or we will shoot!”

It dripped with blood like a squeezed fruit. The heap of scrap were the crushed remains of multiple Liquidators and civilians, rolled up into a boulder by the invading Impuritas. It was heavy, and the hearts of the healers sunk the moment they plonked it before them with a metallic squelch.

They were long gone, but the Golden Middle members begged them to fix them regardless. Heaps of scrap were peeled away like the skin of a pomegranate, revealing a putrid blend of limbs. None could differentiate who those limbs belonged to anymore as they spilled from the cavity like the yolk of an egg.

“Don’t ask for the impossible.” A Liquidator demanded, speaking over the slurry of blended flesh that quickly pooled. “Healers can't undo death. Collect their scraps and give them a burial. Would you like a shovel?”

Their apathetic words stirred further outrage, even though it was a sincere gesture of help. The situation had barely improved over the course of a week as more and more people were recovered from the ruins, and by now those from furthest reaches of the Nex Megalopolis were finally trickling in.

The most aggravating of injuries were handled internally within the Asclepein. Few of the sacred Perched could be seen walking with the company of the Justicers as they casted a continuous aura of Area Heal.

The situation at the gates dividing the outskirts from the inner parts of the City of Clubs was just as chaotic. Healing liquids were sprayed upon the masses via magical artillery. Columns of smoke trails littered the skies, creating a web as healing liquid showered major settlements.

Entire pools were filled to the brim with the crimson healing liquid. Healers were constantly fed with blue mana potions, some preferring to have them as injectables. The sheer number of injured overwhelmed the poor healers stationed at the gates as many hands reached out for them, desperate for healing.

“… P-Please wait! I can’t heal you all!” A healer cried, unable to keep up with the demand as a Liquidator immediately took her place, pricking every hand with healing Serums.

Not all fronts were quite like this. Further south the healing process was far more organized. There was order to the chaos despite how things seemed. In fact, progress was moving smoothly and faster than anticipated.

Newbie healers had their work cut out for them. Veteran healers were on the brink of exhaustion, but they refused to allow themselves to rest. Their selfless endeavor was the heart of Inflow Direct’s humanitarian effort.

On occasion the Asclepien would cast a light into the Nex Megalopolis like a lighthouse. It created a massive, hundred-meter-wide pale magical circle that surrounded many thousands at once. Particles of light rose from the ground, washing away their injuries all at once before the magic disappeared without a trace.

The healers kindly tended to those in need, kneeling beside their bodies as they uttered words of comfort.

“H-Hello! Sorry if this hurts!”

“Here. This will make you feel better.”

“I’m sorry that people tricked you by looking like us. I promise you that this isn’t poison.”

“If blaming me makes you feel better, then it’s ok.”

They were pitiful. However, this was only with the white-haired Healers.

The other healers who possessed black strands amongst the white tended to their patients in a different tone.

“Would you like me to help you? (Please get out of here already).” One wryly smiled.

“Isn’t this wound curable by a potion? It’s silly to come looking for a healer, huh. (Get the fuck out of my face already).” Another jabbed a Serum into the thick of a person when someone arrived with a mere scratch on their wrist, grinding the needle around to instill as much pain as possible for wasting their time.

“Move it! MOVE IT! Get a high-level healer here already!” Two healers hauling a man on a stretcher ploughed through the sea of healers and their protective guardians, shoving them aside with shoulder charges. “WHAT’S IT GOING TO TAKE FOR SOMEONE TO NOTICE!? WE’RE OUT OF SERUMS OVER HERE!”

“Give me your elbow. I’ll punch it back into place.” One could be heard sneering at child with a dislocated arm. “What are you crying for? You came here for healing. That’s what you signed up for, you… adorable thing (annoying worm).”

It would be humorous if the situation wasn’t so dire. Like the normal healers, they worked their hearts out to help others but carried an incredibly short fuse, especially when it came to avoidable accidents.

“Why the fuck should we have to heal you when you willing took damage? Do you think that we have the obligation to heal your stupidity?” One berated a CogitO representative, causing them to stand there in complete shock.

“We can’t out heal you when you take that much damage! How can we keep you alive if you’re walking up to danger like you want to die!” Another chewed out a legless Liquidator as she tenderly held onto their hand.

Even though their words were savage, they truly did care about their wellbeing. It was a form of tough love. But in truth, it was probably what all healers had always thought. They were just able to speak their minds now.

“GOT IT!?” The healer speaking to a higher up of CogitO reached up to snap her fingers in the face of the katana-wielding woman.

“… I need to smoke something.” Was all she could utter. Were it anyone else then they would be cut down. But the fact that this was a healer of all things rattled her to the core.

She had likely seen enough horrors to turn a hundred mad, yet this was what shook her. The woman brushed her short bangs aside, cusping her forehead before letting loose of a long sigh.

“I think you have the wrong person.” She said. “But I know I have the right one. I thought they were joking when they said the healers have gone crazy.”

“Do I? Maybe you also have the wrong person.” The healer argued before she was shown a symbol etched into the blade of the woman’s katana.

It was a symbol of a blue feather. It glistened in the light of the sun and carried magical properties that rendered it invisible to all but those she chose. In fact, the woman herself was invisible to all as people mysteriously avoided her. To the others, the healer appeared like she was arguing with herself.

“CogitO. We’re here to round you up.”

“Who?”

“Black strand healers. Like you. Someone big wants to say hello according to my intel. The top brass doesn’t like to speak all that much. Just doing what I’m told. Get your friends to head into that tower over there.” She pointed the handle of her blade at the Asclepien, her eyes wandering over to the many rows of injured that lay just outside. “I keep forgetting that this used to be the norm until recently. I’ve been spoiled over in Atlas for too long. Well, that’s a shame.”

“Is that all you have to say?” The healer grumbled.

“I’m not a healer to care what happens to them. Inflow Direct’s gotten softer. Would be easier to cut down their losses or use this as an opportunity to put those guys over into their debt.” The woman saw things in an entirely different lens, thinking only on how to exploit the situation. “Ridiculous. Head over there, ok? Don’t want to get sent on a hell train for one misbehaving healer.”

“Not even going to hint on who this person might be? I know you know.”

“Some person called the Black Dove from what I heard. They have too much heat to be a normal Color. I’m guessing they’re something like the White Wing. Not someone I want to show my face around.” The woman wandered off, seeking for other black-stranded healers.

She blended into the crowd, detected only by the members of Justica Arms who watched her every move with weapons drawn.

“I can’t go anywhere without being suspected.” She pointed her nose to the tiny moon in the sky.

“Just doing what we’re told.” The captain of the small Peace Flock unit repeated the same words the woman shared with the healer, causing her to smirk.

Suddenly, the woman’s hair grew down to her waist as her hair transformed into a deep, reflective blue. Her black suit turned into a similar color, matching well with her ocean-colored eyes.

“Ahaha. Of course Galia would put countermeasures against us. She’s more vengeful than she looks. Hmm~ Consider our encounter a good omen~” She hummed, her voice morphing from deep to a high-pitched, feminine tone as she disappeared into the crowd.

“C-Captain? Are you talking to someone?” One of the Peace Flock members asked with concern.

The man deeply sighed.

“Once in a blue moon you’ll see things you wish you hadn’t. Looks like CogitO’s getting heavily involved now.” He spoke.

“Aren’t they already?”

“You’ll never know until you come across a Blue Moon.” Another laughed as the Captain remained silent. “CogitO never sends them out unless they’re prepared to take drastic action.”

Soon, his laughter subsided as all eyes fell onto the Captain.

“Wait… did you… see one?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I can only give my condolences to those they seek outside of the sphere of the healers. Pray that you never come face to face with one yourself.” The captain didn’t elaborate further; however, it was clear that he was shaken by the encounter.

Because what he saw wasn’t a woman, but a monster having taken the form of his worst nightmare. Blue Moons were capable of psychologically tormenting those that happened to gaze upon them without their knowledge.

Blue Moons were CogitO’s personal Moons that served as their own personal messenger. They are bureaucratic Moons that seldom fought and preferred personal encounters. They were treated as equally an ill and good omen when one came across them by chance.

As their namesake suggested, they were quite rare, and many questioned their legitimacy.

Whatever the case was – CogitO had deployed some of its most powerful personnel onto the chessboard.

For what reason, however, was yet to be determined.

            

    
        407. Bird, Head and Wings

    
    
    
    
                “The Black Dove? Never heard of them.” A voice spoke from amongst the clopping of a hundred leather soles.

It bounced along the reflective surface of the Asclepien’s lobby. The black-stranded healers lined up before the elegantly dressed Perched to be cleared for entry.

“You’re lying. Everyone in the City of Clubs saw what happened in C4. The Corrupted Zone is still there.”

“Those giant towers? The ones that look like giant rectangles?”

“That’s the one. Word has it that they were kicking a Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted around with lightning bolts!”

“Here we go. People are already exaggerating the story.”

“Nuh uh. I saw it from C5’s mountain Injector Site!”

“I just heard that they’re the newest Color around… Is that right, Miss Perched?”

Healers were brought into a private room one by one at a checkpoint embellished by statues of doves and giant, pale feathers that hung above the many cubicle-like rooms that barred the entry into the Ascelpien.

They were undressed within to confirm that they were indeed healers before being allowed deeper. Security was lax. Incredibly so.

Inflow Direct’s security worked retroactively. Liquidators were always present in one way or another, but their primary goal was never to serve as guards. They were well-rounded members that upheld the laws imposed by Inflow Direct, but they did have varying levels of expertise.

The walls, ceiling, and floors of the Asclepien’s lobby were trapped with false hatches. Each hid deadly contraptions equipped with a Serum or Infusion to be used as countermeasures.

Machinery, pitfalls, spike traps, acid showers – the Asclepien rarely allowed Liquidators to set foot within unless they were summoned by Inflow Direct’s leaders. Despite how dangerous this seemed to the healers themselves, one first needed to enter the vicinity of the Asclepien to begin with.

And as easy as that seemed, the truth couldn’t be any further. Breaching into one of the Nests or even a kilometer into the Asclepien would require effort greater than Scarlet Logic’s failure of an invasion.

There was a reason why there was so much dead space between Inflow Direct’s facilities. Their arsenal of close-range Infusions far surpassed their long-range capabilities, to the point where they did not allow themselves to install them anywhere beyond their immediate vicinity…

… less they wished to irreversibly reduce their Sectors to the likes of the City of Spades.

That, and because they feared that it may fall into the wrong hands, much like with Infusion S.

Finally, the Perched answered.

“I am not aware of it myself.” She hummed as she led a healer into one of the booths, their voices heard through the thin walls.

As a result, lobby bustled with the sounds of voices of the healers.

The booths were strangely spacious despite their size. Within was a metal desk fitted against one side where various steel tools laid atop a sterile piece of cloth. An opaque curtain was used to maintain their privacy, and most importantly, a healer’s dignity.

The Perched then continued:

“The Donors are usually the ones who conduct the meetings. The results are then passed over to us by the Mothers. But I did hear that this is quite important. Can you undress for me, please?”

“They’re letting a Color of all people into the Asclepien?” The healer within questioned, wrapping her apparel around an arm like a giant sleeve. “C-Cold!”

“I’m sorry. This just goes on your chest for a few seconds… Mhm. Your hair is also untampered. Ah! That’s right! They are a healer, so I’ve heard.”

An item reminiscent to a stethoscope was used to check the heartbeat of a healer, rather than their breathing. This was to determine whether their bodies were human. There were very subtle differences between each race, and the Perched were trained on this detection method.

It was not foolproof, but it was a baseline reading, nonetheless.

A small needle was also found on the flat end of the instrument, and it painfully pierced into the girl’s flesh. Liquid funneled through a tube connected to the head, pumping a small, trace amount of Serum O – Obscurity.

This was partially an anti-magical Serum that caused certain magic such as shapeshifting, invisibility, camouflage, etc to wane. Had the girl been using such magic then her true form would have briefly shown itself.

The reason why Serum O was partially anti-magical was because it didn’t prevent a person from using magic. It only disturbed it. A fireball affected by this for example would cause it to change in appearance, and behavior depending on the dosage.

The outcome, however, would be mostly unaffected.

Once cleared, the kind Perched, who could have very well been the mother of this healer, plucked a metal brush and began combing through her hair.

“A Color as a healer? So what was that lightning all about? You’re telling me a healer is capable of violence?” The very same healer responsible for telling off a Blue Moon slapped her elbows. “Can I put my robes on now?”

“You’ll be getting a new one. You can leave it on the floor if you want. Stand still for me please. There, there…” The Perched cooed motherly, causing the girl’s face to melt as she indulged in her comforting strokes. “Your hair isn’t dyed or magically tampered with. Now for the painful part… Please stick out your arm.”

“Needles… I hate syringes.” The healer stuck out her tongue. “Ugh…”

“Just for a moment. There. You didn’t feel a thing~”

“Urgh…” The healer complained.

She watched as the Perched squirted the blood onto a metal dish before she placed a red stone into it. The blood boiled immediately, confirming that she was not the fabled Mimicry. Any pieces of Mimicry found would have attempted to defend itself to harmful stimuli, usually resulting in the blood transforming into tentacles, or growing teeth, limbs, or an eye.

“Sorry. This procedure will no longer be a thing soon now that Mimicry’s been found. Identification checks shouldn’t be a problem too as I’ve heard as well.” The Perched patted the girl’s hair affectionately, her sky-blue eyes glistening like jewels. “Done~”

The mention of Mimicry caused the girl in question to seize up. Goosebumps formed across her body as the vivid memory of her encounter with the creature in H9 returned like the sun after a violent storm.

This girl was the same one that Mimicry had protected. She was supposed to be with the Golden Index for recovery, but she adamantly refused, wanting to stay at the front lines despite her inability to heal.

But in truth, she just wanted to feel like she was useful. Deeper than that was also an odd longing to see Mimicry again.

After all, she hadn’t thanked it for saving her from those traffickers…

“Thank you…” She meekly spoke. “Hey, if a healer can become a Color, then that healer is totally not normal. Oh. Do you want me to wear this?”

She was given a black robe instead of the usual light blue ones. It took her a moment to recognize that this was an article. The clothes were nothing special. In fact, it was inferior to her old one.

But she was assured that this was temporary.

“For identification until Act X can supply you with new uniform.” The woman allowed her to redress.

“Uniform? Everyone’s called them robes or clothes. Now it’s a uniform?”

“The Black Dove has requested it to be called as such. The color scheme at least from what I’ve heard.”

“Probably to mark us as useless because we can’t heal anymore. Not without the Serums.” After fitting herself with the robe, which was adjusted with a series of belts to attain the perfect fit, glanced at herself in a standing mirror with a pained expression. “… these feel a lot easier to move in at least. Kind of like what you find on Atelier people. It’s just us?”

“The Black Dove wishes to see you all specifically. She will eventually come to speak with us as well.”

“I don’t get it. Why does a Color have so much sway over things?” The girl asked, twirling the black strands of her hair.

“I often ask myself that when we look to the White Wing. The reason will be revealed when she greets you. She has accumulated fantastic tales of herself recently. It reminds me of when the Green Composer was still around. Great change is in the works. I believe the Black Dove has your best interest.”

“We’ll see about that. Thank you. I always wanted to be a Perched. Guess I’m whatever this is now.” The girl said, forcing a smile before she was embraced by the tall woman.

Her face was buried between her chest, and the sweet perfume of lavender immediately caused her to melt in her embrace. There was a tinge of fear. No. It was far more than just fear. The incident in H9 made the embrace uncomfortable, but because this was a healer, her fears died out in an instant.

It felt like she was in her mother’s embrace again.

“You’re a healer~ And before a healer, you are someone with a beautiful heart. Regardless of what people say about you because of your newfound capabilities, it does not change who you are. Deep down I like to believe that we are just incapable of doing what can now do.”

“… Thank you. Um…”

“Christina. You may call me by my name. Come see me if you feel like you need someone to talk to. I’m always available~ When you seek me, you will find me.”

“Mm. Thank you.

“You won’t tell me your name?”

“Urgh… it feels inappropriate. You’re a Perched.”

“Hm?” The woman did not see this as a problem. She was more confused by what the girl was trying to convey.

“… Alright. Fine. Abigail.”

“Very well, Abigail~”


* * *


The lobby itself was one continuous section that spanned the entire base of the Ascelpien, separated by glass walls and smooth pillars that held the entire structure together.

The immediate outer and central segments were the only walled sections and was where amenities existed for those that lived within the Asclepien, for the Mothers and Father were rarely, if at all allowed to leave the tower.

Of course, these amenities were run only by the Perched. It could therefore be seen as a home purely for the healers. Other than this, and the indoor gardens that would make outdoor botanical gardens blush – it was rather barren.

Every healer protected by Inflow Direct has visited the Asclepien at least once. The indoor garden was usually the only thing they remembered of the place. It served as an induction ground for every healer before they were sent to the Nests.

The Ascelpien was separated into multiple floors, each storing a vast quantity of a Serum. 26 of the Serum pipelines met in the center of the Ascelpien, and at its heights resided a treasury where vials of Infusions resided.

The second floor, however, was where the induction occurred. All new healers were set aside for now as an army of a hundred black-robed healers marched up a spiral staircase so wide that they could comfortably fit shoulder to shoulder.

There were less than 700 healers recorded by Inflow Direct. 100 were rendered useless. The healers in question sweated as they became anxious of their future. They were promised that things would be alright, but was that truly the case?

Many slowed their ascent as if to prolong their lives. Deep down they knew that they were safe, but they also knew what the other Ateliers did to their own when they lost their use. Assuring whispers filled the air, some holding hands whilst others marched along the marble steps steadfastly.

Soon, the lights of the second floor could be seen leaking through the gaps of the staircase. Before long, they were greeted by a wide lobby separated by many shoulder-sized walls, making it appear like a labyrinth.

There were no furnishings aside from select rooms which served as classrooms. Trays of Serums could be found unattended in every room. Tubes filled with a luminous liquid ran through the ceiling like veins, reflected by the pristinely polished floors.

The healers wandered about, wondering what to do as they were left to their own devices. But they never ventured off too far. They were like animals entering a new home for the first time, cautiously tapping at even the walls in case there was something awry.

Suddenly, footsteps could be heard arriving from the central staircase. It easily overtook the commotion of the floor, demanding their attention as all eyes fell to the center. A black-haired figure soon emerged, wearing a black coat made of dark feathers. A large collection of larger feathers was arranged around the neck and shoulder area of the coat like a lion’s mane. A highlight of golden feathers was fused within the mane, but their beauty paled in comparison to the golden eyes of the figure.

They did not even need to announce who they were. Their presence was immediately known as an impenetrable fog of superiority flooded every inch of the floor. But strangely enough, the figure’s smile was the same that a mother would show to their child.

“There’s a lot more of you than I thought.” She observed, a little humored by the finding as she positioned herself in the center. “You must be curious as to who I am. Before I get to that I assume that you are aware that I am the Black Dove, the Black Incandescent Color. And like you, I am a healer –”

She made her point by carving a wound across her forearm, which had become a staple display of her power. Black particles formed along her wound, closing it without a trace. Similarly, the blood disappeared when she planted a boot onto the tiny puddle as she cast [Cleanse].

Then, with a palm held to further demonstrate her abilities, she created a massive fireball. Its heat washed over them like a wave, blowing their hairs back gently as they were left in total disbelief. The flame was so hot that it partially damaged the floor directly beneath her, irreversible warping its reflection.

Even the uneducated fool would know how resilient the material used to create Atelier property was. It was a testament of this person’s power, and a statement that hinted that she was no ordinary Color.

“– And someone capable of violence. Again, just like yourselves. We are the same, wouldn’t you agree?” She said with a happy smile, while the healers could only stare with gaped mouths and dumbfounded expressions.

“I am here to bring you under my wing as the Black Wings, as opposed to the White Doves. Inflow Direct has proven itself to be inadequate in keeping you safe. Our meeting here will serve as an introductory course to the role you’ll be serving for the foreseeable future. Your safety is guaranteed under my wing.”

“H-How are we supposed to trust a Color to protect us if an Atelier couldn’t?” One was brave enough to question, resulting in many nods.

They eagerly waited for an answer.

But this answer was the last thing they could have ever expected.

“Sorry. I should have led with who I really am first. Ahem.” Frost cleared her throat, announcing her title to the audience of a hundred healers. “I am the Amalgam. The Archetype of Amalgamation. My title may not mean anything to you and that is fine. All you need to know is that my authority extends beyond the Ateliers.

It may come as a shock to you, but I am the Head of the Nexus.”

            

    
        408. Induction of the Black Wings

    
    
    
    
                None could readily believe the unreasonable claims that left her lips. The Head of the Nexus? The Amalgam? Archetype? None of the terms meant anything to the healers. All it did was draw unneeded scrutiny to her character.

Though they didn’t say a word, their suspicions were obvious.

However, Frost could see the vibrant, pale colors in their hearts swirl with a slight cloud of blue. Her Leader of Hearts ability allowed her to know what strings to tug in their hearts. This combined with superior The Ultimate Language enabled that blue cloud to intensify by merely standing there.

The latter Ability was essentially a combination of all abilities from the Civilization Corrupted, allowing her to know what motivated them; what their values were; how she would connect their hearts; create inseparable bonds; and most importantly, how to make them the most civilized.

There were no audible, visual, or normal sensory cues. It was an indescribably instinctual drive. Her presence alone was enough to manifest the power. Her words were another method, as was her touch.

And needless to say, Frost could evoke the exact opposite reaction if she willed it. Their RESIST stats were low, therefore allowing her to subconsciously impose her abilities upon them.
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So, when they pressed her for proof, Frost uttered their stats number for number.

“Fractured Doves. Levels range between 5 to 50. I’m curious about your offensive stats. They are hidden with question marks. I assume the Blessing of the Nexus is shocked that a healer has an ATT stat more than 0. Then again, my stats are perfectly fine.”

Frost additionally recited, watching the faces of the healers contort confusedly as they assessed their stats, shocked that she was able to see this.

“No known Atelier either. Inflow Direct has already let you go. Judging from the question marks, you may have also gained a new Skill or Profession.”

“… how… do you know that?” A healer just to the side of her wondered, looking back and forth between Frost and her invisible prompt.

“Who snitched?” Another sighed, folding her arms with displeasure. “As if losing our magic wasn’t bad enough, the title’s now different.”

“You’re talking too much.”

“Relax a bit. This Head healer is like us, so what’s the problem with telling her? Do you want to get exiled like the Wandering Healers?”

“None of us do. But if they know about ‘that’, then it’ll be worse!”

“Shut up already. She’s a healer just like us. Let’s hear her out. Besides… does it look like we have a choice?” Silence strangled them in an instant as they considered that last phrase. Dejected expressions filled their faces as they turned to one another for help, only to find that they were all stuck in the same place, unable to find a way out.

Their sky-blue eyes eventually fell onto Frost. She felt like a mother duck surrounded by a sea of ducklings. Funnily enough, she was the tallest one present. She briefly wondered if all healers were supposed to be short, or if losing their healing privileges had shrunken them.

Then again, she hadn’t seen a tall healer aside from the Perched.

“… we never could think for ourselves anyway. Feels nice to think out loud for once. Now we’re being sent from one organization to another. What makes you so different from Inflow Direct?”

“Yeah. Not one of us thought they were bad like how you’re describing them to be! We know how much they helped us… tch.”

“But was it only because we were healers…?”

They were confused, and their beliefs of their trusted Atelier conflicted with how other Ateliers treated their own. But most of all, they were scared of being cast away. Frost cleared her throat to bring them back to their senses as she approached the nearest healer, reaching out with a single hand.

The healer winced, and Frost’s hand froze until the girl eventually allowed her to touch her head with tender eyes. Frost did not wear any gloves. Her gentle touch caused the healer to stiffen as if she was about to be struck, but soon melted as the irresistible warmth of the Touch of the Black Dove washed her fears away.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean to antagonize Inflow Direct. It’s clear how much effort has gone into the care for us healers. They have no plans to cast you away.” Frost assured with a motherly tone. “All that is changing is that you will be protected personally by my absolute authority, and you will operate under the banner of the Head, and the Amalgam. You are not being severed from Inflow Direct. There are facilities here that are useful to us, and there are people who you have looked after you since you became a healer. I doubt they’d be willing to watch you fend for yourself.”

Gaining their trust was not as easy as it seemed. To them, she was just an outsider. A new figure seeking to exploit them. Her words may have left a positive impression on them, but these healers were not as naive as their pale-haired counterparts.

“Your value to them is not solely based on being a healer. Inflow Direct were vocal on wishing for a solution to keep you safe regardless of your powers. I have ordered for the transition of authority. That way, you won’t have to suffer anymore. What I offer you is a choice. Do you want to live retired from healing, away from the horrors in this world within the Nexus; or, do you want to join me as the Black Wings?”

What changed their perception was the fact that they were given a choice. It was not an order or demand. She gave them the discretion they were once deprived of a healer. Their clouded minds to seek only to heal and do what was ‘right’ had led them to countless bad choices, usually resulting in traumatic experiences, such as the loss of their magic.

The Amalgam added that relinquishing them of their duty did not necessarily mean they had to stay inside of the Nexus. They could go wherever they wished, and she promised to guarantee their security. And they could even revoke that if they wanted.

No one in their right mind would even entertain such an idea, but because she added this, they realized that this person truly did have their best interests in mind. Trusting her was still an issue, but this tiny gesture went a long way in a world where Ateliers meticulously controlled the lives of their personnel.

“What’s that supposed to be?” A healer suddenly asked, raising a hand. “Looking around, it doesn’t look like anyone wants to quit being a healer. So this is the only other choice we have. Black Wings is to differentiate us from the White Doves, huh?”

“Correct. But there is a deeper meaning behind it. I am the Black Dove. You will be my Black Wings. As you are aware, I’m not incapable of doing what must be done. As are you. But I don’t believe that healing is all that you want.”

“… damn right…” One hissed through clenched teeth. “Nothing makes us sicker than not being able to fend for ourselves.”

“I’m tired of seeing Adventurers rely on us for small cuts and bruises. They don’t thank us enough.”

“High-level scumbags will turn to us like we’re the problem when we can’t out heal twenty different damage sources. Even worse when someone dies because of that. We’re the ones that get blamed.”

“Ateliers like to stick our noses in places we’d rather never have heard of. Just because we’re healers doesn’t mean that what we see doesn’t affect us… If being with you means that we can let loose of this pent-up frustration, then give me a sword and let me poke them!”

“I wanna hurt those dirtballs too! Anyone that tries to mess with us should be hit where it hurts!”

“Better yet, it should be us that does it!”

“YEAH!”

They rallied together, throwing their tiny fists into the air to release their resentment. As cute as the scenery was, Frost saw them as a deadly force if they could follow through with their emotions. Better yet, if they were armed appropriately, then they would absolutely tear through whatever was thrown at them.

“Does being your wing mean we get to let loose!?” The one she patted exclaimed, staring eagerly at her with a glimmer of gold in the center of her eyes.

“That’s right. To become my wing means you not only regain your healing powers, but also gives you the privilege to fight under my absolute authority. No Atelier can say otherwise. As my Black Wings, they will instead beg for your aid.”

Frost silenced them as she spoke up, her voice amplifying like a megaphone as their eyes burned with an unstoppable flame.

“The Black Wings have two primary objectives. To heal in situations where regular healers cannot, and to eliminate threats in similar environments. Therefore, the Black Wings are combat-orientated healers. I’ve heard that many of you have struggled to cope with these situations. Unfortunately, this will be the reality of your environment, but you will be well looked after. You may decide to leave now. But know that we will have the means to help you mentally recover.

Time Reverberation will look after you as well. They are the official Atelier that regulates all Ateliers. You will be given cutting edge Atelier Items. You will be respected, feared, and acknowledged by all, for you are my Black Wings.”

Frost captivated them and she removed her hand from the head of the girl. Suddenly, a weapon fell from the sky and into her palms. It was a matte black, bulky weapon roughly a quarter of the size of the healers present.

But the weapon was incredibly light. The reason for this was because of Caldera Industries’ partnership that allowed for the manipulation of its weight. It was unrefined for the most part, and incredibly angular in shape with edges sharp enough to injure its wielder.

However –

“This is the base model of the Talon, called the Standard Talon. It’s a weapon that fires healing bullets, and Justica Arms’ crystal bullets. These are the other protype models in thorough development by Time Reverberation.”
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She handed the Standard Talon to the nearest healer. Her knees bent as she expected it to completely throw her off balance but to her surprise, the weapon was weightless. Justica Arms allowed for their weapons to be wielded by certain people and create conditions where the weapon could only be fired.

Such as the condition for the Justica Arm only being able to shoot those that were not innocent.

There condition applied here was that only healers were allowed to wield the weapon. Otherwise, the weapon would act as a fifty-ton paperweight. Luckily, those that did try to steal the weapon would have a healer right next to them to help them out.

The other models fell into Frost’s hands straight from her Dimensional Storage.

One was a staff-like weapon with a bulky end, capable of firing multiple bullets at once. It was essentially a shotgun plastered at the end of a stick. Its name was Close Talon, as it could be used in close quarters like one of Caldera Industries’ Gravity Hammers.

Another was based on what Galia called the Justica Short Arm; a handgun used as a backup. This was called the Small Talon. Next was a massive one that was easily larger than most healers, with a two-meter barrel. This was the Long Talon, named after the Justica Long Arm.

Finally, they had a smaller version of the Standard Talon called the Short Talon in case they preferred something more maneuverable. One by one, she gave the limited number of protypes out to the closest dozen healers, who wielded it dangerously as reminded them that those bullets never miss, so long as the target’s AGI was less than 120.

“… Are we replacing Scarlet Logic?”

“No. Scarlet Logic’s operations are flawed. I would never subject you to what they do to their own. Please. Try the weapons out.” Frost hummed, watching them stare at each other in confusion.

“Huh? O-On each other?”

“Guess one hundred is too much.” One joked as Frost suddenly folded her arms, patiently waiting for them to do something.

“… Hey… Don’t tell me…” Thankfully, one was fast to catch onto what Frost wanted, refusing to aim the weapon at her. “You want us to shoot you with this? It has a total of 3,600 damage! It can obliterate anything that isn’t a Moon with these stats!”

“Who do you think I am then?” Frost uttered, urging them to shoot. “Besides. We can’t go damaging the Ascelpien. How about this. To begin your initiation, you must shoot at me –!”

Before she could finish, a bullet slammed against her face, causing crystal particles to obscure her. She was soon bombarded by high-powered, crystal bullets as the low-pitched rumble of the weapons broke the air like the crack of lightning. These bullets did not teleport to their destination. Rather, they were propelled at a speed faster than the speed of sound.

A magical circle formed at the tip of the barrel, creating a giant, golden cylinder which was linked to another just two meters in front of it. The bullet temporarily teleported between the two before it was flung like a regular bullet.

Frost was spectacularly coated in crystal dust. Her body glistened in the light as the bullets were shrugged off like they were no more than droplets of rain, much to the shock of the healers. When the dust along her face subsided, they were surprised to see that she was entirely unscathed.

“No way…”

“After all that and she’s still standing. She’s not a Color at all…”

“You’re telling me… 1,800 ATT and it did nothing but blow a few feathers off? Shit… She’s in the territory of the Moons.”

“More than that if she could get Inflow Direct to hand us over to her. She might really be the Head of the Nexus!”

“No kidding…”

Few of her ruffled feathers glided down into the palms and on the noses of a few healers like a fallen petal.

“Now then, pass it onto the next healer. We have plenty of time before we can go over your induction.” Frost applauded with a happy smile unbefitting for someone that was just riddled with bullets. “Also! Is there someone named Abigail here?”

“Yes!?” The girl stood on her toes to stand over the sea of healers.

Then, Frost asked her a simple question.

“There is a person that wants to speak with you. I will escort you to them following the induction. I think you may already be well acquainted with them from H9.”

Her eyes immediately widened for she knew exactly who Frost was talking about.

“… Mimi… Cry…”

“What was that?” A healer whispered.

“Nothing… It’s nothing. Mhm. O-Of course! I’ll be happy to go!” Abigail exclaimed.

            

    
        409. Taking in The Scenery

    
    
    
    
                There were so many things to do but there was only one Frost. The induction of the Black Wings had taken much longer than she anticipated. A few hours turned to sixteen as she thoroughly imprinted herself onto them.

The healers were ignorant to everything that wasn’t within their sphere. It was as much of a teaching session as it was one to get them attuned with the Talons. Nevertheless, it worked out as both helped prepare them for the inevitable transition into their new roles.

It wouldn’t take a day. A week was too short as well. A month minimum was a more realistic timeframe. They were fast learners, but their inexperience was a pitfall Frost wanted to avoid. So, she devised a plan to have them partake in simulations under the guidance of the Golden Middle.

Frost was by far the least qualified person to teach tactics, combat, and anything similar. What she could do however, was lay down a code of conduct and pass on her modern healing techniques, such as CPR, the proper usage of tourniquets, what vital signs meant (for humans), etc.

In a world where warfare was centered around magic and the equivalent of extremely mobile artillery – anything she knew was either useless or dangerous to teach.

Additionally, the ImpulseWorks Sites would work well to prepare them for real world situations. Fighting against Corrupted and supporting Workers with their Talons is how Frost envisioned them to function in the future.

“Am I tackling too many things on my own again?” Frost wondered to herself, followed by a long sigh.

The roaring winds blew her hair back as she rode along Snap’s back. She was alone for the first time in what felt like forever. Grass plains surrounded her as the distant silhouettes of the great wall of the Nex Megalopolis sat in the backdrop, barely moving.

It was midnight. Not a single soul could be found in Brandar’s vast plains she traversed along Snap’s back, basking in the moonlight as she fell into deep thought. She travelled with Snap out of the City of Clubs, heading straight to H10.

“Brrr. Zzzzt!” Snap buzzed, causing Frost to softly smile.

“Yeah. The Black Wings aren’t the only group I have to keep my eye on. We have the Moons, Time Reverberation, the Ateliers… Ugh. Until we get everything working, I’ll be up all day and night with you. Sorry if it’s tiring for you, Snap.” Frost caressed its coat apologetically. She couldn’t be more thankful for Snap’s eagerness to help her out.

“Zzzz!” Snap enthusiastically whined.

“At least you’re having fun.” Frost laughed, watching the now peaceful plains that were once plagued by the Impuritas.

The endless swarms that once spilled into Brandar felt like a bad dream. No one knew why they stopped appearing, and she hoped it would stay this way. But that would be wishful thinking.

There was no end in sight so long as the Hearts were alive.

Was it the Heart of the City that stopped it?

Suddenly, a soft snore could be heard somewhere behind her. It broke her out of her trance as she turned to see the pale hair of a certain healer.

Nestled deep within Snap’s fur, and wrapped cozily in a cot made from steel string was Abigail. Frost had promised to reunite her with Mimicry, as per its request. Mimicry never explained why it wished to see her, only that it was an indescribably desire.

“Maybe Mimicry imprinted on her like a duckling. Ducks do that right? They think the first person they see is their parent?” Frost wondered, watching a giant train in the distance chug towards the Nex Megalopolis.

It arrived from the far east where the continent of Spiritas resided. The coast was apparently a safe haven much like that tiny village where they met the healer Pina. A cruise ship-sized train periodically arrived and transported hundreds, to thousands at once.

Curious, Frost wondered if Caldera Industries also manufactured ships. How else were they supposed to traverse the seas separating the major landmasses?

“Likely. But they could also use the same trains to traverse the seas.” Nav, her trusty living handbook, immediately answered her call.

“I thought so. Would be cool to see ships though. Aquatids or giant whales would work too. Like with what we saw in H3.” Frost spoke out loud.

“Brrrrr! Bzzzzz!”

“You think so too, Snap?”

“I’d love to see that for myself.” Nav whispered tenderly. “But the work is piling on rapidly –”

“I’ll make some time for you tomorrow, or the day after. I gotta deal with the Moon first thing in the morning. Maybe we’ll go for a midnight visit! H3 isn’t that far away from H10. I’d teleport but we need to wait 24 hours. But with Jury, we can cut that down to less than three hours.”

“Very well. I shall take you up on your offer.”

“Good. It’s not good to stay holed up in the Nexus all the time… is what I want to say, but there’s no safer place for you.” Frost wore a smile as though Nav was right next to her. “I asked Enoch to consult Kissaria for repairs. If we’re lucky, we can go get you another cupcake at the same time!”

“I’d love that.”


* * *


Snap scaled the side of the Nex Megalopolis, jumping from side to side. Industrial pipes ran alongside them, venting steam from the many forges and amenities found throughout the cities. They were massive and made from an orange alloy Frost believed to be copper. Knocking on one caused the high-pitched vibrations to travel for hundreds of meters on end.

She held her breath as Snap reached the tip of the wall, allowing them both to share a sight that many could only dream of. The world went on as far as their eye could see. Grassy plains meshed with the countless cityscapes. Villages the size of the Village of Virt could be seen prospering beside peaceful rivers.

The walled sanctuary caused her heart to flutter as she watched the world move regardless of the wars, the Corrupted, the problems… She was awed by the tenacity of the living.

And the world was too big to be the center of it all. She was the protagonist in her own tale, but a mere side character in the lives of others. A passing blip in the forward of a grand tale.

What would life be like living as a normal person there? A part of her wondered how different her life would have been had Iscario left her alone. A sentimental wave crashed upon her as her eyes glistened beneath the countless stars.

As much as she dabbled on the ‘What Ifs’, nothing made her prouder than her contribution to the world before her eyes.

“… A normal life’s pretty impossible for us, huh?” Frost patted Snap’s head. “We saved the Nex Megalopolis. The lights are still on because of us. No one but us knows how much you helped us fight for their lives, Snap. No one’s going to know a page of what we did. But I’m happy that we did something.”

Frost panned her head around, seeing the mysterious blue glow that filled the skies above the City of Strings. The distant Asclepien could even be seen from where they stood, as well as Scarlet Logic’s ravaged spire. She saw the big red heart that illuminated the heights of the City of Hearts, and Carpal Tower which shimmered like a diamond in their city of gold.

Then, Frost looked over her other shoulder, seeing the mountains of Dwarhelven. Further to the east of it were the dunes of an endless desert. West was nothing but Brandar’s plains, and south was much the same until it was blocked by a mountain range within Emvita’s shallows.

“Bbbbbrrrrrr~”

“Exactly. The Nex Megalopolis is so small. And we’re even smaller.” Frost looked up at the Nexus, her eyes climbing its pale form until she could physically no longer climb any further. “One step at a time. I don’t want to trip on my own feet or run before I can walk. I’m already feeling the pressure, but it’s not so bad when you get a sight like this to wake up to every day. Right Snap~?”

“*Snap*”

“Ahaha. One day, there’ll be no ruins. There’ll be no bloodshed or monsters that terrorize the night. The walls remind me a lot about that world. Let’s make it better.”

“Brrrr~!”

“And Abigail.”

“… Did you know I was awake?” Abigail whispered, awed by her perception.

“Nothing gets past me.” Frost casually spoke, throwing off Abigail who suddenly found it difficult to believe that this person was actually the Head. “Oh, and don’t look down if you’re afraid of heights.”

“… I’ll be fine. Um… what are we doing up here?”

“Returning to H10. You’ll be meeting Mimicry there. Just don’t call it Mimicry. Please.”

“I can do that. No problem… er… t-thanks for the ride.” She wondered where the steel strands even came from. “This Anid can make metal strings… it’s tough.”

“Oh, no. Those are mine~” Frost stuck out her hand, demonstrating her power.

Abigail couldn’t act any more surprised.

“What the hell – How many skills do you even have?” The girl nearly shouted.

“Too many to count. Why do you think I’m called the Amalgam?” Frost joked.

“Good point…”

“Oh!” Frost accidentally scared the girl with her quick shout. “By the way, did you want something to eat? We’re going to head past a few towns before we hit the 6th Branch. Chances are people are still selling food. I know Snap’s hungry. Sorry. The Asclepien didn’t have anything to give.”

“Brrr~”

“W-Wait a second… Time out. Are you really the Head?” Abigail wanted to know once and for all. Frost’s casual tone was so different from the one she used when inducting them that the girl nearly believed she was an entirely different person.

The question came from out of the blue, taking Frost by surprise as she brought her gaze down from the Nexus and kindly drilled them deep into the girl’s starlit eyes. Whilst hers reflected the dazzling stars above, Frost’s seemed to carry them all. They were not a reflection, but a window to the cosmos itself.

Her golden eyes held a subtle glow, appearing like stars as she gave the girl a motherly smile.

“I am. I am the Head of the Nexus. I thought I made myself clear. But I can’t blame you for suspecting me. Proving it is always the hard part. Harder when people are afraid.”

“… I still don’t know what to think.” Abigail averted her eyes.

“Maybe Mimicry can convince you. We shouldn’t keep them waiting. I’m sure our friends are expecting us soon.” Frost said. There was no point in trying to convince someone when she had little proof to begin with.

But hearing it from others would certainly cement this as a fact sooner or later. Regardless, Frost had her moment of respite and that was all that mattered to her in the end. Long days were ahead of her, and they’d only get harder until the end of the year.

And as they descended the wall Frost couldn’t help but wonder what the triplets were up to now that they had newfound titles.

A wry smile suddenly formed on her face.

Hopefully not to brag or abuse it. I trust Res to keep them in check…

            

    
        410. Moons in The Common Hub

    
    
    
    
                “Heh. Hehe. Hehehe…”

An evil chuckle left a certain smug wolfwoman. Standing in the middle of the crowded streets of the Common Hub was Cer. The thoughtless woman didn’t stand off to the side, but instead planted herself in the center as people walked around her like an obstacle.

Receptionists just across the black-bricked road at the Reception stared at the wolfwoman with blank eyes, wondering just what the hell she was doing. They remembered her as a Moon that was temporarily stationed with them a few months back. She wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, and that was putting it lightly.

Not to mention that she was the source for 90% of all Receptionist-related complaints at the time.

“Is she ok?” An Avian Receptionist, whose arms were wings and decorated with colorful feathers tilted her head.

“Best not to get involved. She has those weird stripes on her. I heard that she’s become the security for the Nexus.” A fox-eared Demi-Human answered, fanning her fabulously fuzzy tail with a paper fan. “Red and gold on a black suit, and an armband with the picture of a blue fang. That’s how you can tell them apart.”

“Yeah, but how many people actually know that?” Another Demi-Human with the horns of a ram and patches of wool growing in various exposed parts of her body, such as her neck, wondered with a sweet voice. “The Stars told us. I don’t think the Blessed are aware of the shakeup yet.”

“Well if she keeps that up then people are going to associate anyone wearing that suit and armband as mentally deranged.” The fox-eared woman sighed, wincing as Cer’s grin stretched from ear to ear.

The woman folded her arms, immersing herself in the voices of the ignorant as she smugly said:

“Heh. They don’t know I’m the Fang of the Head.”

“That’s because they think something’s wrong with your head.” A voice suddenly interjected from the sidewalk. Standing beside a magical signpost lit up with cursive writing was Res.

Her disappointed look failed to faze Cer as the she held her ground, reveling in her newfound title as the masses idly walked by. The faces of the Common Hub were no longer filled with smiles and happy conversations. Tales of suffering came to light as Receptionists worked hard to receive them as they entered, many in tattered apparel as tears dripped from their cheeks.

The 6th Branch had begun receiving Blessed at a steady stream. They sent them directly into the Central Relay where stationed Stars warmly welcomed them before they were directed into the Common Hub. Due to the climate of the Nexus, many stores either cut down their prices or offered food, water, clothing, and access to all sorts of amenities until things calmed down.

What made Res angry was that Cer did not seem to take the situation seriously. Ber on the other hand could be seen in the background proactively helping various Receptionists distribute cooked meals, made by her, and a small team of cooks from the same café that hosted the first meeting between Frost and the Arbiter.

Although, it wasn’t Ber that sought to help them. Rather, she was the one that people came to. Her height made her appear more reliable than her sisters. Not that they were aware they were sisters to begin with. Ber usually stuck by with Cer and her antics, but a core part of her had changed ever since she overcame her Corruption.

She was vocal. Far more than she had ever been, shouting and delegating commands to volunteers. Her actions didn’t fit the story of her being one of Heads of Security for the Nexus, but it was an act that many cherished.

Ber wore a serious face, however. As much as she wanted to smile, there was an air of awkwardness that surrounded her when it came to dealing with so many people. But the way her tail wagged side by side like a waving flag made it clear that she was happy.

Patties of meat were formed in the blink of an eye. Meat was butchered before anyone could even blink. Stock was sieved, stews were tended with, and seasoning showered from the skies in a magical display that caused weeping children to smile in awe.

Her method of cooking was rustic and quite primitive, but explosive and highly entertaining. Any advanced methods were left to the cooks. It was out of her scope, and Ber seemed to trust them.

Only because they were Blessed, however.

Cer couldn’t help but to wonder how they’d react if they knew just who they were cooking with.

“Hey. Cer. Don’t let the title get to your head.” Res firmly warned, still speaking from the sidelines. “You’ve let it happen once when you become a Moon. And once before that when Raoul was still around.”

Cer didn’t turn to face Res. She was fixated on something beyond the light at the end of the tunnel ahead. Something stirred in her mind for what felt like minutes on end before she answered.

“Well, that’s my phase of the Moon. It’s hard to not feel anything when you’re a part of something big.” Cer shrugged. “This time it’s different. I know it is. Cause look at where we are now. We’re at the top. The pinnacle. Who the hell can say otherwise?”

She said this as a sea of the faceless many passed by, intruding on the light at the end of the tunnel as it dwindled like a struggling candleflame. She was dwarfed by everything around her. Even the incinerator bins – which were found on every street in the form of cylindrical tubes – were large enough for her to fall right into.

“There are so few of us Blessed. But there’s so many more people in this world. We made it Res. Let me cherish this for as long as I can.” Cer then threw both hands onto her hips, grinning to herself.

It was impossible to tell if her grin was fake or genuine. But Res knew which one it was and glared at her in response, her tail moving back and forth between her legs like a pendulum. She sensed Res’ gaze and deeply sighed, bringing a hand to her head where she pushed away the stray strands of hair.

“Sis. I get why you’re concerned, but you should be more worried about yourself. The Renewal starts soon. You should be preparing the most. I’m just a stray dog basking in the glory days when I could bark and boast that our ‘oh, big brother!’ was a Syndicate leader.

Cer unexpectedly muttered.

“Serum G’s running out of our body with every flower we pick and piss we take. Don’t forget, Sis – This is just one of the phases of the moon. Remember when Raoul used to tear away the forget me not flowers? Go get mad at him.”

“I hate that you can admit it now.” Res hissed.

“Serum G made us shake uncontrollably. Back in the Derma Layer it refused to let us remember. The fog’s clearing up now. I want to be the first to overcome it. That way…”

Cer trailed off, her eyes widening as her voice betrayed her. There was more she wanted to say, but something deep down prevented her as she knocked on the side of her head, bringing herself back. Her crimson eyes mellowed, and she looked down at her hands as she counted her fingers, then stroked her jaw.

“… Hah. Heh. Nothing’s going to get through him.” Res watched as the light at the end of the tunnel disappeared, and with it so did the luster in her eyes. “Still gotta try… I almost don’t want to go to Atlas.”

“It’ll be good for you. I’m dragging you there whether you like it or not. You can’t keep substituting things forever.” Res threatened, pardoning herself as she turned her back to Cer.

“And you can’t keep pretending to keep that façade up. Sooner or later those lenses are going to fail on you, and you’ll see what the world is really like.” Cer warned, tapping the floor unmelodically with a foot. “No rest for us. But the low lives down there can rest all they want. If it were up to me, then I’d come crashing down onto them right here and now.”

“We are expected to uphold standards. Frost’s eyes are on us. Everyone will be looking at us as an example. It’s our chance to get rid of the Jester stigma.” These were Res’ parting words before Cer poked around at her status screen, her eyes falling down at the bottom where a single Ability sat.

“Even though we still have it.”


ABILITY: Jester

< The true laughingstock of those who remain untrue to themselves >


 

Cer then turned to Ber, who no longer possessed that ability. Her eyes turned into one of envy, but it wasn’t the hostile kind. It was one of thankfulness and longing. She was happy to see that Ber had at least broken free from her shackles.

Where does mine begin, and where does it end?

Cer couldn’t see anything on her wrists or ankles, and yet she could feel their weight clamp down on her. Unbeknownst to all was that the reason why Cer stood in the center of everyone was not because of her idiocy, but because of these very chains.

And even so, she was invisible to eyes of those that walked by her. Not a single person seemed to notice her. Her eyes stood proud and taut as she listened to the voices of hundreds. But to her, the words they spoke were incomprehensible.

It was like the electrical buzz of a machine.

She closed her eyes as if to sleep on the spot. The droning sounds lulled her to rest until suddenly –

“You’re Cer right!?”

– Someone suddenly grabbed onto her arms and attempted to shake her awake, but to no avail. The voice was feminine, with a strange masculine accent that threw her off as she opened her eyes and was met with a pair of vibrant, green ones.

“I remember those eyes! You’re the Lyre – Er, wait – the Moon from F-H5! One of the Amalgam’s buddies that helped me!”

This person was Ara, and she presented herself with baggy, long pants that were far to large for her. The shirt underneath her green, leather coat could barely contain her massive chest, never mind the coat that was impossible to button up.

Underneath one could see bandages wrapped around her chest to hide its size. If one ever felt useless, then they just needed to see the bandages to instantly feel better. That was how useless they were.

Cer could barely even see her through her chests as she looked up at the eccentric Ara.

“You do remember me, right? Right!? I’m the musician! A new Blessed! I’m practically one of you now! By the way, do you know where the restrooms are? I’ve been looking around in that Central Relay place until a Star told me that there’s nothing past the white walls. Can you believe it? I thought it was one giant expanse!”

“Listen. Bongo drums.” Cer began, causing Ara to rapidly nod. “… how did you not see the giant opening? It’s the only one.”

“Well… I was kinda disoriented. But hey! Nice to see a familiar face up here! So this is the Nexus! I didn’t know you were a Receptionist by the way!”

A sudden idea came to Cer’s mind, curing her of her boredom.

“Hehe. You came to the right place. As a matter of fact, I was waiting for you. Moons can see anyone that uses the Hyperlink Relays. Makes us practically omnipotent.”

“Really!?”

“Heh. You wouldn’t know the end of it. Stars? *Spits* What are they to one of us?”

“Hey – No, Cer – There is no way I’m letting you take him around!” Res exclaimed, briskly rushing towards them before Cer suddenly took her hand and began moving through the crowd.

“Tch. Quick! She’s the Nex tax collector! Move – MOVE!”

            

    
        411. A Moment of Self-Reflection

    
    
    
    
                The rustling of fabric could be heard within one of the rooms of their private manor. Hidden from the prying eyes and ears of all, the Amalgam undressed from her black Coat of Prejudice and into her formal apparel.

She undid the tiny buttons that hid underneath the golden strip. It ran down the middle of her coat, beginning from her collar. The coat fell to her ankles as she shed it like a second skin, leaving her in only simple black shirt, shorts of the same color, and opaque tights.

Boxers were present beneath the tights. Anything else was a big no go for her. As much as she had grown accustomed to this body, Frost was not going to wear panties or anything remotely close.

Yet at least. One of these days that’ll change. Today isn’t one of them.

Frost leaned into a standing mirror that stood just beside a small dresser beside her cozy queen-sized bed. The covers and pillows were neatly arranged as if they had yet to be used. She and Jury always cleaned up every morning to spare them the trouble of explaining why a pillow was found meters away from the bed, or why the blanket was mysteriously tucked away under the bed.

She turned a slight red remembering her intimate moments on that very bed as she stared into her own reflection, tracing a finger over her cheek before breaking into a small grin.

“I still have those eyes, huh.” She happily hummed as her eyes lingered on her form for a short while.

She rarely had the time to thoroughly check herself since returning to the Nexus. Usually, it was Jury that checked for her.

She looked down at herself, slowly removing her shirt as she cupped her still tiny chests in both hands and squeezed.

“… Not much change today. I’m still confused as to what made me grow all of a sudden. I know it was from hatching from the egg, but it’s weird that I was even able to.” Frost spoke to herself, moving her hands to her arms as she felt her supple flesh. “The same thing happened to Ber but that was post Corruption. Mine was before it happened…”

Defined muscle used to riddle her body in place of the soft, tender skin. When she struck a pose to flex her arms, all she saw was a beautiful woman who couldn’t hurt a fly. That was until she glared at herself, but even that was rather… infatuating.

“It’s not like I care. I like this body better anyway. I just don’t look threatening at all. But I’d rather that I stayed like this than get any bigger.”

As much as she didn’t want to admit it, there was a small sense of aversion she had for her own body. Mostly because of the newfound growth of her chest. She was comfortable in her body as it was. She didn’t want, let alone need it to change any further.

“The eggs, huh. They’re made from Genesis Stones but no one seems to have seen those eggs before.” She stripped herself of every article besides her boxers, dumping them into her Dimensional Storage afterwards as she placed a palm on her stomach.

“Not sure what Jury likes about it, but I guess I can’t complain since I like hers too. Been a while since I’ve spoken to myself like this. Reminds me of my time in the Village of Virt…”

She trailed off suddenly as she pulled out Die Agonosis from the Dimensional Storage, brushing a thumb against the soft end of the diaphragm. The pale object cast a faint light in the dimness of the room. This was the Atelier Item that saved Ber’s life and caused that ‘egg’ to form.

So what caused Frost’s to form then? Was it this, or was it something linked to blazing purgatory she found herself in? Whatever the case was, those eggs were something to consider. It was a tragedy that no one else knew anything else.

She reached into the air and drew the golden and black apparel that became synonymous with her identity as the Amalgam.

She slipped on an undershirt before donning the coat. The red ribbons that draped from her elbows coiled by her ankles, fluttering the moment she buckled the leather straps around her waist and chest.

For a moment, she recalled the paper eggs that the Librarians used.

If there’s anyone that has an answer, then it’s them.

Once her trousers were on and tightened with a belt, and her black leather boots were fitted comfortably on her feet – she stared into her reflection with unwavering conviction. The simple change of apparel transformed her aura entirely.

Where the Black Dove was a mysterious entity that appeared as an Angel to most, and a Demon to others; this oozed with utter divinity. One could tell where she stood in the hierarchy of the Nexus at a single glance. Even Blessed would stop and stare in awe, which was why she avoided entering the lower floors wearing this.

Once fitted, she slipped on her still-broken Dream Shatterers and feasted on her immaculate form before departing from her manor.

No one was present. Books sprawled across the floor of the Atrium. Half belonged to Nav, and the other to the Star Child. While Nav gorged on simple picture books, the Star Child devoted herself to half-completing books that even Frost would struggle to understand.

Chemistry. Astrophysics, as if physics wasn’t hard enough. Frost crouched over and picked up one of the Star Child’s books. An adorable golden sticker in the shape of smiling star was stuck on the corner of the page. It was used as a bookmark by the child.

Where she received the sticker from was as mysterious as the materials that made it, because when Frost attempted to use Analyze Object she was met with a prompt notifying her of her failure.

“… it’s like a gemstone. But there’s a light in the center of it. It looks like a star.” Frost spoke to herself, holding it against the light before she indulged in the book…

… Only to then gently place it back down before she dusted her hands like she had nothing to do with it. She couldn’t even decipher the first line, for it was the beginning of a three-page equation detailing something about the stars.

At least from what she could tell.

… I’ll take magic any day over that, thank you very much.

The text inflicted mental damage upon her. Maths was never her strong suit. Granted, she was pretty good at it but nowhere near this level of competency. Her mind was fried for a moment as she sifted through the books, cleaning up after them. She took an interest in the topics they studied. Everything the Star Child read related to space, but also strangely nature and other simpler things.

A book titled: “How to make a cupcake!” was one of the outliers that caused her to scratch her head. “Imagination: how to visualize like a pro.” was another.

So these scam books are also in Anna’s library. No author is named on any of the books too.

Frost noticed this as she further investigated the books, surprised by the finding. Nav then suddenly answered her.

“Information held within the Eternal Library is owned by the Eternal Library. It is therefore the sole author, publisher, and distributor of all books. Hence why there is no name… Did I startle you?”

Huh? No, it’s fine. I’m just cleaning up before I head into the Arbiter’s Council to meet up with the Moons. Were you busy?

“I was engrossed by my non-fiction and fiction books. This world we live in seems to be the kind that many from your world idolize.”

I think we’re just fascinated by new things. Sorry. Did I bother you?

“My focus is always 100% even when split. I can comfortably read and converse simultaneously of up to a hundred different inputs. As you can see from all the books laid bare by the Atrium, I’ve been reading them all at the same time.”

You can do that!? That’s impressive!

“I like to call it efficient. However, I do have trouble immersing myself in those tales. Picture books hold little information. Frost. Why are all children’s books written as moral stories?” Nav asked from out of the blue as she began carefully piling Nav’s books on a nearby coffee table.

“I think it’s to teach kids their rights and wrongs. So many problems stem from childhood, so getting them on the right track at the beginning helps them in the long run.” Frost explained, but Nav didn’t seem to understand it.

“To help them develop? I can understand that, but why are thing more impactful at childhood? They can change in the future, no?”

“Nav.” Frost spoke out loud as she picked up a picture book detailing a violinist and a pianist performing on the same stage in an empty auditorium. “I don’t have an explanation, but I think it’s better to expose them to those stories and present them in a fun way. Learning those important lessons. Children like to latch onto things. I’m sure the person I am now is mostly because of my upbringing.”

“Yet you don’t remember it.”

“Please don’t overcomplicate it. What are you really trying to ask me?” Frost went for the throat, speaking as kindly as possible to her dear friend.

“… I wonder myself. I adore the picture books despite their simplicity, and strange complexity. But as a machine, it is difficult to grasp what I want. It is even more difficult to understand how I feel when I read those books.” Nav admitted as Frost skimmed through the book.

The tale was about two musicians whose faces had never been seen. A pianist, and a violinist. Both used to play for thousands in an auditorium, but it could never last forever. In time, the seats became empty, and before long the pianist gave up when they saw their efforts were fruitless, whereas the violinist played even though no one could hear their song.

Frost interpreted it as a story revolving around passion. To do something even if it was fruitless. To do the things that didn’t require the validation of others.

Nav, however, saw it differently.

“It was their calling. A purpose. When there were no more spectators to watch, the pianist had lost their purpose. But the violinist never did. Though I wonder how they felt…”

The book had no title. Neither did the others that Frost found. Many of the books Nav read related to the senses of the human body; one’s conviction; and the scenery of fantastical worlds.

Nav was a soul stuck in a machine. It was clear that she desired to break free and experience these things in full. Her senses had degraded considerably since they first met in that shallow lake, and it only fueled her desire for the cupcake that promised to restore it however temporary it was.

The final book Frost moved was one about cavities and the dangers of eating too much candy.

“At least you’re able to question things. And… I’m sorry I can’t answer them all.” Frost said sadly, setting that one book in particular aside from the rest. “Good to know that speaking to myself doesn’t distract you. Oh and uh… well, you probably heard what was going on in my mind just then.” She sheepishly said with a sigh.

“It’s the consequence of being what I am. I enjoy invading your privacy.” Nav teased in her usual monotone voice. “Should you really be staying there cleaning? I feel like the Moons will not appreciate a tardy Amalgam.”

They’ll be getting all the time in the world afterwards. When I’m done with them, Jury will have a long talk with them before we open her Workshop. We’ll learn from Galia. Afterwards we’ll be at another meeting. But not before we get you out into H3.

“I am looking forward to it!”

            

    
        412. Unexpected Meeting With The Stars

    
    
    
    
                There were many secrets of the Nexus still yet to be uncovered. One was how the Subfloors were created, and how the system recognized Justica Arms as a partner of the Arbiter, exactly like how Carpalis was to Magus.

She didn’t know if Jury was her System-recognized Beholder just yet, but she figured that would change as soon as she established her Workshop beside the Floor of Amalgamation. None of these, however, compared to the mystery that was the System itself.

It was unclear if the Nexus was the one responsible for its inception, and looking deeper into the status of the Nexus itself revealed that there was only one Advent officially attached to it: The Eternal Library.


< Status of the Nexus >

Upper Sanctum | Stable

Middle Sanctum | Stable

Lower Sanctum | Stable


< Advents of the Nexus >

Eternal Library | Stable


Stable referred to the state of the Nexus. So long as there were no intruders or complications then the Nexus was considered stable. The closest example of an unstable state would be a Floor’s Awakening, or the Librarians invading the Eternal Library. Thankfully, neither had yet to occur.

The lower floors of the Nexus blared with a high-pitched buzz. A message was broadcasted from the Reception to announce that the Blessed would not have to spend Nex to remain within for the next few months. Their small price of this paradise would be covered by the Beholders for the time being. Due to the bottleneck that was the sole Hyperlink Relay Site in H10, the Blessed could not feasibly leave and return without at least a 24 hour wait.

The reason for this was because there was a chance that people could teleport inside of another person. With how crowded the 6th Branch had become, the last thing they wanted was to clean up another few hundred bodies, and deal with another few thousand bereaved family and friends.

The Reception was one of the ways Frost could communicate directly with the Blessed. So long as they were within the Nexus, of course. It was also where raids were conducted. It was unknown how the Reception came to be as it was a structure unlike anything else in the Nexus, for it was not made by the hands of the living.

The Stars insisted that it had existed for as long as the Nexus has been around. Anna could not confirm or deny this. After all, she had only known the bookshelves of her library for the last 300 years.

Frost winced, refusing to scratch the itch of frustration behind her head as she strode down the pale halls. The clopping of her leather soles echoed thoroughly along the walls, making her presence known.

Various Stars stood on the edges of the hallowed halls like statues, each wearing uniquely designed pale and blue robes. Each were decorated with a hint of gold as they wore trinkets in the form of bracelets, necklaces, earrings, and elegant headpieces.

Unlike the Moons who were primarily made up of women, the Stars mostly consisted of men. Humans, Elves, Dragonkin, Avians and even Mycelli were amongst the races of the Stars. There was one in particular who wore a red scarf to hide her mouth. This person was a vampire as revealed by her status.
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	LEVEL : 200
	ORIGIN : Vampire
	
HP : 30,000


	ATT : 2,000
	MAG ATT : 1,800



	ATT DEF : 2,000
	MAG DEF : 2,000
	
MP : 7,800


	RESIST : 350
	AGI : 65









The stats of all 35 Stars of the Nexus fell into a similar range, varying at most by a 1,000 difference. As one can tell, they were not as powerful as the Moons or their Red Giant counterparts. But they were fast, and most importantly, devoted to the Nexus if the little quip underneath their names was anything to go by.

Their heads were lowered, but their eyes never left Frost’s body. They were inseparable as she passed by with her head raised, her ribbons flowing behind her like a serpent swimming in the air. It never touched the ground, and its fluttering seemed to wave at the Stars she passed.

She smiled at them, nodding, and waving at every single one of them as elegantly as her body allowed. However, she was suspicious of them. Stars were the only members of the Nexus she had little experience in dealing with. To see them all collectively approach her caused her instincts to instantly hone.

And as a result, she exerted Scrutiny upon those that fell into her line of sight.

After all, it was a Star that had betrayed her in the first place. It was not like they could harm her to begin with, but the unease she felt gnawing at her chest did more damage than they ever could.

Suffice it to say, she was surprised to see them here. None dared to speak a word, respecting her silence as she found herself in the center of them all. She came to an abrupt stop, wondering if the Stars were envious of her personal meeting with the Moons just in the Arbiter’s Council ahead.

So, she asked them directly with a voice that reverberated through their bones.

“Have you come to introduce yourselves before I meet with the Moons?” She suddenly asked, turning her head to formally greet them.

One shuddered to the sound of her voice. Another’s hands slithered over their shoulders as they embraced themselves. Frost was held in total awe, for in their eyes she was the very personification of the Nexus they worshipped. An entity not only born from it, but one that owned it.

To be spoken to by her was an honor that Frost couldn’t begin to understand how highly venerated it was in their eyes. It was almost creepy to the point where it felt like it was all just an act, but having seen the loyalty of the Workers to ImpulseWorks that threw them to the wolves – she quickly knew that their veins coursed with euphoria.

“O Amalgam… Was it not by your will that we have assembled before your grace?” An Avian man whose hands were replaced with beautiful wings spoke, causing Frost to internally question what he meant.

            

    
        413. The Messengers of the Nexus

    
    
    
    
                Her face never dared to show her confusion.

The plan was to meet with the Stars later. I’m curious as to how they were even remotely aware of what was going on in my head. Nav… could it be that you can communicate with them?

“That would be groundbreaking. Unfortunately, my hands are tied in this one. I could not tell you if I wanted to. But I can theorize that they read your face during the Arbiter’s Council. Your eye movements must have communicated –”

Nav… that’s like saying the movement of my eyebrows conveyed the same thing via morse code. Or my breathing patterns told them what I’ll be having for breakfast. Then again… there’s a marionette out there that can interpret mechanical groans as commandments.

“Not so farfetched, is it?”

Still, it was obvious that I would be meeting them in due time. So why the hell are they telling me that I’m the one that summoned them…?

 After a small moment of silence, Frost finally answered the Stars.

“Not this soon. Neither do I recall asking you all to assemble before me so soon. I was under the impression that you were here to protect the Council.” Frost watched their faces suddenly glow, whilst others seemed disappointed at themselves.

“Our interpretation was false. My… Our sincerest apologies. The quakes made the translation difficult. There was a lot of anger during the Council.” A fox-eared Demi-Human, whose eyes were perpetually closed shuddered as if this had cost him his life.

“Interpretations? I’ve been missing from the Nexus for a while so my knowledge is admittedly lacking. Would you mind explaining to me what you mean by that expression?” Frost stated. None of the Stars moved from their place as they observed one another, wondering who would be the one to answer her. “I’m unfortunately not familiar with the expression.”

“Oh, it’s not an expression. It’s a real thing.” The Vampire girl spoke as she pulled her scarf just enough to speak, but never allowing her jaw to be seen. “Amalgam, we Stars are devoted day and night to the Nexus. The oldest ones, being the Iron Stars, can look at the Nexus and know precisely what it desires. It’s a vibration. A distinct, rumbling fueled with an emotional charge that we feel throbbing within the walls of the Nexus.”

She spoke with controlled reverence. Her voice was low and the kind one would expect to hear from a timid girl. One of her eyes was red, and the other a deep purple. Her heterochromia was beautiful, and the first Frost had ever seen.

“We hear, feel, and sense the will of the Nexus and act accordingly.” A blue-faced man with a giant mushroom cap as a scalp spoke, his voice audible seconds after he mouthed the words. “The fact we are here to answer your call has already proven you are truly the Head of the Nexus. We only approached you now because the Nexus warned us against approaching you directly until now.”

That must have been during our respite… So they can sense what I want through the Nexus? I… don’t get it.

“That makes you similar to the Living Looms. I presume all Stars are capable of this?” Frost wanted some clarification. This finding completely stumped her, and she had nearly forgotten about her meeting with the Moons just ahead.

“We can.” A scale-cladded man who stood at an absurd two and a half meters tall said, his beautiful wings tucked close behind his back like rolled scrolls. “We who devote ourselves to the Nexus can. It’s stronger here, but beyond it can be difficult. Hence why we are messengers of the Nexus, and why Stars usually fall into advisory or guiding roles in Ateliers. Aside from Scarlet Logic’s disgusting Red Giants.” A small puff of smoke left his nostrils, the mere thought causing his amber, snake-like eyes to erupt in flames.

Not metaphorically, but literally. A flame could be seen behind his irises like the light of a lantern.

“The Nexus has a much more clearer voice now ever since you arrived.” A Human woman said.

“What was it like before?” Frost wondered.

“Very ridged.” Was the answer of an Elven man, and the others shared the same sentiments. “It was what helped us seek out Moons, the Exalted and fellow Stars. But Stars are no longer.”

“Degenerate Era it is.” The Mycelli mushroom man said.

“We thirty-five are the last. We thirty-five await your orders.” The Fox-man hummed.

“Awaiting we are.” The Mycelli echoed.

Frost wondered if it was either Elysia or the Arbiter whose voice was carried by the Nexus. They were unfamiliar with Elysia, and they did not believe that it was the Arbiter who spoke to them, as she preferred to speak with them directly or through Galia.

Rather, they simply believed it to be the Nexus itself. Nothing took precedence over the Nexus, aside from the Amalgam now that they were aware of her identity. Frost did not wish to keep the Moons waiting for long, but she doubted they would mind.

So, she spent a few minutes asking several questions.

One was how Stars were formed.

The Avian man answered.

“It begins with a sensation originating from the Nexus. It’s a longing beyond that of false worship and the ire of obsession. A tangible hook will latch itself into one’s soul and guide them towards the Nexus. There is no such thing as a Star that could never be. Only Stars that have fallen. When near the Nexus they reach enlightenment, for the Nexus holds all the answers to our troubles.”

Then, the Vampire woman added:

“For different reasons. It’s never just an imposed will. Some of us followed it like a star because we couldn’t see any others in the sky. Iron Stars will tell you of a time when the Nexus didn’t exist, but they followed its call and wandered the world like nomads spreading the words of the Nexus.”

“The history of the Stars sounds exciting. May I ask what those words were?” Frost asked.

“They’re lost to us I’m afraid.” The Fox-Man answered. “The Iron Stars don’t like to speak to anyone. What they know is inscribed in tablets, but that is only accessible to them in the Zelmori Region. The far western continent. We are not even sure if Iron Stars are real. None of us has ever seen one. It’s all hearsay from what we know.”

“Nevertheless, we ask of you, O Amalgam to please call upon us. It pains us to watch you deliver your messages alone.” The Dragonkin lowered his head, holding a hand to his heart which was located in the center of his abdomen rather than his chest.

“Rejuvenate our purpose as Stars.” The Vampire uttered, also lowering her head. “Maintenance of the Nexus is not our only duty.”

Soon, Frost was the only one standing.

They worshipped her as the living persona of the Nexus and yearned for her to put them to good use. Having them as messengers would absolutely help with the logistics, both imposing her will and increasing her reach significantly.

Their meeting was a blessing in disguise.

“We serve better as Messengers than guards or Receptionists.” One said. “More than ever now that the Three Heads of Security have been established.”

Frost cleared her throat. Their proposal was their natural role to begin with, so she had no reason to refuse them. However, entrusting them entirely was difficult after what happened with Iscario.

“Raise your heads. There’s no reason to ask me for permission. If you can interpret my will as you claim, then you will know what to do soon. Otherwise, I would appreciate it if you did not collectively approach me. You will know when I require you to stand before me. But I am pleased to meet you all.”

“As you wish.” One uttered as the Stars slowly erected themselves, watching her resume her march towards the archway leading to the Arbiter’s Council.

“You’re dismissed.” She called and at once, the Stars returned through the way she entered from.

A long, mental sigh filled her mind. It was incredibly tiring to keep up her performance. It felt like all of her energy had just sapped away, and now she had to do it all over again in front of another 56 Moons.

At least the Triplets will be there to help!

… they will be helpful, right?

“My condolences.”

            

    
        414. The Moons of the Nexus

    
    
    
    
                The archways eventually led her into the mouth of the Arbiter’s Council. All 56 Moons of the Nexus stood waiting at the entrance, each wearing a Receptionist Suit and stripped bare of their Atelier Items.

They split themselves evenly on either side of her. They were self-disciplined and stood erect in a show of respect. Frost’s presence instantly mesmerized them as she strode through them, her sweeping gaze acknowledging them.

“Welcome, Moons. Thank you for your patience.” Frost opened as she paused at the far end of the assembly, keeping her backs to them as she peered into the spectator stands above. “My Three Heads of Security are running late. They will be joining us as soon as they arrive. But they are not our focus.”

Finally, she turned around, the ribbons fluttering as she quickly performed another headcount.

“I’m pleased that all of you are keen to work with me. Not a single Moon decided to retire. I would have thought that the revelation would be the final straw for some of you. My thoughts were naive. You’ve faced enough horrors to laugh at it. Rest assured. You are not disposable.”

Frost then briefly introduced herself just as she did with the Black Wings. The confusion and panic seen in those healers was entirely absent on the faces of the Moons. Their stoic demeanor translated to an understanding and total acknowledgement of who Frost was.

They seemed eager to work for her even though she had yet to begin. The events that transpired in this very place had already convinced them that the Amalgam was worth working for. They were already agents of the Nexus, so it was a natural course of action.

But the fact that she saw worth in them was the real reason not a single Moon was absent. She could see this in their eyes. Behind those stoic expressions were colors that they could not begin to express due to the effects of Serum G. They were like dolls in a way. Puppets with no control over who they were or what they will be come – only on who they are now.

The Moons were captivated by her every words. Frost’s demanding presence was also one that slowly melted away the ice of Serum G. Small snippets of their true selves was only possible whenever they were close to the Amalgam.

Frost suddenly smiled at them warmly, catching them off guard as she tenderly spoke:

“Let me be the first person to say, ‘thank you’. We can sleep at night because Moons remain awake. Because of you there can be no eternal night. For that, I thank you from the bottom of my heart.” Frost lowered her head, thanking them in the sincerest tone she could muster.

It unsettled them. The image they had of her was as kind as she was terrifying. But to see her personally thank them in a profession where their work was just a given caused calloused hands to curl up, and dead eyes that had seen the worst of the Corrupted and the world to diffuse with an inkling of color.

Frost had learned how powerful a simple gesture of gratitude was, as well as validation. Seeing them tense up reminded her of when Carpalis embraced her and offered no more than a “Good job. You did it.” She wanted to make the Moons feel desired.

No… needed.

She admired their tenacity even if it was because of Serum G. To continue on in spite of being abandoned by all was as inspiring as it was heart wrenching. She had seen how much more colorful the triplets had become.

Though their faces could not properly express how they felt, Frost one day envisioned seeing them all able to smile as freely as the triplets. Maybe that was why they were so hated to begin with. Because they could do something they could not.

Regardless, she made her gratitude known to them firstly, and like the Black Wings, offered them a choice of retirement. Unfortunately, they were hard wired for combat. It was all they have ever known, and precisely why they existed.

It came to no one’s surprise that no Moon took the offer.

It was jarring to speak to people that gave such little feedback, but she was used to speaking to comatose patients and cadavers, so this came naturally to her all things considered.

“I was betrayed by a Star.” Frost continued, raising her voice to put emphasis on the tragedy. “But it was only Moons who supported my efforts to return to these heights. Your dedication and persistence have yet to be rewarded. Today, I have come to lay out the groundwork of our partnership moving forward and to award you. You are part of the Head starting from this day forward and will be integrated into Time Reverberation. Beholder Jury is a likeminded person. She will also be looking after you.”

Frost promised, although promises meant nothing until they saw it for themselves.

“I have also heard that Moons do not have a place they can call home… Admittedly, I don’t have reward fitting for your continuous efforts. So, all I can offer you is paradise.”

Finally, the Moons wore a face of confusion. They were stupefied by the proposal.

“… this is not already paradise?” A Demi-Human with dog ears asked, her tail on the cusp of wagging wildly. “The Nexus?”

“The Floor of Amalgamation. You will be invited to call my home on the Floor of Amalgamation as your own.”

Suddenly, many eyes widened, some looking at each other as they tried to make sense of what was being said. But in truth, they understood her perfectly well. It was a strange case of denial, as if her proposal was a figment of their imagination.

It angered Frost that her proposal was seen as a pipe dream to the Moons. They had gone on for so long unrewarded that they became wary of it.

“It’s an unspoiled paradise that mirrors the world of Elysia, with grass so green you’d think it came straight out of a dream. You may live there and call it home. Or you may choose to call Time Reverberation’s Workshop your home. Arrangements will be made.” Frost vowed; her voice raised as to be heard by the Nexus who would co-witness the agreement.

“Is that necessary for us? We rarely rest. We sleep outside of the Nexus. So long as the Nexus is fine, then is that not enough?” A Half-Breed with horns protruding from his head said.

The Moons owed their lives to the Nexus for Blessing them. Their job was a way of repaying the Nexus’ helping hand that saved them from the world beneath. Every single one of these Moons had undergone unspeakable hardships to the point where Serum G became necessary to prevent them from Corrupting.

“I want a place you can return to.” Frost adamantly insisted. “No… Rather, I want a place you want to return to. When you feel like you can’t go on, I want you to remember home, because I will be waiting there. I’m aware that Moons are not particularly sociable. Combat is all you know. But the effects of Serum G will inevitably dwindle. Therefore, when the time comes, I wish to be by your side. It’s imperative that I am.”

“When what comes?” A tiny human girl that seemed too young to be a Moon wondered, but deep down she knew exactly what Frost was alluding to.

Just before Frost could answer, another voice suddenly intervened from above.

“A Corruption Event.”

It was Ber. She was flanked by her sisters in the spectator gallery, instantly drawing the eyes of all Moons. There was no one more qualified to explain than Ber. They bathed in the newfound attention they garnered, with Cer raising her chin, and Res just happy that they weren’t called out as Jesters anymore.

They hopped down to join Frost, as Ber elaborated with a hand on her hip.

“Serum G’s going to go. The sole reason we were given it was to prevent us from Corrupting. Now that we know the Ateliers saw us as threats they’d rather cull and send on suicide missions, we can’t trust anything they spew at us. But the fact of the matter is that they’re right. We’re prone to Corrupting. Nothing is going to change that.”

Ber openly admitted as the Moons reacted sourly to the news. But they held onto hope because the person standing before them was once a Corrupted. Not only that but they didn’t seem to full grasp that this was actually Ber. The once mute girl with short hair dwarfed many of them now and exuded maturity unbefitting that devious wolfwoman.

“What can change is us. Corruption used to be the be all and end all. Never in our wildest dreams would we have thought that people can become Corrupted themselves. But we watched it happen. And now take a gander at me. I’ve turned into one. There’s a silver lining in everything cause while people can Corrupt, the Amalgam can bring them back.”

“I want to believe that we can change for the better without having to Corrupt.” Res then spoke. “The Amalgam’s intervention should be a last resort. Being prone doesn’t make it easy. But being close to the Amalgam will make so that if anything were to happen to us, then she’ll be there to help. The Amalgam has always had our best interest.”

“There’s no better pride than to work with the Head.” Cer grinned. “The Ateliers wanted us dead. No point in trying to figure out what to do when it’s so blatantly obvious. I’m probably the last person you want to hear this from but think of the Amalgam as a parent. No one’s ever stood up for us. It feels weird now that we have someone, and it hurts our pride, but it’s not a bad feeling.”

“Precisely. You are under my protection as entities of the Head.” Frost added, pleased with the triplets. “You are also under the protection of my Three Heads of Security. Cer, Ber and Res – The Eye, Fang, and Claw. While you are my Moons, these three are extensions of myself, much like the look-alikes you may come across in the Nexus. Their roles will differ greatly from you as they will embark on exceedingly difficult situations, and powerful Corrupted.”

The Moons were curious. They knew the triplets were strong, but were they as strong as Frost made them out to be?

Frost elaborated, firstly referencing their role against the Big Red Heart and the Blood of the Covenant, two Woe of the Fallen Stars; and the Crowned, an Apocalypse risk-classed Corrupted. The fact they were able to hold their own against a Woe of the Fallen Star was impressive enough, but against an Apocalypse?

That was entirely unheard of. Frost of course exaggerated the tales. The Conditions were what allowed them to excel. However, what gave them the edge was Ber’s Blessing of the Amalgam which allowed her to see these Conditions, as well as detect the Corrupted.

“My Three Heads of Security possess an enhanced version of the Blessing of the Nexus. It is my personal Blessing. Unfortunately, the criteria are quite strict and largely out of my control.” Frost did not want to reveal that saving them from the Corruption would grant them the Blessing. The last thing she wanted was to incentivize it.

However, she admitted that the non-Blessed could receive her Blessing. These people would then become Moons under the guidance of the current Moons. Together, it would allow these Moons to understand the Conditions of a given Corrupted, as well as facilitate teamwork over solo endeavors.

“As you are now aware, Moons will rarely be deployed alone.” Frost concluded. “This is to ensure your survival. However, that does not mean it won’t happen. Aspiring Moons will cover your inability to detect or read the Conditions. You will cover the difference in strength. Later I will ask you to each personally find a candidate. I trust you will find perfect partners moving forward. As Moons, you will not only have a competitive role, but multiple across the board. Guidance of the next generation of Moons will be one, as well as an inquisitive role in Time Reverberation. If you have preference, then Beholder Jury and I will honor it. As a reward, you will each be given Corrupted Personas to wield when the time comes.”

This was a game changer for them. They didn’t immediately understand what a Corrupted Persona was, but soon enough they would become very familiar.

Frost wished to illustrate what the Conditions were to the Moons in the most effective manner possible.

“You will be partially New Moons as a result. You will wield the power of the Corrupted responsibly. As part of the Head, you will be granted access to only the best. To demonstrate what the Conditions may look like, and to facilitate teamwork –”

Nav. Anna. Now.

“Got it!” Anna responded, and as soon as Frost raised her hand and snapped her fingers –

– The entire landscape warped, and they suddenly found themselves within a sea of charcoal, burned trees where no stars could be seen in the desolate skies. And in the distance, they saw the light of a thousand stars plastered on the body of a giant, spherical bird.

They were inside of the Black Forest.


//////// < CAUTION > ////////


 

< CORRUPTIO MODERATA >

 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >


< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


 

One Thousand Eyed Bird


“My Three Heads of Security will demonstrate how to eliminate this Corrupted. Be at ease. Death here does not equal a true death. Through the Corrupted we can learn how to fight together both with fellow Moons and the vulnerable Aspiring Moons; how to deal with Conditions; and most importantly, how to control our Corrupted Persona when you do receive them.

Now then – Watch closely.”

            

    
        415. Ber VS The One Thousand Eyed Bird

    
    
    
    
                



	 
	 
	
One Thousand Eyed Bird


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
< All seeing. Ever watching. Who would be accused hung all those that could testify against it. Little by little, its innocent coat of white feathers turned black to reflect its unrightful prejudice. It lurks in the black forest, seeking only one thing: to enact judgement against the Skewered Beast >

AFFINITY : Judgement
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< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Scours for the Skewered Beast >


 

“The One Thousand Eyed Bird was a Corrupted that haunted the southern mountain forests of Grandis. Some of you may be familiar with the legend of the child that warned people not to enter the forest. This is the very same Corrupted.”

Frost introduced the massive ten-meter bird, which stood on two scrawny legs far too thin to support its immense weight. The feathers that coated its body were like daggers and nestled between them were one thousand golden eyes that illuminated their desolated, woodland arena.

Beyond the light was the backdrop of the Black Forest. It felt like a closed curtain. Like the background was an illusion. Ber proved it was real as she sent an electric claw into an arbitrary direction, cutting down tens of trees at once as she stared into all one thousand eyes of the beast.

And it wasn’t alone.

Joining it were the Denizens of the Black Forest. Three Accusers, the giant one-winged scorched birds that walked crookedly flanked it as a flock of Witnesses gathered between Ber and the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

20 meters of murky earth separated them and Ber. The Wolfwoman cracked her bare knuckles as she peered over her shoulders, ecstatic to see so many eyes glued to her. An electric crackle shot from her fists with each crack as her feet sunk into the earth, cracking it slightly as she primed herself for combat.

“Conditions are the reason why some Corrupted are more difficult than others. They’re the reason why some Corrupted can’t be injured at all. You’re looking at a Corrupted that takes pride in its invulnerability.” Ber instructed, glaring back at the One Thousand Eyed Bird.


< CONDITION: The One Thousand Eyed Bird is invulnerable while its False Alibies attest to its innocence. One member will be marked as the Skewered Beast temporarily so long as there is a Hung Jury >


 

< REMINDER: Invulnerability in Controlled Corrupted Encounters is a 90% damage reduction from all damage sources, unless an attack can explicitly bypass all DEF resistances >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: The One Thousand Eyed Bird will become vulnerable to [Enact Judgement] after all Alibies are extinguished. Enact Judgement is granted to the person who takes the eyes of the Hung Jury >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Enact Judgement >


 

< WARNING: If the One Thousand Eyed Bird enacts Judgement on their target, then the target is instantly killed >


Funnily enough, the Corrupted did not attack just yet. It was as though it understood their mission to educate these Moons, and therefore went along with Ber. These fights were controlled Corrupted encounters, meaning Frost or more importantly Nav could influence their behavior. These encounters also had them fight the Corrupted in their Corrupted Zones but only in an abbreviated form.

However, they could also fight the full version of it if they wished; a process Frost planned to call an Expeditionary Encounter.

Ber’s body was surrounded by an electric current that caused loose soil to defy gravity as they began to float past her knees.

“Hah. Alright. READY YOU BIG BIRD!?” Ber cried and at once, the colossal bird came rushing at her with its gaping maws.


< [Prejudice] >


The 10,000-damage attack was something even Ber was not able to tank. But its speed was laughable. She could walk faster than it could sprint. What made it so dangerous, however, was its other attack.


< [Scrutiny] >


 

This immediately clouded her vision. The darkness crept in, and she was temporarily blinded. However, she slashed wildly in the general direction of the Denizens, eliminating them almost instantly as the One Thousand Eyed Bird struggled to turn itself around to chase her. By then it was already too late, and in that instance the surroundings transformed as a sea of trees thrusted from the earth like spears, each attempting to ensnare her.


< [Biased Verdict] >


 

A one-kilometer area was covered by these trees, and Frost and the Moons were immersed in them. The Moons remained guarded at all times, watching over their shoulders as the trees moved like reanimated arms. They were miraculously left alone as Ber made quick work of them, using only her claws to create a sizable clearing.

Amongst the trees rose one in particular that hung a pale-haired child by the throat. The child in question struggled to clasp at the choking branch, soundlessly whimpering as several Righteousness emerged alongside more Accusers.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges the Skewered Beast >


 

< Judgement in Progress >


< Decision of The Jury Pending >


The sheer number was not something a Moon worth anything would struggle with. The problem was simply understanding the Conditions, because in a normal battlefield one would consider that child to either be an enemy, or a trap. Others would simply engage in a futile fight against wave after wave of the Denizens.

So it came as a shock to the Moons when Ber rushed to cut the girl free, retrieving her as she backed off immediately.


< CONDITION: The Hung Jury offers its eyes. Freeing will turn it into an Unhung Jury. Enact Judgement may be used when all Alibies are defeated >


 

The Righteousness began to bombard the battlefield with a hail of one-meter-long thorns, riddling all in spines as the One Thousand Eyed Bird came to a complete stop. Ber had rescued the Hung Jury before the attack could even commence.

And she didn’t even need to move at all to avoid the attack. An electrical field incinerated every thorn that dared to approach as she held the child in her arms, seeing it stare widely up at her in thanks.

It looked just like Jury, and the name was exactly the same. Frost wondered if Jury’s origin was related to a Hung Jury that managed to free herself from the branches. But that didn’t explain the previous decade of her life…

… Whatever the case was, Ber made the fight look incredibly easy.

The Corrupted was rated as an Eternal Night. Moons would be pitted in a dance of life or death, but Ber laughed at it. The One Thousand Eyed Bird was no more than gimmick fight when it came down to it. Its instant kill attack was only useful against unsuspecting enemies.

Now that it had lost its only jury, it enacted a false judgement upon the Accusers, who were skewed by countless thorns, thus transforming them into the spiky tumbleweed that were the Accused.

The flocks of Witnesses were struck by an oppressive wave as the giant bird reeled its maw open, revealing countless rows of jagged teeth. A horrific scream summoned four hundred orbs above its head – the False Juries that enabled it to enact its judgement.

But not on Ber.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Enacts Judgement on the Skewered Beast >


 

The Witnesses transformed into Innocent when its jaw snapped shut. The black birds turned to a coat of white, all the while the glass orbs shattered in the blink of an eye. Ber was clinical in her execution, no doubt by the guidance of the voice in her head. In mere seconds the 400 orbs were shattered. Normally this would be where the One Thousand Bird used Rightful Ignorance to summon the False Accusers from the orbs.

But Ber has skipped that phase entirely.


 

< Judgement Has Been Enacted >


 

Suddenly, the dozen Righteousness turned their attention to the One Thousand Eyed Bird and began to riddle its coat with thorns.


< The Righteousness Have Declared the One Thousand Eyed Bird’s Judgement as Prejudice >


 

< There was No Skewered Beast >


 

They did little to shave off its HP pool. Blood began to pour from unseen wounds as the Righteousness inexplicably perished after a full ten seconds of continuous fire. Their corpses withered away into a bright fog that suddenly ensnared the giant bird in place.


< CONDITION: The Righteousness have temporarily removed its Invulnerability >


 

The Corrupted was left in a vulnerable state. As soon as its HP hit the next threshold, it regained it Invulnerability and threw another 400 orbs above. Ber, however, made quick work as she lost herself in the trance of combat, her left arm suddenly transforming into a wing as she manifested the power of the Black Swan.

“SEE THIS!?” Ber finally broke the silence, her swiped gouging the earth as she reached a speed that the caused the One Thousand Eyed Bird to simply freeze in place for it could no longer detect her. “THIS – THIS IS THE POWER OF MY CORRUPTED PERSONA!”

Each swing of her blade-like wing formed an arc that cleaved through the last 200 orbs. The False Denizens were not given a chance to form, and before long, the bird simply stood there, impaled by countless thorns as Ber threw herself back, skidding along the ground with her blade pointed in the bird’s direction.

“I’ve always wanted to try this. So this is what it feels to be like you, huh!?” Ber laughed, baring her teeth as she invoked the final blow to the One Thousand Eyed Bird.


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Judges the Skewered Beast >


They had traded places. The beast’s many eyes were long lost due to the thorns. The same eyes began to populate just behind Ber’s back like the tails of a peacock, all the while the Unhung Jury joined Ber and pointed at the bird with an angry expression.

The sight was utterly mesmerizing. The Moons had never seen a battle anything remotely like this. To assume the power of not only her own Corrupted, but the Corrupted she was fighting was a concept so foreign to them that saw Ber on a completely different level.

That awe was also spread to the other two of the triplets, who watched on unfazed like this was just another day. Ber’s beauty combined with the light made her appear like deity in disguise. The fact that her Corrupted Persona was the Black Swan made Frost smile to herself as she read the prompt again.

“We’ve both had our moment to become the One Thousand Eyed Bird. You’ve swapped places with the Corrupted.” Frost spoke to herself, amused by this.


< Judgement in Progress >


Were it anyone else, then the prompt would have sounded weird but the fact that Ber was the Black Swan made it funny to her.


< Decision of One Jury Pending >


 

< Awaiting Verdict >


 

The light behind Ber appeared like the complex constellation of Stars. She wore the universe as her wings as each golden eye drilled into the One Thousand Eyed Bird. The Unhung Jury’s hands tightened in her palm as the girl sweetly suddenly shouted:

“There’s a bad skewered beast inside of the Black Forest!”


< GUILTY >


 

“[ENACT JUDGEMENT]!”


< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Enacts Judgement on the Skewered Beast >


Cracks formed beneath her feet, racing towards the bird. A massive, scorched tree impaled it as it dragged it into the sky before it wrapped its branches around its spherical form. The thorns disappeared into its body as the branches constricted it like a giant python until it could no more.

And like a balloon –

– The One Thousand Eyed Bird popped.


< Judgement Has Been Enacted >


 

< The One Thousand Eyed Bird Has Been Subjugated >


 

A cathartic silence filled the air as golden feathers bled from the Corrupted’s carcass. Ber could have easily defeated it without obeying the Conditions, but it would have taken far too long. Not to mention that in a real-world scenario that would not be an option.

The girl in her arm disappeared into particles of light, but not without affectionately rubbing her cheek against Ber’s. The light returned to the skies where stars now formed, casting light in this insufferable hell.

“Not bad.” Cer said, but one could tell how impressed she truly was by that performance. “Eternal Nights are nothing to us at this point. Knowing the gimmick of a Corrupted makes any Corrupted feel like a Monsoon.”

“It felt more closer to a Hailstorm.” Ber bragged.

“Ahem.” Res cleared her throat. “As you can see, knowing the Conditions can turn the tides of battle completely. There’s no such thing as an impossible Corrupted. With this power we can even take on Woe of the Fallen Stars.”

“Your chosen Aspiring Moon will be aiding you against the Corrupted.” Frost added. “They will be the ones who relay the information to you. Protect them well on the field. Now then. I will ask you to fight this Corrupted as my Fang did. These three will relay everything you need to know. The Corrupted we Archive within the Nexus will be your training partners. Do not see them as enemies. These Corrupted can help you more than they can harm you.

Please remember that. They are our allies.”

            

    
        416. Sparkles In Their Eyes

    
    
    
    
                Frost was reminded that the Moons were unequivocally one of the most powerful beings in Elysia. The fact that the triplets operated on a different level was a testament of their prowess.

But that did not detract from the scene that unfolded before her. Streaks of light hurled through the air like shooting stars as the earth fractured into hundreds of fissures. The landscape morphed the moment a group of ten Moons were let loose to unload everything they had against the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

Plateaus rose from the ground, creating canyons that were shattered as the Moons burst through, sending boulders across the Black Forest like the meteorites. Each Moon was individually gifted, possessing both magic and physical strength that defined them.

Flaming fists incinerated hoards of Denizens. Living vines rose from the back of a Moon to rip their foes apart. Another fought strictly using their fists which were coated with a frosty layer of rime.

No two Moons were the same. From what Frost knew, their Atelier Items amplified their Skills and were heavily relied on. Most Moons possessed generic magic but were simply gifted with the Blessing, thus, transforming even a simple fireball into a blazing meteor.

Atelier Items were what defined what a Moon was capable of. But even so Frost was impressed by their prowess as they fought the One Thousand Eyed Bird, all the while Ber guided them as another voice coached:

“Hey! C’mon! You’re not breaking anything with that kind of swing!” Cer cheekily cried, reveling in her uncontestable position. “That big bird doesn’t need a Moon with an Atelier Item!”

“Destroy those orbs now or they’ll be a pain in the ass to deal with! You can cut its attacks down by half if you can do that!” Ber exclaimed, all the while the spectating Moons watched on, some nodding whilst others burned the instructions in the backs of their mind.

Frost found it humorous that they didn’t question the triplets at all. Although, she could tell that Cer’s voice was as grating as it always had been to them.

“Cer.” Frost said with crossed arms. “Let them focus.”

“I’m encouraging them! It’s not like they’ll die if they keel over in here.” Cer argued but was instantly silenced as Res ran a hand along Cer’s nape. She shocked her lightly, causing the fur of her tail and ears to stand on all ends. “Tch…!”

“If there’s something you should be encouraging, it’s teamwork. Take a look at them. Half of the damage they’re taking is caused by neighboring Moons. Their Skills are overlapping.”

“Just like your Electric Field.” Frost said amusedly.

Res’ eyes saw what Frost immediately could not. Even with her current experience Frost did not have a keen eye for combat like those who had been in the profession for their entire life. Moons were individually strong, but when meshed with no semblance of harmony, then it became a cacophony of discord. Personality wise, Moons also echoed this self-centeredness. Not many seemed to even know the names of one another. All that mattered to them was that they were fellow Moons.

Serum G has destroyed their personalities…

Frost couldn’t get over the fact that these murderous living machines once lived regular lives. Although, regular was too broad and perhaps even an insult to the world they were brought into. Conflict was all they knew, and it was the one thing that kept the spark of life in their eyes.

The clashing lights, the explosions, the magic, the devastation – it was all reflected in their eyes like stars.

A deep sadness overcame Frost as she caught one staring at Ber. Their heart was colored white, and Frost could see that they didn’t even know themselves why they were staring at Ber until an inkling of blue fused with it.

“Moons recall of a time before the conflict. Like the triplets, it is a time they used to never be able to dream of. It was a frustrating curtain of darkness none could peer into. Glimmers are showing now just from your presence.”

If anyone deserves their lives back, then it’s the Moons. Forgetting the past makes it so much harder to figure out what the hell you are. I just want to do the right thing. It’s always memories, huh.

“Thankfully they aren’t used as a fuel.”

Not from what we know of at least. Haaaah…

“Frost?”

I hate that people have to become like this. All just to survive in this world. Just to stop them from becoming something they’re not.

“But by doing so, they have become something else anyway.” Nav said, and Frost couldn’t agree any more.

It was not like the Moons were emotionless anyway. They had their own unique personalities. Some were far more cheerful than others. Few rarely spoke a word. But if there was one common factor between them all, it was that they were focused only on the mission at hand and rarely stopped to think about themselves…

“They’re fighting every day. But no one knows when those lights will go out. Do you wonder, Frost, if people will remember if they even existed?”

The sparkle in their eyes intensified as the battle with the One Thousand Eyed Bird reached its conclusion. The raw emotion the Moons displayed throughout the fight was proof that they themselves wished to live.

Unfortunately, they had forgotten the correct way to do so.

… No one would. They were unwanted. The scary part is that people will only care once they’re all gone. It’s never before. Always after.

            

    
        417. When Moons Cry

    
    
    
    
                An army of Moons marched along the pale halls of the Nexus. They followed the back of their favored Amalgam like ducklings waddling behind their mother duck. Red ribbons flanked the group, acting as protective barriers as they solely climbed the heights of the Nexus.

No one knew where they were going, only that they were asked to trust the Amalgam. Cer watched them through the reflection along the walls, seeing their unchanging faces as she wore a complicated expression. Ber was mostly the same, whereas Res kept her eyes on the walls at the end of each hall, never breaking her focus as her mind wandered off.

The Moons were exhausted. No amount of healing magic could recover their stamina. No one complained. They only obeyed, allowing their legs to lead them to what they believed was the Amalgam’s promised paradise.

Yellow-colored hearts began to emerge within their chests. It was one of concern. In their weakened state, it would be easy for them all to be eliminated in one fell swoop. Few turned to orange as they interpreted the promised paradise as death, but before it could fester into something worse, Frost turned with a hopeful smile and said:

“It’s ok. You don’t have to be afraid. I’m here to take care of you. It won’t be longer now until we reach it. So long as you’re with me then I won’t let anything happen to you~”

Frost spoke in the same voice she used for her patients, and the bereaved souls of this world. Her indomitable demeanor disappeared as her tender, unseen side came to light. The Moons were instantly taken aback by her voice…

… no, it was the contents of her words.

How long has it been since someone offered a semblance of concern? To promise to protect them? They were Moons. They were the supposed to be the protectors.

For many, it brought back memories of a precious moment in their lives.

Parents. Family. Lovers. Friends… they were people who offered these same words.

They were people who were no longer with them.

So when Frost spoke these words…

… *Sniffle*

“… huh…?”

“… what’s happening to me…?”

Tears began to flow down the cheeks of the Moons. Not all of course, but enough to make it crystal clear that her words had reached their hearts. That there was no need to fear. The anxiousness they felt dwindled away, and in came a flood of emotions that burst from their eyes like a broken dam.

They didn’t sob or whimper. They only cried as much as their body would allow them to. Serum G kept them this way to prevent them from breaking down. This in itself greatly saddened Frost the halls were filled with the murmurs of the crying Moons.

Cer suddenly nudged Frost with an elbow, whispering:

“Trying to become everyone’s parental figure or what?”

“That wasn’t my intention but…” Frost trailed off, sighing softly. “If that has to be the case, then why not. Moons are the lifeblood of this world. If no one’s going to take care of you selfless bunch, then it’s gotta be me.”

She didn’t allow herself to be heard by the Moons. Cer ended up with a stupidly wide grin on her face as she held her head up high.

“Hehehe~” Cer hummed.

“Being wanted turned out to be something a lot of us wanted all along.” Ber said, blushing at Frost’s words.

“Or just some gratitude once in a while.” Res nodded, her ears twitching as her body yearned to be patted. “Don’t even think about it…” She said unexpectedly. “Let me stay professional. At least in front of them.”

Her ending hiss was adorable.

Eventually, they came face to face with a pair of colossal doors that had no symbols or etching like the previous Floors of the Archetypes. The doors were made of pure-white marble slabs, and they slowly began opening inwards as they approached.

“Each of you are invited into the Floor of Amalgamation. Our home is just ahead.” Frost announced.

Fantastic thoughts immediately began to form amongst the Moons as they wondered what laid beyond the dark light ahead.

What was the Floor of Amalgamation like? A garden of paradise? A world devoid of light? Perhaps a mechanical construct akin to an Atelier Workshop! A training ground? All interpretations of the Floor of Amalgamation were of exaltation, and of perfection found only within the home of the Amalgam.

They prepared themselves to be met with the most sacred place of the Nexus.

But none were prepared to be met with world so familiar to them yet so foreign. Numerous names of places came to their mind, for they had been to these places before. Not only that, but the sole structure found within the center of the floor was a manor far from the ideal perfectionism they believed this Floor to possess. Rather… it felt just like a world within a world. A small slice of paradise where imperfections were allowed to exist. It was a world that didn’t immediately demand them to conform to strict duties or roles.

It only asked that they lived here.

They were awed. Some painfully scrutinizing the manor that housed so many structural inconsistencies that it would cause a builder’s heart to stop. But that was its greatest charm, because they realized that this place facilitated growth – a concept that they struggled to grasp.

It kept slipping between their fingers as they tried to comprehend the world laid before them until suddenly, an army of bouncy slimes came to greet them. They didn’t attack or nudge their shins like slimes usually did.

Rather, these colorful, giant slimes abruptly froze just a few meters away, curious but also warry of these new arrivals.

“Domesticated… slimes…?” A Moon with cat ears tilted her head to the side.

“They’re our personal waste disposal units!” Cer clapped, reaching out to one to roughly pat, only for a slime to engulf her hand. “Tch. Be glad that the Amalgam has taken a liking to your kind.”

Definitely waste disposals, alright.

Frost though to herself, holding back a laugh as the slimes allowed the other triplets to touch them, with a tiny one hopping onto Ber’s shoulder.

“How come…?” Another Moon wondered, unable to understand the concept of coexisting with monsters.

“Because they’re useful, harmless, and cute.” Res nodded to herself. “Besides, here you’re not expected to fight. Slimes can’t do anything to a Moon, so why not keep them around?”

“… I don’t get it… We’re supposed to destroy them. So why are we friends with them?” Someone asked.

Ber rubbed the cheek of the slime on her shoulder with a finger.

“Gotta learn the hard way on how to live right. Sterilizing everything in our path has been the norm for how long now? As long as we’re here no one’s going to kill anything. Unless it’s for food.”

“What Ber said. But you can think of it as training. Consider what the Amalgam’s told you. You’ll be in a bunch of new roles.” Cer placed both hands on her hips, standing before the Moons triumphantly. “Being destructive all the time won’t cut it, especially when you’ll be tugging an Aspiring Moon around sooner or later. Look. I hate being stuck around with low lives too but… well, can’t say I hate it. At least I’m not looking over my shoulder ever minute now.”

“Yeah.” Res nodded. “We don’t fight in here. The slimes can be thought of as a gauge to test our restraint.”

… wait, I thought they actually liked having the slimes around. Poor Ignis.

Frost finally took center stage, clapping once as she gathered all eyes onto her. She then pointed out into the vast plains surrounding their manor, from the distant hills to the forests, and then to the faraway mountains that served as the backdrop of their paradise.

“This place is now your home. You may freely enter and exit as you see fit. I know there’s no houses you can call your own right now, so you may stay in ours until then.”

Frost had this planned since the beginning. It was the reason why the manor was so big and filled with countless empty rooms across its wings. It would serve as a hotel for the time being until a town of sorts could be built.

Moons, healers, and those closest to her would call this place home. She envisioned a small, cozy town filled with the strongest in Elysia, all living their lives as regular people would. For her, that small piece of normalcy was something she dreamed to regain.

She wanted to create a place where they would look forward to returning. A place in the back of their mind that would always be waiting for them.

A pleasant breeze swept by, blowing their hairs and apparel aside as their throats clogged. No number of words could describe how they felt right now. For years many had slept in filth and the guts of their enemies. In the unwashed wastes and deep in unfamiliar territory.

To be welcomed into somewhere so warm caused them to tremble. Parted mouths struggled with utter: “Are you sure?”, “Why are you doing this?”, “How can you trust us?”, but they realized that such words were wasted on the Amalgam as she answered them as though having read their mind.

“You’re my precious Moons. Of all the people in the Nexus it was only you that did your job diligently. Where the Beholders are at odds with me; where a Star betrayed me; and where the Exalted are born from a similar cut of cloth from the Impuritas; it was only the Moons that have kept away my darkest nights.”

She then placed a hand on Cer and Res’ head, with her eyes landing on Ber’s immaculate form.

“Please respect these three here. They are a large reason as to why I’ve come to adore you. Without them, I would not be here right now. I may have even come to despise the Moons. Go on. Explore. It may seem overwhelming to be given so much freedom. Sooner or later, you’ll find the things you want to do.

Until then, welcome to the Floor of Amalgamation. Welcome to your home.”

            

    
        418. An Amalgam, Machine and Archivist Walk Into A Library

    
    
    
    
                The cogs of the machine were falling into place.

Afterwards, they’d have to grease them thoroughly before the Head could finally begin cleansing away the impurities of the world.

There was still much to be done before the year ended. Thankfully, time was their friend this time around. The definition of the Head had expanded dramatically over the course of a few days. It became an entity that represented the Amalgam, extending over to the healers, Moons, Stars, Time Reverberation, Frost’s closest companions and most importantly, the Alter Frosts.

The Archetypes were initially going to be included in the definition, but the Arbiter figured that it was better to be able to differentiate the Head from the Archetypes. The days leading to Frost’s formal invitation of the Moons into her Floor of Amalgamation saw Jury borrowing Galia’s Workshop.

She tinkered with the White Light Apparatus and her surplus of Nex, generously gifted by Oboros Infinitas who would be one of Time Reverberations’ closest partners. Jury relayed as much as she could to Frost, whilst also keeping some secret developments to herself until her Workshop was up and running.

She did not want to reveal her tech’s power to grant invulnerability. Not even to Galia. As much as the Arbiter trusted her, and as much as Frost wanted to trust a fellow Earthling – they needed to restrain themselves from mistaking their complacency with trust.

Frost’s goal later on was to oversee Jury’s Workshop. Apparently it was a straight forward procedure that did not require an Archetype. However, Galia had expressed that she had issues with some of her personal installations ever since Frost acquired the Nexus, hinting that from here on out Nexus-affiliated Ateliers would have to be approved by her.

“Kind of annoying that the Nexus has a voice of its own but can’t think for itself.” Frost complained, breaking the silence of Anna’s grand library.

She sat beside the silver-eyed girl who was dressed in a frilly Victorian-styled dress as she prepared for them both. The kettle hissed over an orange feather that sat on top of a cute wooden coaster. It pulsated with a haze of spectacular heat that not even Frost could linger by for more than a couple of seconds.

Anna on the other hand was able to freely move it as though it were any regular feather, using it as a handy heating element for her sudden tea breaks. It appeared like an ordinary magical item akin to the fire crystals, but this was none other than a Corrupted Item gifted by Sinder himself.
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Nav? Did you add that last part or is it part of the Corrupted Item?

Frost asked as she took a long sip from a tiny porcelain cup decorated with painted flowers.

“I did not. To have it in the EFFECT segment is bizarre. It’s as if Sinder left that message there in the item itself.”

Does Anna know?

“She always has.”

She looked over at the giddy girl who lapped at her tea, burning her tongue as she stuck it out like a child.

“Ouch!” Anna cried.

“Have you tried drinking tea while wearing Sinder’s coat?” Frost proposed, downing her tea and even the loose leaves like it was nothing.

“I’ve twied wit.” The girl spoke whilst wincing from the burn, right before a she was healed with a swift [Area Heal]. “T-Thank you. But it’s not as tasty when you can’t savor it. That’s what I think. When you drink tea it’s never to invigorate you like coffee. It’s meant to calm you down and to be enjoyed in mellow times. Just like this.”

She said whilst tapping a certain pale, rectangular object that stabilized the uncertain timescale of the Eternal Library.

“It’s amazing what magic can do. We call it technology but really, it’s just magic.” Anna hummed, blowing on the surface of her cup.

“Honestly, anything that breaks physics is magic to me.” Frost said, causing Anna to laugh.

“Ahaha – I thought you’d say that. You’re not really into trying to understand all of this mind-bending stuff. To be honest with you, I’m also the same. I’ve read so many books that it’s kind of embarrassing that I’m not smart enough to say otherwise.” Anna smiled as she stared into her own reflection, right as shuffling could be heard just beyond the bookshelves that isolated this warm place like a secluded sanctuary.

“Genesis Stones are the answer.” A cold, calculative voice spoke as a figure suddenly emerged from around the corner with an open book hanging on their head like a hat. “Discoveries of certain materials have revolutionized the way technology works in Earth. Take the silicon chip for example. I could recite all it enables for the next five years straight and still have more to say. The Genesis Stones are no different.”

“Very different, but I get what you’re saying.” Frost quickly answered. “Genesis Stones feels like a technological singularity. Nothing even comes close to it as far as I’m concerned. Pair that with the fact that it’s a natural resource and you have yourself a recipe for disaster.”

“Except that Ber has proven that emotions can create them too.” Nav reminded. “The growth of the Pillar of the World in the past is also proof.”

“Linked to me as always.” Frost deeply sighed as she sunk into her seat, slipping down until her back was against the butt of the chair. “You have to wonder how the hell they managed to get their hands on it in the first place. Aside from… well, that light being harvested.”

“I would like to know too.” Anna nodded, kindly refilling Frost’s cup and one for Nav to enjoy. “Like how that star fell and was captured.”

Nav suddenly stood over Frost, casting a dark shadow over her as she drilled into her eyes inquisitively.

“You won’t refer to yourself as the ‘light’?” She tilted her head, wondering why Frost avoided it at all costs.

“… it feels weird. I know that was pretty much me, but I’d just rather not be called that.” She admitted quietly, repositioning herself appropriately before twisting herself to face Nav. “My memories of Earth don’t make any sense if that really was me in there. Maybe they called Otherworlders that ended up in the old Elysia ‘Captured Stars’?”

There was a bit of denial on Frost’s part. She would honestly rather not think about it and focus on the now. It annoyed her having to remember it, but the unfortunate truth was that she couldn’t keep running away.

One of these days they’ll find the truth.

She just hoped she’d be ready for it.

            

    
        419. The Arms of Time Reverberation and The Head - Hora, Minu and Seci

    
    
    
    
                “… By the way Nav.” Frost began, wanting to lighten the suddenly darkening mood. “Find anything on the Beholders yet?”

She shook her head sadly, holding her hands by her lap. “Nothing. Anna only remembers what they were like in the past. Nothing specific. Everything has been gibberish so far. Frost. I thought you were here to discuss Time Reverberation.”

“I am. I just wanted to hear it from you.” Frost hummed, passing Nav’s cup to her.

“You can always hear me from anywhere.” Nav cocked her head again, causing Frost to reach up and pat her head.

“I meant your voice. I want to hear as often as I can. And besides, I don’t want you to feel lonely. You’ll be stuck in the Nexus for a while once we’re back on our feet. None of us can see your stats but it’s easy to tell that you’re easily hurt.” Frost tenderly spoke.

Indeed. Nav’s Stats were nonexistent. Even Frost was incapable of seeing it. Nav made a sad joke that it was because machines are not supposed to have a soul, but that wouldn’t explain the violin and piano Ara heard, or the two Atelier Items that Kissaria managed to pull out of them.

“Hmm… Loneliness.” Nav held a finger on her chin. “… It would be strange if your stove suddenly missed you.”

Nav’s very existence was an anomaly. Almost as much as Frost’s. Then there was Jury.

Nav suddenly leaned into Frost, their noses just inches apart as she tried to discern something from her eyes. Anna’s slurping was all that played as the Library’s ambience before suddenly:

“My. Heart. Is. Fluttering. So. This. Is. What. Love. Is. like” Nav said in the most robotic way possible, causing a chill to run down Frost’s spine as Anna spat out her drink. “Cer said that to use this line anytime you look like you’re in a daze. She tried writing a theory in the sands to prove that if she said this to you then you were ‘totally’ going to eat her. A shame that she waves washed it away.”

“… Thankfully your delivery made me realize it was a joke ahead of time.” Frost quickly recovered, reeling backwards as she quietly sighed. “Nav. You almost gave me a heart attack so please don’t say that unless you absolutely mean it. Besides… I do love you Nav. Just not in the same was as I love Jury.”

Frost placed a hand on Nav’s head again.

“I find it difficult to wrap my head around the multiple interpretations of a single verb. I’m aware, nonetheless. Still, it does make this tin-heart of mine happy to hear that.” Nav fondly smiled as she opened both arms invitingly.

“Of course~ Anna, wanna join in?” Frost warmly hummed, turning to the girl who turned a slight shade of red.

“E-Er…”

“Join us. Become one with us. You have no choice.” Nav coldly ordered, and this for some reason convinced Anna to waddle over. She was squashed between Nav’s cold flesh and Frost’s irresistible warmth. “Amalgamation complete.”

“You say can some funny things sometimes. I think we should limit the kind of books you read.” Anna muffledly spoke, her face barely able to peer through their chests. “They’re a bad influence on you.”

“More like Cer’s the bad influence. Haaaaah. Well. Should we get back to business? Or do you want to stay like this a little longer~?” Frost didn’t mind.

They had all the time in the world thanks to Jury’s tech.

“As a machine I function better in the cold. But since Anna desperately wants to be hugged, I suppose it cannot be helped.” Nav stated.

“H-Hey d-don’t use me as a reason to stay like this.” Anna groaned, pouting up at Nav before breaking into an adorable smile.


* * *


Anna helped finalize the internal structure of Jury’s Atelier with some input from Frost. She had been brainstorming for some time now, evident by her little cozy home in the Eternal Library filled to the brim with diagrams and floating, glowing writing left behind by the Star Child.

No one understood what they meant of course, aside from Nav. She could be seen thoroughly going over every equation, nodding to herself with impressed eyes. Either that or she sold it well because when Frost asked her what they meant she’d look over her shoulder and say:

“I’m shocked that you don’t understand it.”, or “You don’t?”, or even “It’s elementary, my dear Frost.”

Frost hoped Nav wouldn’t become a walking reference machine in the future. She now took Anna’s consideration about limiting what Nav could read to heart.

That being said, the structure of Time Reverberation was their current focus.

They didn’t want a strict hierarchy of operations like the other Ateliers. With Moons as their personnel, they’d all be on the same level more or less. Power wouldn’t be the deciding factor of who gets to sit at the top, although, a hierarchy naturally came with the inclusion of the Aspiring Moons.

Still, Frost sought a more flexible approach.

She came from a background where workers were able to override decisions made by those much higher than them at their own educated discretion. This meant that every single person was a leader in their own right. If the decision coming from above seemed wrong or too dangerous, then members at the tail end could work around it as long as they could rationalize it.

Within reason of course.

Having things too ridged meant that losing people above would plunge everyone underneath into chaos. Frost could only imagine what was going on in distant Atelier branches now that their communications were lost. The best way Frost could put it was to imagine it as the mythical beast – the Hydra.

When one head was severed one or two more would regrow. Nipping any head in Time Reverberation would therefore be a futile effort. The quality of the personnel also justified this approach. They had a small number of Moons, and they were more than capable of handling themselves.

What eventually resulted from their hours of brainstorming and planning were multiple branches connected to one core branch. The Head, where Time Reverberation’s administrative personnel would reside, and the Arms which would represent the several Branches of Time Reverberation and serve as an extension of the Head’s metaphorical hands.

What Frost had in mind was a clock, with each hand representing the emergency and priority of each Branch, which would be called Arms.

Hora; Time Reverberation’s Therapeutical Arm – focusing on mental and physical trauma. Healers would also find themselves here too.

Minu; Time Reverberation’s Auditing Arm – intended to investigate the Ateliers and abnormalities, and finally;

Seci; Time Reverberation’s Responsive Arm – designed to dispatch Moons when a considerable threat, such as the Corrupted, arises. They would be armed with Isolation Spheres to minimize the damage and equipped with only the finest of arms.

The easiest way to remember them was to go by the arms of a clock: hour, minute and second.

Nav was proposed to be the heart of all communications, as Aspiring Moons would be able to directly speak with one another through her without relying on CogitO’s technology. This of course depended on how well Nav could handle the traffic. If she couldn’t, then CogtiO would be necessary unless the Stars were faster than telepathy.

That being said, they had the foundation set in stone. All they needed now was to fill Time Reverberation with eager personnel, and Frost had just the right people in mind.

The Demi-Humans they saved from Grandis!

Better yet, the cat-girl that survived Serum S was a major candidate. Frost had planned a trip back to the Golden Index to check up on Stella and Sana, as well as the sleeping Realized Aster.

Depending on how things went, Time Reverberation would be populated in no time.

            

    
        420. A Star Walks

    
    
    
    
                The backwaters H5 were left to decay.

While the inner cities and the larger settlements saw people flock near and far to begin reparation efforts, the smaller slices of paradise saw their streets become flooded with rubble and trash brought by broken canals.

The innards of homes spilled onto the streets like guts as possessions laid rotting in hazardous clumps, hiding the murky depths underneath their fragile façade.

The Guilds made a tremendous effort to equally disperse Adventurers to aid with the restoration of all settlements, but the fact of the matter was that those that lived away from the cities and larger towns were doomed to fend for themselves. Either that, or help arrived far too late when cribs were left abandoned, and homes inhabited only by the churned cadavers of their owners.

The channels that ran throughout the City of Hearts were not natural. They were engineered by Caldera Industries, supported by their Gravity Engine and the Subderma Layer that neatly held everything up. The collapse of the Eyes had damaged the waterways, causing mass flooding.

Low-level areas turned into lakes overnight, valleys into canyons, and villages swept away until their mangled corpses mashed against the walls of a faraway dam. The majority of the City of Hearts was mostly ok, but H5 all the way down to H3 saw the most significant damage in regard to the waterways.

Those that could control water using magic were invaluable. Children were rescued as hands made from water plucked them from rapids, moments before wooden beams would split them in half; and entire walls of water blocked by a team to buy time for evacuations.

It was a developing issue, and Caldera Industries personnel – the Surveyors and Retro Engineers could be seen roaming affected areas where water gushed like a geyser, fragmenting town squares into hundreds of elevated and sunken pieces.

The Surveyors were armed with a giant backpack more than four times larger than themselves, and were carried by short-statured, beardless dwarves who poked around with a two-hundred-kilogram divining rod. It was shaped like an ordinary cow prodder with the sole purpose to detect gravitational anomalies and sources.

Depending on the vibrations, they could tell if one of the Upper Anchors was damaged. Anchors were the places connected to the top of a Pillar from the Root-Pillar Complex, and usually housed other major instruments, namely pipes that transported water across the City of Hearts from a reservoir covered by CogitO.

A minor Reality Manifester – the High Fabricator – pumped the city with water but was firstly cleansed before it could be used by the public. The cleansing process caused these impurities to become embedded into the ground, increasing the stability crust that held the entirety of the Nex Megalopolis, and allowing its residents to harvest said metal locally to be used however they saw fit.

The impurities were seen as a valuable byproduct that greatly aided in the restoration efforts, for there was already a surplus of material in reserve. But the issue was never one of materials.

It was always the lack of manpower.

Or rather, the motive to help. Reward was always the motive that drove people’s hearts. This was especially the case for Adventurers. Those that couldn’t give back were left to die alone calling out to the willfully deaf. That was not to say they weren’t people that helped out of the kindness of their hearts.

Smaller groups and some big-named Adventurers lent their hand wherever possible. Recognition to them was nothing compared to the gratitude of those in need. Their names were never bound to be found, whereas those that helped in the major cities for a large sum of gold would forever be remembered as heroes.

However, at least there was someone to acknowledge their good deeds. But they were only reflected upon the murky gutter waters, seen only by the green eyes of a strange fellow.

“I remember why I despised our common blood.” A man dressed in beautiful pale robes spoke to himself as he walked along the abandoned, flooded ruins of a dilapidated town. “The despair flows like the rivers, unseen towards a heart that nobody seems to listen to. How unfortunate.”

How he was able to see these people was bizarre. However, so long as the Nexus was in clear view of a Star and another place, then they could see it as though the Nexus were their eyes. This was how Stars were able to determine precisely who or where they needed to visit.

This was also why many Stars chose to keep their eyes sealed shut, for using their eyes when the Nexus functional served as theirs was seen as an insult to their sacred rock.

The crest of a golden star could be found on his shoulders, and a star-shaped pin kept his coat clipped together by his chest. He was a tall man with efflorescent, yellow hair, like that of a sunflower.

It had a faint glow and as he entered a tunnel where the possessions of children were left impaled on the legs of chairs, his hair appeared like a star.

Ripples did not form when he stepped on water. The world seemed to ignore his presence as he moved with closed eyes and a head held high in the direction of the magnificent pale rock that spoke to him like a higher power.

“As you wish, Amalgam. I’ve already been dispatched by your Will.” His impassioned whisper would have sent chills down the backs of an onlooker. One of the perks of being a Star was that they never made themselves known to more than a handful of people at a time.

They were like specters walking the world, driven only by voice of the Nexus. Of course, they had their own aspirations, but this was mostly thwarted for nothing brought them more pleasure than to serve the Advent that changed the world.

“Indeed. Misery breeds misery. O Amalgam. Why are you so wise? Just as the Nexus has always guided us you pull us along with such driven instructions.” He recited, his melodic voice echoing throughout the tunnel as he trampled over the belongings of the fallen, yet miraculously never damaging them.

Stars had an innate ability to keep a part of their physical form within the Subcut Layer. So while their bodies were visibly present, it was elsewhere in reality. This however did not make them impervious to all damage, but it most certainly made them appear untouchable to the masses.

That was if they were lucky enough to come across one in the first place.

His faith eventually led him to a compound surrounded by tall buildings, and a wall that cordoned off all. Within was a Retrofitter’s Site, but it was left unprotected for the Retrofitters have long been removed.

So why was he here then?

He stood before the towering concrete wall, wearing a subtle smile before he unexpectedly took a step forward. The wall did not collapse or break. Neither did he make contact with it. Rather, his body phased through the wall like a wraith, spooking a leftover City Defender who jolted at the sight.

As this was ImpulseWork’s territory, their personnel were ordered to protect it irregardles of what remained. His mouth parted, his chest puffing up as he was so close to shouting at the Star until suddenly, a metal hand cupped his mouth shut.

“Don’t speak to it.”

The muffled voice of an Aquatid, who was fitted inside of a metal diving suit, cautiously warned as condensation dripped from the glass bowl covering his head.

“Don’t look at it. That thing… pretend it’s not there.” He further begged, pulling his companion aside as they faced the front gate, turning their backs to the Star who ignored their presence and casually strolled along, his target the concrete bunker in the center of the compound. “That’s one of them. One of those things from up there. Not a Moon or Exalted. That thing is a Star of the Nexus.”

Their fear seemed irrational. The Star posed no threat, and yet the Aquatid reacted in a manner that made it seem like the Star was more malevolent than the Impurtias Hearts.

That couldn’t be right… could it?

“That’s a Star…?” The human man questioned, able to speak once the Star disappeared through gaping opening and descend deep into the Retrofitter’s chamber. “W-what’s the matter with you? Isn’t it an honor to see one in person?”

“You’ve been reading glorified legends since you were a child… You have no idea just what they’re capable of. Children of this city know only of the Stars depicted by legends. So much so that they desperately wish to be included in our nights.” The Aquatid’s green complexion became pale, refusing to return to its natural color as though he had come face to face with death itself. “… So long as we don’t impede their mission then we are fine. You almost cost us our lives. Those Stars are unpredictable. Luminal Synchrony got on the bad side of the Stars and paid the price. Or so I’ve heard.

Fuck… I still remember when their rigs plummeted off the coast of Caldera.”

            

    
        421. An Eclipse To Shade The Star

    
    
    
    
                It was clear that the Star was not here to seek a Retrofitter. The long corridors faded from light to pure darkness as the man strolled through the underground expanse, driven by the call of the Nexus.

The light of his hair faintly illuminated the way but never enough to reveal the walls, ceiling, or floor. He was like the only star in the night sky, travelling along a soundless void. Neither his footsteps nor his breaths made a sound as he carried a swagger seen only on those who knew exactly where they sat in the hierarchy of the living.

Stars were untouchable until only recently. Iscario’s betrayal opened the doors of scrutiny which prevented them from obeying the commands of the Nexus. The last four months had left the Stars starved for action. So, to finally be able to stretch their wings was an indescribable sensation.

The smile was impossible to scrape off his face. Eventually, he reached the halfway point. In the distance one could spot another light faintly waving away like a floating, pale ember. It was a hypnotizing dance that had little effect on the Star. As he drew nearer the light of his hair and the strange ember intensified.

He soon realized that the light was in fact the esca of an Angler Fish, dangled by a thin, transparent illicium. He spoke before the beautiful, pale face of a woman abruptly entered the limelight.

“What reason does an Eclipse have to linger in the home of a Retrofitter?” He amusedly said, never stopping as he gracefully walked past the half-naked Eclipse, dressed in only a thin layer of sticky, opaque membrane that sloshed around the parts she needed to hide the most.

“I could say the same, Star.” The Eclipse’s voice was the harmony of multiple women at once, sounding like a high-pitched violin as her long, barbed tail was held against the throat of the Star to cease his advancements. “There is no reason for your kind to be stepping foot into our depths.”

Red, bioluminescent fluids ran through her tail, creating a mesmerizing pattern as hundreds of tine bones and veins ran in parallel. Her transparent body kept her organs out for display. It was a sight that would awe even the squeamish.

The Star paused, placing a finger against the bladed tip of her tail as he tried to push it away.

“I’m here for business in accordance with the Amalgam’s Will. The ‘Head’ should now be a term universally recognized by all Ateliers.” He maintained his smile. In fact, he didn’t even consider the Eclipse to be a threat even though in truth –

“The Head. We’ve heard it as soon as the Artificer of Rupturing returned to M-A1. What we want to know is what you’re doing here.” The Eclipse warned, her blade digging into the flesh of the Star’s finger, just enough to draw a single droplet of blood.

– An Eclipse could reduce him to ribbons if they so wished.

“Business? You’ll not find the Retrofitters here. You are delusional if you believe we will tell you. Our duty is to remain here on standby until further notice. You are not the one who delivers our orders.” The Eclipse spoke frighteningly fluently.

Abyssal Aquatids were known for their broken manner of speech, which clued the Star in that someone else was speaking on the behalf of the Eclipse. Further down the tunnel he could sense the presence of another person, and when he raised a hand, the glowing esca immediately clashed with an invisible barrier surrounding it.

The entire corridor was instantly engulfed with a wicked flash of light as the walls turned orange for a split second. The soaring heat of a star was incurred momentarily, showcasing one of the defensive Passive Skills Stars possessed.

[Coronal Ejection] – A Skill that ejected magic at the same frequency as whatever came in contact with the Star. It was similar to the passive electrical barrier that protected the Eye, Fang and Claw from ranged projectiles, but for Stars it worked against physical attacks.

“Oh dear. Does it always need to resort to violence with Moons?” The Star spoke as if taking pity on the Eclipse. “Combat-bred races don’t take lightly to the art of business.”

“Precaution. Must enact. You’re suspicious.” The Eclipse finally spoke in her true voice, losing the reverb as it returned to a regular yet utterly irresistible tone. They were femme fatele’s for a reason, after all.

Other Stars had different variations of the Coronal Ejection Skill, with Iscario – the Brightest Star – notably being able to deflect seemingly all ranged and piercing-type attacks.

This, however, was not perfect. There was a brief vulnerable period before the Coronal Ejection could be prepared, which was under a quarter of a second.

A swift follow-up attack saw the Star’s hand become wrapped by the illicium, preventing him from acting against whoever it was that spoke through the Eclipse.

But it was never his intention to harm them. No. Rather, all he wanted was to talk. To convey the message the Nexus so generously entrusted him with.

“Tell message. No need to enter further. Speak mind. Or seek healer soon.” The Eclipse firmly warned, her vibrant, blue eyes drilling into the back of the man’s head.

He chuckled. “As you wish. I would have preferred it to be in a more suitable –!?”

Suddenly, the barbed tip, which resembled the tail of a stingray, pressed flushed against his nape. The Eclipse wished to get down to business. As someone who could only speak in simple terms, hearing the man’s purple prose only pissed her off.

“… Your duties as Assassins have been relinquished. As you may have heard, the Moons are now strictly governed by the Amalgam.” Understanding his position now, the Star spoke succinctly, but still kept his awfully smug grin.

“Roles being removed? Can’t hunt Moons? Hard to believe.” The Eclipse glared daggers into his back as she walked around him, her feet slapping against the cold concrete. “Moons dangerous. Go crazy frequently.”

She then dragged a finger down the man’s body, beginning from his chin and down to his pelvis like a mock dissection.

“I assure you it is the Will of the Amalgam. Failure to comply will see you joining the ranks of the Condemend. You wouldn’t want your magic stripped from you.” He said, using his free hand to flick hers away, causing a minor explosion to erupt between their fingertips. “Not like those Blood Moons and Red Giants.”

She brought her finger to her mouth and suckled on it as if it were wounded.

“… Speak more. Inflow Direct said nothing. News spread slowly. Herald not visit yet.”

Suddenly, after a brief pause, footsteps could be heard approaching them from far behind. Even within the veil of darkness they could tell who exactly this person was, judging from the scraping sounds of metal and the ethereal, blue glow of their lengthy apparel.

A young, masculine voice then spoke.

“Oh… but I am here. Never too early. Never too late. As per the Will of the Script.”

What emerged was a Herald. He used a blue-tinted great sword as a cane, dragging its forever sharpened blade across the floor.

“A Star of the Nexus, and a Moon in the same place. What the Star speaks is the truth. The Script tells me it is so. I sincerely hope you don’t mind me overseeing the transaction. It is a requirement of mine, as per the Script.”

He then clutched at his heart, elated to be faced with the living legends of Elysia.

            

    
        422. Eclipses Under New Management

    
    
    
    
                The Eclipse no longer had a reason to resent the Star. The moment the Herald confirmed what he said was the truth, she released his arm and the blade disappeared from his throat.

“Hah. You take your job seriously at the very least.” The Star caressed his throat. “To think that a Moon trusts a Herald before a Star. A shame that all it took was one Star to ruin our legacy.” He sighed before continuing deeper through the tunnel.

“Stars not all good. War in Heaven proof.” The Eclipse said, following him closely as the Herald idly dragged himself forward, maintaining at a perfect ten meters of distance from them.

“That was long ago. Why blame me for a War I never fought in? Ill stars are only those that stray from the Nexus. The Red Giants are our new traitors. Let’s not fall into their wretched downfall.” The Star suddenly grinned sadistically as they entered the vast, blue-tinted chamber where a Retrofitter once resided. “But it does make me exorbitantly happy to see them grovel at the feet of the Harrowers.”

“Harrowers?” The Eclipse tilted her head in confusion.

She was then answered by a voice that spoke from across the chamber as soon as she entered the light.

“Some Atelier’s personnel. Nothing too serious.” The voice came from a woman with purple hair who carried eyes that pierced through the darkness. Her flesh was tinted a similar color as she donned a pale research gown, going over the rims of the chamber with a checklist in hand. “Don’t use those terms so freely, Star.”

“A Succubus with manners? How rare.” The Star hummed. “No attempt to hide your true form?”

Several giant, dangling instruments shaped like the illicium of an angler fish cast an ominous light upon them. The absence of the Retrofitter caused large patches of darkness to invade the sanctum, and in those places, one could find rusting chunks of moist metal. The rich stench of iron would immediately cause anyone that dared to intrude to drop to their knees, but to them it was but a fragrance.

“Before a Star? Please. What can I possibly hide?” The Succubus chuckled, albeit slightly nervously. “Ahem… So, with all due respect, what brings a Star here to a Retrofitter’s Site?”

The Succubus held a fairly high position within Caldera Industries but worked under the command of ImpulseWorks. She was a Compound Inspector, which was the combination of a Gravity Inspector and a Structural Inspector. Another namesake of hers was also the Head Inspector, at least for H5.

Her role was fairly simple: to inspect all structures engineered by Caldera Industries. Despite how things looked, the chamber fell within acceptable parameters, and she happily ticked off the last of the checklist before burying it within her voluptuous bosom.

“As per the request of the Nexus, I am here to inform the Eclipse of upcoming changes in management. You see, their roles as Assassins no longer have a place in the eye of the Amalgam.” The Star explained to her rather than to the Eclipse like she was a troublesome child. It was clear that the Succubus was in some way the Eclipse’s handler, or at least someone close enough to handle their conversations.

“… Amalgam?” The Succubus blinked with confusion.

“Oh. I forget how woefully ignorant you non-Blessed are.” A long sigh left the lips of the Star. “The Head. You should now be aware of this new body of the Nexus. It serves to keep the Ateliers in line.”

“Me related to this how?” The Eclipse questioned as she pointed at herself with the tip of her barbed tail.

“Moons of the Nexus will be playing dynamic roles, but they will still always be the ones that will fight the Corrupted. Correct me if I’m wrong, but Eclipses are not suited to fight Corrupted.”

The Eclipse nodded, their transparent, blob-like hair bouncing like a spring. “Eternal Night hard. Correct. Moon assassination easy. Never expect it.”

“Changes in management, you said… Is the Head assimilating the Eclipses?” The Succubus immediately knew where this was going, however, a part of her wondered if the Eclipse would end up being slaughtered now that they were effectively useless.

“ImpulseWorks no need. Amalgam need us?” The Eclipse wanted confirmation, looking to the Herald who nodded just as the Star answered.

“Precisely. I am not alone in our recruitment. Other Eclipses are being assimilated as we speak. The Amalgam seeks specialist Moons. People that can quietly and effectively eliminate troublesome people. Perhaps detain them even. Moons of the Nexus are perfectly capable, but having skilled professionals on day one will benefit the Head greatly.”

“Eclipse can meet the Amalgam?”

“They are loving of all that is Blessed and… non-Blessed.” The Star struggled to utter the last of his sentence, like he was deathly allergic to the concept of showing mercy to such people.

It caused a dangerous chill to run down the Succubus’ spine.

“The T-4 Artificers have made arrangements already. Currently, you serve no one.” The Herald added. “It’s wonderous what happens up there behind closed doors. The Nexus and Act X operate so similarly, don’t they?”

“Comparing the Nexus to the metal clambers your broken doll of a Beholder interprets is an insult of the highest order.” The Star hummed, bloodlust oozing from his permanent smile. “Your kind relies on Scripts because you yourself cannot hear whatever cacophony the machines in the sky create. Driven by the tug of strings not of your own. Your interpretations don’t even come from yourself. Don’t speak about the similarities of us. There are none you purposeless puppet.”

The Herald’s soft smile disappeared as a wave of terror engulfed them. They were the lowest of all messengers of Act X, and in spite of how untouchable they seemed, they were constantly at risk depending on the message they carried. The term shooting the messenger fit them well.

“That means you already consider the Eclipse as part of the Head.” The Succubus deducted, greatly pleasing the Star. “No one in their right mind’s going to refuse. Besides, no one just comes here to inform anyone of a sudden change in management without additional instructions. ImpulseWorks or a Herald could have told us otherwise.”

“Star means big news or orders. Serving the Nexus again…” The Eclipse spoke fondly, but there was also an air of uncertainty surrounding her words. “… Meet Amalgam?”

“It will happen.” The Star promised, raising a finger to the sky as it glowed a bright orange. “So long as you can fulfill an introductory mission. It will serve as your induction. And Succubus. You’re involved.”

“I’m Sorry? I’m Caldera Industries’ property. I cannot –”

“You belong to ImpulseWorks so long as you are inside of the Nex Megalopolis.” The Star reminded, hushing her as her body trembled. “The Artificer of Rupturing gave me a stern reminder. How frightening that person was. She may be the only non-Blessed I could care to respect. You are a tool. Tools don’t speak. Make yourself useful and take the form of a healer.”

“… purpose?” The Eclipse wondered, all the while the Succubus couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“There’s a Syndicate causing trouble in D9 amongst the reparation efforts. The Head wants someone inside to place them precisely where she wants for an upcoming spectacle. They will serve as both training and an example of the Head’s reach.”

“Amalgam wants an Eclipse to fight a Syndicate? Overkill? Send Association.”

The Star then clarified for the Eclipse:

“It indeed would be overkill. A single Color is enough to take them down. The Amalgam chooses to use a more appropriate force. Healers.”

“… what…?” The Succubus blankly blinked, the shock allowing her to speak over her paralyzing fear. “H-Healers…?”

“Combat Healers.” He corrected, making his exit as he approached the Herald. “The Amalgam’s Black Wings. You will get them into place. Gather them neatly for the first showing of the Amalgam’s reach. Those of us in higher places have no need to fight such lowly organizations.”

“… I’m going to be bait?” The Succubus wondered.

“Whatever you want to call it. The methodology you use is not up to me. We only want results. Oh, but you will be rewarded for your efforts. Now then… to see the faces of the Red Giants.” He hummed, passing by the Herald as he held his glowing finger just before his face. “Good puppet. Be the loyal dog to the Scripts. They’ve been interpreted over and over, and yet you call it the truth? A shame. Loyalists like you would make good Stars in a perfect world…”

Any closer and his eyes would have been plucked. Thankfully, the Star left the Herald alone and proceeded into the darkness, his sole light barely able to illuminate the halls.

“… But this is not a perfect world. Keep this in mind, Herald. Act X will only exist for a predetermined amount of time. When the curtains fall and the show ends, there will be no encore. Your time is limited.”

The Herald trembled, leaning against his blade as he desperately held back the urge to vomit.

“That’s… not true…” He gasped, breaking character entirely.

The Star left them all aside from the Eclipse in a miserable state, and none could voice their displeasure.

“Wanted again… happy.” The Eclipse nodded to herself, softly smiling whilst the other two wretched forward, clutching at their heads and stomachs. “Go now. Hurry. Pain temporary. Death forever.”

“… Yeah. Yeah… I really didn’t want to shapeshift anytime soon. I thought joining Caldera Industries would have spared me from it. Fuck. Shit… I fucking hate it.” The Succubus growled through clenched teeth. “Now that you’re no longer part of ImpulseWorks I guess I can freely say ‘fuck them’ out loud. Dammit…”

“We go?” The Eclipse didn’t seem to understand why the Succubus seemed to hurt as she eagerly egged her to move on.

“… monsters. All of you. Yeah. Let’s go.”

            

    
        423. A Casual Date Around H5

    
    
    
    
                It had been a long week since Frost promised to take Nav around H5.

The Black Doves were currently en route to the City of Diamonds where they’d be staying until the end of the year.

The Stars streamlined the logistics of having Frost everywhere at once, but she was always wary that the messages the Stars carried might not fall in line with what she had in mind. For this reason, she preferred face-to-face discussions when it came to major changes.

One such decision was the integration of the Eclipses. It wasn’t a formal decision, and she had planned to bring it up in the upcoming Amalgam’s Summit. Now, imagine her surprise when Eclipses trickled into the Nexus seeking confirmation from her directly.

The Receptionists had to hold their hands as they tended to get lost within the Common Hub. Eclipses rarely visited the Nexus. In fact, once a Star or Moon joined an Atelier, they became obligated to stay outside of the Nexus for two reasons.

The first was that there was no point for them to stay if their interests did not align with the Nexus.

The second was that the Stars were openly hostile to these Stars and Moons, aside from the Iron Stars who they greatly respected, for they were the very first Stars to have ever lived.

One ability that the Receptionists had was the ability to alert Frost when someone asked to see her.

They doubled as secretaries, and this ability was related to the Reception’s mysterious power. This was not limited to just reservations. Alerts like invasions, unexpected guests, and other notable information could be transmitted to Frost via the Nexus so long as she was in view of it.

This combined with Nav anchoring within the Nexus meant that she would be aware of its status at all times. Add her ability to teleport directly into the Nexus and it was nigh untouchable.

Unfortunately, the Receptionists themselves could not speak to her directly. She was only able to receive basic ‘warning’ and ‘alert’ prompts to notify her. However, Anna and Ignis acted as the mediators between them and Nav, allowing for details to come along.

The way Receptionists were created was quite controversial. They were incapable of using magic and were not physically fit for combat. Neither were they Blessed to begin with.

And yet they held the respect from both Moons and Stars. In fact, all Receptionists of the Nexus were appointed by the Stars. They had roamed the world, plucking exceptional specimens to aid the Blessed.

Frost struggled to wrap her mind around it. From what she knew, the higher-order Blessed didn’t take kindly to those that lack the Blessing. So, to hear that the Stars were the ones that effectively saved these people made her wonder just what went through their minds. What prejudices did they hold against the larger part of the world, and why were so few people exempted from it?

Frost feared that she may never know. Not at least until Time Reverberations’ Hora Therapeutical Arm became functional. In her mind these Stars probably needed to unwind and at least offer some insight, although, she wondered if Stars were just as prone to Corrupting as the Moons.

Probably not. They’re not the ones pumped full of Serum G.

That aside, Jury was well into developing her tech in collaboration with the Beholders. Time Reverberation would also be relying on some of their tech. CogitO’s Cognition Filters would help prevent Aspiring Moons from breaking down on their first encounter with the Corrupted, and the Nex Accumulator was self-explanatory.

Time Reverberation was seen as an outlet to test bleeding edge Atelier Items. Regular personnel were usually used to test dangerous products with unsurprising results. Moons were more than capable of withstanding whatever failures were prone to occur using such tech, and not to mention that they had exclusive access to the Greater Healers.

The Stars ravenously worked on all facets of Frost’s plans to a frightening degree. The Perched, Mothers and Father were the only healers that still had Inflow Direct’s name attached to them since they had the Ascelpien as a haven, and a valuable resource to help shape new healers before they were integrated into the Head.

Things moved at a rapid pace thanks to the Isolation Spheres which had quickly become a requirement for all manufactory and Workshop spaces. ImpulseWorks was curious on its application in the Sites and conducted small-scale tests in F-H5.

As one would expect, the Isolation Spheres were a roaring success when dealing with a Corrupted outbreak. They could also be put to a far more practical use by encapsulating an entire Site to produce an insane amount of Nex.

This however meant that ImpulseWorks would be relying on Time Reverberations’ Seci Response Arm in the event that a Corrupted were to hijack the Isolation Sphere. A Site-Wide Corrupted Zone was unheard of, but it became one of the risks associated with Jury’s tech.

Two to three weeks at most was the deadline Frost and Jury gave themselves before Time Reverberation would be ready. Jury just needed to finalize her products, and the Moons to return with their Aspiring Moons.

Mimicry has also seen some interesting developments. The Corrupted no longer randomly shape shifted in the middle of assuming its humanoid form. Ignis became its defacto role model right after Frost. It saw the girl as a perfected version of itself; one that was able to claim a flawless form no matter her state of mind.

As for Ignis, she had partially been able to repair Carpalis’ arm through Frost’s guidance. So far, only sensation was restored to her left arm, which Carpalis mentioned felt was in constant state of being grounded into paste.

The fact that her arm didn’t have any discoloration meant that bloodflow was not an issue. Frost theorized that it was a neurological problem, added with the fact that her arm, when touched, felt like there were a thousand shards sitting just beneath her flesh.

She couldn’t imagine the pain poor Carpalis had to endure. As a result, Ignis eventually removed all sensation from her left arm, though Carpalis didn’t say if it worked or not.


* * *


Frost quietly hummed to herself as she disappeared into the crowded streets of H5, holding Jury’s hand in one hand, and Nav’s in the other. Beautiful melodies played by bands and Bards filled the air as they took the time off for today to take Nav to sightsee.

Thankfully, the main strip in H5 was undamaged, and people here resumed life as it was before the war. Beating drums robbed their attention in one direction, as the scent of grilled meat drew them in another.

They were dressed in casual wear for the first time in public. Jury wore large, baggy pants and a midriff that exposed her glorious abs. Thankfully, the pants had a cutout big enough for her tail to fit through. Apparently, they were made for Dragonkin and Fox Demi-humans who were known to proudly sport the largest tails.

Her hair was tied into a ponytail, which flicked around as her tail towered above the crowd like a periscope. The problem with having such a large tail was that people tended to bump into it, or worse, children would come around latching themselves onto it.

Sometimes, the little monsters would get hoisted into the air.

“Look mama! It looks like a giant white rabbit!” A child pointed at Jury’s tail.

“A fluffy rabbit!” Another cried.

“Where can we get fluffy balloons like that!?”

“That’s not fair. How come big sis’ tail isn’t fuzzy like that?”

“Nah. You know the story of the White Rabbit is just a fairytale.” The child’s elder sister said, holding onto her fabulous, fox-styled tail with both hands insecurely as she passed by Jury. “… how’d she gets hers to get so big?”

Jury was strangely always the center of attention when it came to children. It also wasn’t the first time someone had called her a white rabbit. Alice was the first person to name Jury this, and Frost had to wonder just what part of Jury made them think that.

She peered close at her loved as she munched away at a giant, two-handed cookie like it was burger. Her face suddenly reddened as she wiped the loose crumbs around her mouth before suddenly breaking the cookie in half.

“Did you want some too?”

“… Oh, sure. Thank you. I was just wondering what part of you makes children call you a rabbit? Alice called you that too.”

Jury’s flush, animal ears then suddenly perked up like the ears of a rabbit, revealing the pale, fluffy undersides. They were like giant patches of cotton.

“I like to wonder as well.” She said, blissfully stuffing her face again, unaware of the state of her ears.

“Uhuh…” Frost trailed off warmly, wondering if Jury was doing this on purpose. She did tend to get a bit ditzy whenever food was involved. “They have chocolate chip cookies too in this world. I guess with healers getting the diabetes debuff is impossible, huh.”

“Thankfully a machine can’t catch it.” Nav nodded to herself, munching on a much smaller cookie nonchalantly.

Jury left no stall untouched, buying at least one of every item, shared between them all as Nav’s head darted left and right like a curious animal.

One could imagine cat-ears on her head, twitching in the direction of the pleasant songs.

Nav was dressed in a large, light blue gothic-style dress with an open coat to match. Like Frost, she didn’t want to expose her legs, so she opted for tights but for different reasons.

“In case we are attacked, I will be confident that these will prevent me from losing a leg.” Nav claimed, repositioning a loose cap worn on her head. It gave her a tomboyish appearance, and it perfectly matched her cold demeanor.

As for Frost, she opted for nothing more than black pants and an oversized sweater to match. It was like wearing a blanket for a shirt and was far more comfortable than anything she had worn prior as a man. She paired it with black-tinted sunglasses to hide her golden eyes.

She wore a tomboyish look just like Nav. Together they were easily mistaken for as residents or tourists from distant Sectors, namely because of the lack of weapons they possessed. It was interesting how prices fluctuated depending on how one was perceived. For example, Adventurers were usually charged more than regular people, the phenomenon dubbed as ‘Adventurer’s Tax’.

Not that it mattered to them. Frost was a walking money printing machine anyway.

            

    
        424. Nav's Dresses Up!

    
    
    
    
                Food was just one highlight of the date, though one that Nav couldn’t properly appreciate. With no working tastebuds, she devoured them in an entirely different way.

She ate with her eyes, fawning over the many shapes and sizes that something as simple as the common apple came in.

Green apples. Red apples. Yellow. Candied. Skinned. Sliced. Grilled. Deep fried, even. Each one caused a spark to shine in her golden eyes. She mentioned that it was a shame that something so pretty had to be eaten, and Jury figured that was part of the appeal.

Frost was just intrigued by how differently the apples were called in Elysia. The Granny Smith in her palm was called a Lush Apple, and the giant, watermelon sized red one Jury are like a corn on a cob was a Giant Succulent.

Wait. There weren’t giant apples on Earth, right?

Red Delicious were just called apples and were by and large the most common type to be produced in the majority of Regions. Golden Delicious apples, known here as just Golden Apples, were produced natively in Brandar and Grandis.

It was an interesting tidbid of information Frost managed to gain from spending some time talking to the vendors.

She did this all the while casting Appraise Object. It had become incredibly hard to level it now. A thousand objects barely gave her a level now.


< Appraise Object III [7/10] >


She had gained a whopping three levels from cleaning house in the Common Hub plus H5’s streets. It was like the starting skill in an RPG game that was levelled throughout its duration. She couldn’t help but to wonder what secrets waited to be unturned at level 40, let alone at its Skill Mastery.

Her social side came to life as she embraced the joy of normalcy, smiling at every interaction without fail. Her glasses would occasionally fall to the tip of her nose, and people would catch a glimpse of her golden eyes. Because of her height, the angle caused her to display a heart stopping image of a ‘cool’ woman, mostly thanks to her eyes.

More often than not she ended up getting a price far less than the families before them.

It also helped that she was the kind of person to stare into another’s eyes when speaking to them. Averting one’s eyes was seen as impolite to her, although, she quickly came to understand that some races – particularly Dog Demi-humans – disliked direct eye contact.

Jury enjoyed that others could appreciate Frost, but she always kept her tail wrapped around her waist just in case. And when someone seemed like they’d ask Frost her name –

“Oh – uh… H-Have a good day.” A vendor began to sweat profusely as Jury stood behind Frost, her eyes bleeding with malicious intent, which could only be cured with a delicious treat.

“You’re easily calmed, huh.” Frost said as they left the place, walking along the side of a beautiful harbor.

It was unbelievably large with water so clear that you could see straight into the bottom. A kaleidoscope of colors filled the harbor with life as coral thrived within its basin. They were large, but unlike their Earth relatives, these corals were not spiny or brittle at all. Rather, they danced in the harbor’s currents like seaweed as giant whales passed by, carrying hundreds of passengers aboard.

Nowhere near their blowhole of course. Nav was mesmerized by the sheer size a creature could reach, and yet possess such a low level in comparison to the Moons. The quality of one’s soul dictated a large portion of their strength, recognized by the Blessing as levels.

Then, after a high-pitched shriek that saw foremen warn all to avoid the water, the whale shot out a spectacular stream of pressurized water straight into the air. It must have reached twenty meters. It was the equivalent of the prolonged blast ships did when arriving or just departing from their slip.

A rainbow formed immediately after the water rained down along its back, bouncing off a thin barrier that protected the passengers from getting wet.

“Impressive…” Nav trailed off, clearly stunned by the spectacle as they took a moment ot appreciate the sight for as long as Nav wanted.

“Isn’t it? There’s lots more to see!” Jury enthusiastically said, holding onto one of Nav’s hands. “Everything you missed out on – We’ll see it all together this time. It’s fireworks! But with water.”

“It really does.” Frost agreed, warmly taking Nav’s other hand into hers. “How is it Nav? Liking what you see?”

“My silence speaks for itself.” Nav managed to say with a small smile. “… I have so many questions. The pressure. The size. The biology makes no sense to me. But the beauty of it renders me captivated. Is this the joy of observing?”

“The joy of admiring something for what it is than trying to dissect it.” Frost said. “We can always find a book to understand the things we see later on, but moments like these can only be experienced as they happen.”

Jury then smirked at Frost.

“You’ve been more philosophical lately.” She hummed.

“Yeah. That’s me getting caught up in how people talk in this world. Sorry for sounding like a wise old man.” Frost sighed, suddenly grinning. “But hey, as long as it gets the message across then it’s fine. Getting thrown off the deep end has sobered me enough.”

“You’re the polar opposite when emotional though. That straightforwardness makes you get your message across much easier. Either that, or it’s because they’ve had enough of being beaten to a pulp.” Nav said, suddenly leading them both away to wherever her legs decided. “Onwards to new stimuli – I mean, more sights to see!”

H5 wasn’t just about their food stalls and music. As one of the more popular Sectors it housed a whole range of amenities and activities for them to experience. Nav hadn’t experienced what it was like to shop with an eccentric Jury. They found a large store selling a wide variety of apparel, from casual wear, to suits, combat garbs to even maid outfits.

Nav became Jury’s test subject. A dressing doll to spice up Nav’s appearance. She of course asked Nav beforehand just in case. Nav would have gone along with it anyway regardless of how she felt, and this was precisely why she asked.

“Would you put a lathe in a maid dress?” Nav questioned, standing before a standing mirror in a Victorian-era maid outfit. The skirt was long and frilly, and she even wore the headband to pair.

“A toaster in a suit?” She slowly asked, now wearing a sharp suit that Frost instantly approved of. “This is like putting a protective cover on a GPS. But this is one happy GPS.” She smiled, straightening her suit.

Frost could have sworn she heard someone squeal in one of the balconies above them. The changing rooms were located on the bottom floor of the store and were exposed to all upper floors.

“You put rings on things you love. I’m flattered.” Nav said, taking on goth-style as she wore rings.

That was the suggestion from the store owner, who secretly became invested in finding the one perfect style to fit Nav.

Frost thought they all fit her well until –

“Finally. A machine that can tell its master ‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid I can’t do that’.”

– What she wore was a loose, unbuttoned shirt with an undone collar, and her hair slicked back to give her that stereotypical ‘delinquent’ appearance. Paired with her cold gaze and monotone voice – she instantly slayed the hearts of countless onlookers when she turned around.

Even Frost wasn’t immune to it. She fought an invisible monsoon, struggling to keep herself upright. Nav ticked so many of Frost’s boxes that it caused her heart to skip a beat. Jury was also stunned by how much it suited their emotionless friend.

“Or when the punching machine punches back?” Nav brought a hand to her head, pulling her hair back further. “A plugged toaster leaping into the bathtub might be better… Is there something the matter? I’m detecting an unexpected rise in environmental Nex.”

“Man… The fact that you don’t know makes you so much cuter.” Frost gushed.

“Stay still for a second Nav. Yep~!” Jury held her hands out, framing Nav between her fingers as she made an audible ‘snap’ like a camera shutter. “That’s a new memory getting immortalized!”

Then, Jury leaned over Frost, slicking her hair back to match Nav.

“I’ll get a painter to draw one for us when get to the City of Diamonds! So – Frost, how’s this? I’m the only one that can make your heart thump.”

Frost was sandwiched between two perfect specimens, her heart racing as Jury dominated her senses. She could feel envious gazes stab her from all over the store as soon as Nav then took Frost’s hand, purposefully teasing Jury.

“Don’t copy my style. Or I’ll…” Nav said unexpectedly, surprising both of them as Jury hummed:

“Hmm?”

After some thought, Nav’s eyes narrowed as she leaned towards Jury with a defiant, yet adorable look on her face.

“… jump in the same water as you the next time you bathe.”

“Nav…” Frost laughed. “For the last time, stop comparing yourself with a toaster!”

            

    
        425. Declaration of the Severers

    
    
    
    
                Dusk fell upon the world as the sun fell behind the distant walls. The smeared, whisks of clouds turned a vibrant orange as they walked down vacant streets, watching families hurry away towards home whilst couples began their dates.

The melody played by the musicians shifted from brisk, excited tones to drawn out, romantic notes, fitting the change in atmosphere. Lampposts powered by Light Crystals, which were yellow crystals that naturally illuminated when exposed to the dark.

It depended on the number of faces that were cut into it. The more faces it had, the lower the threshold of light was required before it switched on. While Jury’s eyes were glued to the road ahead and taking in the mood with her two most precious people by her side, Frost ended up getting lost in how these crystals even worked.

She suddenly followed Nav’s eyes, believing she too was lost in the same train of thought. But to her surprise, it wasn’t the black and red lampposts that Nav was staring at.

“Pink skies are the most beautiful. Dusk and dawn are only temporary, but they have the most serene scenery. Would it not get boring seeing the same thing over and over again? Will it lose its magic over time?” What Nav engrossed over was the sky.

A bubbly sensation filled her chest, but at the same time, it was a weird uncertainty that caused Frost to tighten her grip around her hand.

“I don’t think so. Getting over them feels impossible. At least for me. I’m not sure how someone living for over a hundred years feels.” She answered, looking around as travelers briskly moved indoors, whilst residents leisurely strolled around.

There was a place Frost wanted to visit before they returned to the Golden Index.

It was a certain music store located in the heart of the main H5 strip, owned by the family of the Green Composer. Frost did some digging around the legacy of the legendary Green Color. He was one of the first to pioneer a style of combat from a profession that was largely ridiculed in combat roles.

Conductors, Bards, Composers, Musicians – they never had large roles outside of warfare or as performed, but the Green Composer changed that. What made him soar in popularity was his willingness to side with the masses, rather than with private companies.

Colors in the past worked solely around power and money. There were things the powerful could not do without coins, and vice versa. With both, they were untouchable. He was widely known to be a generous man with songs that inspired countless.

So much so that an Impuritas Group was formed after him – The Maestos of Flesh, or simply the Hearts.


* * *


They eventually reached the double-storied store that glistened like a disco ball. Their wares could be seen through windows so transparent that none would be the wiser to believe there wasn’t any.

It was closing time, evident by the people leaving in droves as the same pair of Severers from Act X guarded the entrance, carrying their giant weaponized scissors like a spear. Moving through the small crowd of murmurs and people testing out their newly purchased equipment, they eventually reached the glass doors where Frost greeted the Severers with a smile.

“Hello. Did the Script tell you to expect us?”

“Indirectly.” The one on the right answered hollowly, right before the one on the left continued, “We were only informed of your ascension by a Herald just moments ago. The timing was worryingly close… Please, you may enter, Amalgam and company.”

“Worriedly? Do you usually get them earlier?” Frost wondered, thanking them both with a nod as they pushed through, their voices suddenly causing major scuffling to occur somewhere deeper within the store.

“The timing. We receive a weekly Script precisely at 18:50:21. This one arrived at 18:55:50.” One pulled out a Script, detailing only two things – That Frost had ascended into the Nexus to assume control, and that to await the next Script next week.

“It may be a test of our faith.” The other one said with long, thoughtful hum. “To worry is to question. It is punishable by the Missionaries.”

“My faith is not questionable, only guaranteed. Should a Missionary come to sever my string, then so be it.” The other responded, unafraid of losing their life over something so miniscule in Frost’s eyes.

“If that’s all it takes to upset a Missionary, then it’s a miracle that Act X has any personnel left.” Frost sighed, the Severers idly staring ahead. They didn’t take offence to it. Rather, they simply did not care. “Loyal to the bone. Do you enjoy serving the strings?”

She couldn’t even see the light of their hearts. Their flame of purpose and sense of self had long been snuffed out.

“Enjoyment is not a factor we consider. Such a thing is unnecessary.”

“We only consider the necessities. Our wants are not our needs.”

There was no way Frost or anyone else could get through to them. They were a lost cause. The Severers were individuals that served Act X like they were the drones of a hive, embarking on menial tasks, and occasionally severing the strings of Actors and Neophytes.

They were strong, but nowhere close to the Missionaries, the aces of Act X, were able to cut down Heralds and conduct relations with the most dangerous of groups. Jury greeted them too, garnering only a cold stare as they ventured deeper into the store.

Nav, however, stopped in her tracks to look over her shoulder at the two with a curious expression.

“You’re not machines. So why are you anchored to a purpose like one?” She asked. “You were born free.”

Both then suddenly stared at Nav with their hollow eyes as they ominously answered:

“But we were not designed to be free. We Insectids know that the best.”

Nav’s stare lingered on them as she pondered on the difference between birth and design. She wasn’t born like the rest. She was designed with a purpose in mind. To look over the Captured Star long, long ago.

Their answer caused something to bubble in her cold, icy chest as she recalled the Arbiter’s relinquishment of her duties.

She was free. She had confirmation from her creator…

… Nav brought a hand to her eyes, turning away from their hollow ones as she turned back to her closest friends.

They couldn’t have appeared so much further away all of a sudden. She was frozen temporarily, and her mind began to swirl as her gaze fell down to herself. Then, before dark clouds further poison her mind, she felt the ample, warm hands of her friends as they grasped onto hers.

“Nav~” Jury hummed.

“Let’s go.” Frost warmly spoke as the two of them dragged her forward, cleansing all worries like a ray of sunshine.

Nav then smiled, right as a certain blonde-haired girl came barreling down the central isle, her arms wide open as she aimed straight for Jury.

“Yes. Let’s.”

“You’re back Black Dove! And the White Rabbit is here! And… the Blue Caterpillar!”

Nav had been called many things before, but this was certainly a first.

            

    
        426. Alice Reunites With The White Rabbit!

    
    
    
    
                They didn’t plan to stay any longer than a few hours at best. Frost just wanted to make sure that Hellen and her daughter were still ok. Thankfully, the vibrant blue eyes of the blonde-haired child never faded away. Neither did her mother’s.

Frost had enough stories to tell into the following week, but she kept it simple since she didn’t want to overstay their welcome. Not that Hellen would mind.

She warmly welcomed them into her humble abode, offering crackers in the shapes of musical notes and delicious hot coffee. They were seated within a simple room where only cushions lined the walls. A small table sat just in the corner of the room where all five of them sat to catch up.

Hellen’s eyes glistened, and at times she’d bring a hand to cover her gaped mouth in response to the stories Frost told. Not everything was declassified to her. Frost couldn’t go around telling people, “Hey, so I just killed a thousand people and turned into a Corrupted. But I’m all good now!”

Even if it was someone as kind as Hellen, she knew that they’d be forever uncomfortable. So, she stuck with an abbreviated, clean recount of their journey. Their ups and downs, hardships, and inevitable ascension into the Nexus.

Hellen blew her nose into a handkerchief, shedding several tears at the mention of how one of the triplets managed to find themselves and move on. The woman gently brought a hand to Alice’s head, patting her as she seemed a little disappointed when she found out that it wasn’t Cer.

“All three of them looked like just like Alice when we first went to Grandis. My late husband’s home was welcoming but dear Alice was so reserved like her mind was in a different place. Those Wolf girls reminded me of her… and…” She then turned to a picture on the wall.

It was of a younger version of herself, standing beside an identical woman who cradled a child in her arms. That child had green hair and emerald eyes just like Hellen. However, the other woman in the picture had blonde hair and blue eyes, matching Alice’s.

“… My nephew a long time ago. My, hearing you talk about yourself has made me want to retell old stories. They’re quite tame in comparison. It’s almost embarrassing~” Hellen softly laughed.

She then asked Alice to go fetch them some more cookies. Jury was normally reserved but after being offered the greenlight she devoured them like potato chips. Seeing her face melt at each bite made Hellen more than happy to provide.

Meanwhile, Nav stared down at Jury’s abs, wondering if her metabolism was crazy because of her build. That was until her eyes then moved to her chest and her tail.

“Storage. Ingenious.” Nav said to herself with a nod, causing Hellen to smile warmly.

Hellen went on to ask how Ara was doing. Her love for her niece-turned-nephew was enviable. Frost hadn’t met her again, but Jury did and answered positively, noting that she might even be a candidate to become a Moon.

Her excitement, however, was not shared with Hellen. Her face instead darkened slightly.

“… Ara shouldn’t be sent back to fight again. I’m sure he’s already told you that he grew up in the City of Spades.” She said, tilting her head just enough to block the picture frame behind her, obstructing the face of her blonde sister. “A traditional musician suits him the best. He’s proud of his grandfather and always used to say, ‘I’ll become the next best composer! Music is for the soul!’ You’ve seen how naïve he is. I’m scared someone is going to take advantage of him. More now than ever but…”

She trailed off, cupping her cheek as her usual smile returned. It was a mother’s woe. Or aunts for that matter. Regardless, it was a familiar love that Frost admired as she made a promise to look after Ara.

However, the decision of Ara becoming a Moon was ultimate hers. Frost complemented Ara, noting that she was able to see something inside of her where countless others could only see a black hole.

“She has a knack for that.” Hellen warmly said as Alice returned with freshly baked cookies. “Thank you dear.”

“Thanks Alice~” Frost hummed.

“It’s here~! Now – fluff!” The girl hopped behind Jury, cuddling her fuzzy tail.

Frost noticed that Alice’s eyes had become far more lustrous than the last time she saw her. The childish spark was brighter than the stars outside. It was as if those sparkles were all Alice could see as she repeated the phrase ‘White Rabbit’ every now and then.

Hellen went on to talk more about Ara’s unique ability to see the instruments that represented people. It was a way for Ara to tell who to trust and who to avoid, as well as knowing optimal compositions, relationships, and the like.

But she never saw people as instruments like others in her family with the same ability did, most notably her father – Thoven; a man with his heart set on the piano and the acclaim of the late Green Composer. Hellen admitted that most of her family were envious of her father’s legacy. Ara’s father was no different.

He was a man Ara never knew aside from his name. Not that Ara cared, as Hellen claimed. Ara was content with the life he lived up until he turned into a she.

The topic then shifted to Alice as Frost brought up the mystery of the White Rabbit. She didn’t think much of it and mentioned it as a one-off thing, saying:

“I wonder what makes children want to call you the ‘White Rabbit’. It has to be your tail, right?”

“90% positive.” Nav raised her hand. “I heard that children see the world very differently. It’s a scientific fact that they also see it more vibrantly too.”

“Ahaha…” Hellen chuckled. “You’re right. They’re imaginative creatures. Alice has always been like that. Painting the world in her own vision. Black Dove. White Rabbit. Blue Caterpillar. It sometimes worries me, but when I hear that other children have also called things ‘White Rabbits’, then it makes me feel at ease. I’m assured that my dear Alice is a normal girl.”

“She definitely is. Children tend to let their imagination run wild.” Frost assured as Hellen tenderly looked over at her daughter. “Still, I’d be hard pressed to find something that looked like Jury’s tail out in the wild.”

“Fox girls?” Nav questioned.

“Dragonkin can have fuzzy tails too.” Hellen answered as Jury asked Alice why she called her the White Rabbit.

Alice snuggled closely with her tail, nuzzling her cheek into its soft fur as she muffled said: “Because you’re the White Rabbit. The real one! I know it!”

“Eh? Huh? Real one? Are the children seeing a fake one?” Frost wondered as Alice nodded firmly.

“Mhm. It’s all fake. They’re chasing the wrong one! But… everyone has their own bunnies.”

Frost’s gaze sharpened. An inquisitive look suddenly befell her as she turned to Jury whose chewing slowed as she returned the sidelong glance. What Hellen thought was normal felt off to them.

Alice seemed adamant that this was the case, and Hellen wore a somber expression as she reached out to stroke Alice’s head, humming something before cupping her ears shut.

“That’s right dear. Everyone has their own bunnies to distract them.” Hellen’s tone became soft, almost saddened. “My, the mood has changed, hmm? As… Alice’s mother, it’s worrying that she’s so infatuated with the White Rabbit.”

“… How many children are seeing this White Rabbit? Do you know?” Frost wanted to understand just what this phenomenon was, although, she recalled it occurring as far back as the first time they entered the Nex Megalopolis.

The White Rabbit was a canard. A simple rumor spread only between children. Apparently, sightings had increased ever since the devastation of the Nex Megalopolis. Frost held Alice’s hand, kindly asking to see her palm as she checked her status and issued various healing magic just in case something was up.

As expected, nothing turned out to be wrong with her.

Frost wondered if Jury could peer into her mind using Time Seer. It was a skill that allowed Jury to see the physical origin of Nex, similar to how Frost was able to witness Raoul’s assault on the City of Spades.

However, it was not so simple.

A subtle light emanated from Jury’s chest as her heart audibly ticked. She too held onto Alice’s hand but unfortunately, she was not able to detect anything.

The reason for this was simple.

“Alice has no source of Nex to unravel.”

Meaning she’s not in a state of distress or anything like that, huh.

“Precisely.”

“It’s probably the herds of sheep Demi-Humans.” Hellen stated, wondering why they became so serious all of a sudden. “My. Please don’t worry. It’s not like Alice and the children will go chasing them down a rabbit hole~”

“I hope not!” Jury exclaimed. “Alice. Don’t go following anyone weird, ok?”

“Mhm~!”

“No White Rabbits too.” Frost wanted to hammer this into her, causing Alice to pause momentarily before slowly nodding. “Alice… Tell me ok too.”

“… ok.”

“You don’t want anything terrible happening to you.” Nav ominously spoke, causing a chill to run down the girl’s spine as her deadpan eyes drilled into her soul. “Statistic suggest that children of your age are likely to have your guts –”

“Hey, hey – Nav, how about you don’t go telling a kid about statistics.” Frost suddenly cupped Nav’s mouth shut with her palm, Nav’s mouth moving as she continued to speak. “Please?”

“… Mwy shwall wemebwer wat (I shall remember that).”

“Thank you. And you too, Alice. Stay safe and keep close to your mother. Remember, no White Rabbits.”

“How about Black Doves? Or Blue Caterpillars!?” Alice asked as she returned to her mother’s side, hugging her neck dearly.

“Are we the only ones you know?” Frost asked.

“Mhm~!”

“Then sure. Only us.”

This was the first time she had heard of the White Rabbit. And knowing how things worked in this world, the odds of it being a Corrupted was unbelievably high. More so when a number of children believed the same thing.

If it wasn’t already a Corrupted, then there was a chance that it could become one soon. Frost nursed her migraine as she stared into the wanderlust eyes of the blonde girl.

Those eyes sparkled like the night sky.

But in reality, there was only but an incandescent orb of light above.

And soon, there would be Stars of the Nexus watching them closely.

Because if the Stars could truly interpret her will, then they’d know that she desires the investigation of this phenomenon.

            

    
        427. Train Trip Back To The City of Diamonds

    
    
    
    
                The legend of the White Rabbit did not exist amongst adults, and neither are most children aware of such a story. It didn’t exist at all. Parents dismissed it as figments of their children’s imaginations.

Two reactions occurred whenever Frost asked a child about the White Rabbit.

The first is that they would ask her what it was, and the second would result in a knowing grin. The White Rabbit seemed to only manifest before a certain demographic of children, one that had increased substantially after the war.

Frost couldn’t put her finger on what caused this to occur. All she could think of is the prognosis of the White Rabbit phenomenon. Was it dangerous? How would it evolve over time? It was impossible to forecast anything.

She peered out of the window of one of the few working Express Trains, watching the world fly by as she then stared intently at Jury’s sleeping reflection.

“Why are they mistaking Jury for it?” These soundless words left her lips.

This was the strangest part of the phenomenon.

Onboard healers were a thing of the past now. A Train Conductor was the only personnel on board. They were necessary to heal passengers due to frequent injuries caused by the train’s violent movements.

Instead, bandages could be found in small, metal boxes that were labeled with a giant red plus sign. Suddenly, a pleasant ding rang in all directions before the Train Conductor spoke:


“Healers are no longer boarding our trains. Please find the nearest Healing Clinic if you experience the following: neck pain, shortness of breath, unresponsive limbs, chest pain, or sudden blindness. Caldera Industries is not responsible for any injuries caused by travelling on our trains. Please do not dispute this with the Train Conductor or you will be required to seek the nearest Healing Clinic.

Endorse Attachment.”


“Endorse Attachment. Nav. Got a clue on what it might mean?” Frost sighed, turning towards Nav who was busy counting the precise number of hairs on her head.

“Temper Aspirations.” Nav plucked a strand, watching it wither away in the sunlight. “Both meanings are not obvious and are personal to the Beholder. My initial interpretation of the latter was to tame aspirations than to harden them. Endorse Attachment could relate to the Advent of Attachment they seek.”

“Endorsing it, huh.” Her eyes locked with Nav’s fingers as she plucked another strand, watching it fizzle away yet again into tiny, blue particles of light. “Is that normal?”

“This hair is made from synthetic material. Think of them as tubes requiring constant fuel. They lose their form when plucked away.” She said, waving away the strange blue particles like they were pollen.

“That looks convenient. I hate cleaning up after cutting my hair.”

“You cut your own hair?” Nav wondered.

“I did on Earth. Well… I’m sure I did. Hey, does that hurt?”

“I don’t feel pain so I can’t tell you. Would it work if I did this?” Nav then moved her hand and made a slicing gesture along her forearm.

“I’d rather we never find out.” Frost smiled. “At least we know we have to keep you in one piece. Wait, does your hair regrow? Maybe it’s a good idea to stop plucking them.”

“The technical term for this is dethatching.” She nodded to herself as her hands dropped onto her lap. “It would be troublesome to permanently weaken myself through enacting my curiosity. After all…”

Nav’s eyes suddenly met with Frost’s. There was not a hint of emotion within those eyes as she uttered:

“… healing magic does not work on my form.”

Precisely. Nav was a machine. It did not matter whether she had a soul or not. Healing magic could only restore the biology of the living. Never the rebar of machines. Nav’s body had changed over the last few days, steadily becoming colder to the point where her vital signs no longer existed.

Frost kindly drew one of Nav’s hands onto the table and gently pressed her thumb against her wrist. The once healthy throb was absent. Nav didn’t possess a pulse. What Frost felt instead were bumps underneath her skin, akin to that of tiny gears.

And with no pulse, Frost wondered if she even had any blood inside of her anymore. The regression of Nav’s body was worrying. Thankfully, it didn’t have any mind-altering effects on her.

She was still mentally sound.

“All the more reason to complete your wish.” Frost spoke warmly. “But I think Jury can heal you. She just needs to wave her finger and reverse time, right?”

“I believe it is possible. But it’s more convenient to be like you. Are you worried about me perchance?” Nav’s lips curved into a small smile, the turbulent air blowing her hair to the side as her cap was nearly taken away.

The way the light refracted in her eyes reinforced that Nav was beyond just steel and flesh. She was warm in her own way. So much so that it caused the coldness of her hands to seemingly disappear.

Beyond that gaze was a burning desire to fulfill her wish.

Frost’s hands tightened around hers.

“Of course I am. What kind of a question is that? Your wish is just like ours. We all want to live in this world. If living to you means getting rid of your metal body, then we’re with you one hundred percent of the way.” Frost said cheerfully as Jury’s head plopped onto her shoulder.

She then whispered in her sleep.

“One hundred percent…” A strand of drool dribbled, causing Frost to laugh quietly.

Nav didn’t speak for the remainder of the trip, but her smile and bright eyes made it obvious that she was happy. The train trip was surprisingly tranquil. The scenery of the city never failed to impress. From the urban to the rural, and to the wild stretches between each pocket of life reminded Frost of how big this world was.

The red and black theme of the City of Hearts soon shifted to gold as baroque architecture filled the endless cityscape before them. A giant wall divided the City of Hearts from the City of Diamonds. It ran from the inner Sectors all the way down to the outer walls. The distance was so large that she could see different shades of night down to the edge.

Although, this was due to the shadow of the Nexus.

The glow of civilization staved the night away as hundreds of wolf-drawn carriages rode along roads wider than the largest highways on Earth. The atmosphere shifted from romantic to extravagant as gold filled the world as far as the eye could see.

It had been so long since they visited the City of Diamonds. At least it felt like it. Frost felt giddy all of a sudden as she looked across the carriage, past the heads of a Dragonkin family and saw a certain golden spire.

Carpal Tower springboarded her journey into learning what the world was, both on its surface and deep beneath the crust. A childish glee overcame her as she wondered how the others were doing right now. She had no doubt that the Demi-Humans they rescued still remembered them.

A part of her was ashamed that she still didn’t know their names. This time, she’d learn them for sure. Her eyes then wandered to the skies above where not many stars could be seen due to the light pollution.

But it was far more than the stars in the cities of Earth.

“I hope Stella can see the stars too one day.” Frost spoke underneath her breath. “She deserves to see them more than anyone in the world. Have you tried speaking to Aster yet?”

“Partially. Aster has very small timeframes where I can communicate with her. Her coma may soon be subsiding. Perfect timing. Shall we call it a coincidence for once?” Nav said, causing Frost to smile.

“Yeah. Just this once I’ll believe it’s a coincidence. That’s until we later find out that she’s waking up because we’re on our way. Haaah… I wonder if Sana’s going alright as well. She needed a lot of help after what happened to her. This’ll be your first time meeting them all too.”

Before long, the train arrived at its destination in D9. The rest of their travels would be by foot until they reached the doorstep of the D-J Sector.


* * *


< Entering the City of Diamonds (D-J) for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the City of Diamonds (D-J) >

            

    
        428. City Defenders

    
    
    
    
                Another mundane night befell the City Defenders. They stood guard like statues, donning their imposing and offensive symbol of a middle finger on their backs. It was worn with pride, and it was faced purposely towards the outskirt Sectors as they stood above the high walls defending the inner Sectors.

Though their weapons were ununiformed, and their builds varied so widely that no two City Defender was the same, they were highly disciplined individuals, motivated by the warmth of their home which was the Golden Index.

City Defenders were of the Soldier rank in the Golden Index’s hierarchy, having little sway over concerns, but enough freedom to enjoy the lesser things in life. Unlike those in the equivalent role in other Ateliers, they were provided with a work schedule coupled with mandated breaks.

Basically, there were two teams. Week One, and Week Two; called Red and Black Suits. One could tell them apart by the shade of red they wore, and the ring found on their middle fingers. The ruby rings were cut into four different suits – Heart and Diamond, which were a bright red; and Spades and Clubs, which were a far duller shade of red.

They were then split into night and day shifts, giving the City of Spades 24 hours of surveillance. Carpalis could have easily exploited them, for she possessed a piece of their soul. Holding it over their heads would have been the first choice of persuasion by other Ateliers.

However, Carpalis was generous.

And it was precisely why betrayal was so common within the Golden Index.

Frost was glad that nothing happened to her Faustian Bargain. It was damaged, perhaps even beyond repair, but it was not destroyed. The proof was all around her. Were it destroyed then the entire Golden Index would have collapsed in that exact moment.

They walked up the long staircase leading towards the golden gates of the D-J Sector from D9.

Soldiers watched them with careful eyes. Unlike the untrained masses, they were aware that the most suspicious people were those in common wear rather than armor. None seemed to recognize the position she held, neither did she wish to flaunt herself as the Amalgam unnecessarily.

Instead, she reached into her Dimensional Storage and pulled out her Guild Card which was proof of her alternate title; the Black Dove. She held it close between her fingers, flashing it to necessary personnel as they finally reached the front gates where they were hailed by two sturdy-looking men.

“Halt. You’re a Color, aren’t you?”

“Yes. The Guild Card should be enough proof.” Frost politely greeted the young men as they stared intently at the Guild Card, then at her.

A look of perplexing dawned on their faces, their eyes staring at something over her shoulder.

“Hold on just a second… You’re that Black Dove?” One said, glancing over at his partner who also seemed confused.

At first Frost thought it was because of her casual appearance and unthreatening body type. But then she remembered that the most dangerous type of people were always the smaller ones. It was always easier to choreograph or predict the swing of a bigger opponent.

But from a child? Good luck. If anything, their smaller stature made for their swings to connect just as rapidly. Frost’s mind derailed for a moment as she tried to picture a child-like opponent thrashing against her.

“I thought she had wings?” One of them wondered, confusing her with Ber.

“Shhh. Don’t think out loud. A Color can strip your tongue off before you can blink. You may pass through. But I haven’t seen the Guild Cards of those two.” The tallest man pointed his chin Jury and Nav, prompting Jury to flash hers, causing the man’s eyes to bulge. “A-Another Unbound Ranked? So this is ‘Jury’.”

“Is she well known here?” Frost asked humorously.

“Amongst the children she is. They’re the same people your party saved after all. The Black Dove and Jury… Those are names in the list of exemptions.” He said, pulling out a small pocket-sized booklet holding all VIP names, set from most important to least important.

It was an item distributed by the Golden Thumb to all relevant subsidiaries. It helped personnel identify people in the field, which was highly valued more than ever now that communications were severed.

Magical properties radiated from the booklet. Text and inscriptions appeared invisible to normal people, hinting at the use of CogitO’s technology.

Or so she thought. Illusion magic was woven between the words and imprinted into the paper itself, hiding the ink from plain sight. It was a form of racial magic, albeit quite rare and barely saw use in larger scales due to its absurd mana consumption.

Not only that, but CogitO’s tech superseded it. It worked best with the Succubae who inherently knew this magic, using it like it was another limb. Another reason why it was rarely seen in use outside of their shape-shifting illusions was because Racial Magic was notoriously difficult to apply externally, unlike Traditional Magic.

Furthermore, it was not exactly secure. The names of the exempted VIP individuals written in the booklet were powerful individuals who could afford to have their identities known. Perceptive individuals could bypass the illusion with ease.

For people like them? It may as well not have existed.

“CogitO’s technology is not integrated in those books?” Nav suddenly questioned, drawing eyes to her as they nearly forgot she was there in the first place.

“You tell me.” The man shrugged, hoisting his long baton over his shoulder with a sigh. “Having it Indexed would be easier. All we’d need then is someone to sit on their ass and throw information around using one of those ear studs of theirs. They tell us to leave the book how it is. You’d get pissed too if people could find your name and description just like that, hey?”

“It’s too late to worry about that now.” Frost sighed, but she agreed with him. “Are we able to pass through now?”

“You two can, but this one needs to stay.” He motioned to Nav. “I ain’t ever seen someone like her before. Light blue hair and golden eyes? Weird comb –”

Whatever disease that caused him to spew something so dangerous before her was cleansed in an instant. An overwhelming sense weighed down on them, their bodies frozen as though invisible chains ensnared their fragile bodies.

Frost’s Scrutiny wrung them like they were dirty rags, her eyes piercing through their souls as sweat dripped from every pore imaginable. They had forgotten that the person before them was more than capable of killing them a hundred times over. To even consider slighting a companion of theirs was a trait that she was tempted to uproot right where she stood.

“Is there something wrong with my friend?” She calmly asked, her voice so serene that it was uncanny, for they knew they had struck a nerve that should have been left untouched.

Not only that, but Frost did not want Nav’s name to be put anywhere near that damned booklet of theirs. Jury shared the same sentiments as her, but nowhere near as demeaning. Frost stared up at the man with eyes that saw him as nothing more than a pebble on the side of the road, and the man believed it for those eyes devoured him.

“If I were you, then I’d be choosing my words carefully next time.” Frost then raised a hand and dusted the man’s shoulder with a light tap, just as someone else rushed towards them. “It’d be a shame if these were your last. I don’t know what possessed you to even try that in front of a Color, but you’d think that someone like you would know better.”

Frost spoke scathingly, her words like the lashes of a barbed whip as she smiled at the approaching figure, recognizing them as one of Broker’s men that helped them in the Derma Layer. Her personality shifted so quickly that it felt like her anger was just a figment of their imagination. The weight of her scrutiny was lifted as though it never existed.

She waved happily at the person in question, who turned out to be a supervisor. Many of the personnel that returned from the Derma Layer were granted higher roles for their fearlessness in a place where even Beholders would struggle. And Frost couldn’t be happier when they dismissed the concerns of allowing Nav into the Golden Index, for they knew exactly who Frost was beyond just the Black Dove.

“Your feathered coat would have given you the clearance you wanted. I apologize for the hold up.” The person, who wore a vibrant red ring and the Cognition Transmitter studs sincerely spoke.

            

    
        429. Hints of the Fractured Nilhim and the Repenters

    
    
    
    
                The man wore a badge that celebrated his bravery within the Derma Layer, and on his shoulders, one could find the golden embodiment of a symbol that showcased his position within the Golden Index. There were three levels between a City Defender and the highest-ranking Soldier.

Associates were depicted by no symbols. City Defenders had five fingers. Soldiers had anywhere between four or three depending on their strength. Three were the strongest, much like the one standing before them.

Captains had two, and finally, the Underbosses possessed only one finger, symbolizing their ranks as being the literal fingers of the hand that was the Golden Index, as well as being the metaphorical hand of Carpalis.

“They’re doing their job thoroughly. Just rude.” Jury answered in Frost’s stead, annoyed by what she saw as a slight towards Nav. She reached out to pat Nav’s head through her cap, humming: “It’s not weird at all~”

Their supervisor shot the people in question a glare that shouted: ‘Do you not realize who the hell they are!?’ as he apologized once again.

“Please forgive them. Everyone’s on edge after the disasters. Doesn’t help that only just last night we’ve been hit by a Dungeon in this Sector. I’ve ordered them to be extra vigilant, so that fault lies with me.”

Frost had already forgiven them. She was surprised. Shocked even to hear that D-J had suffered from an Impuritas attack. Curious, she asked:

“Isn’t this Sector supposed to be immune to Dungeons?” Her eyes moved to the inner walls that closed off the compound they found themselves in, seeing nothing out of the ordinary as the tall spires were left mostly untouched.

“You’ll see it when you get past. Big holes from heavens knows where.” He said, referring to the pores where Impuritas usually flooded out of.

He then began to escort them towards a glass-mirror building that served as the official checkpoint. Along the way, and after several tens of meters walking along the black-bricked paths, Frost asked if it was the doing of the Animals.

But to her surprise:

“The fact that no one saw anything makes us think the Scourge has us in their sightlines. Those mind-fuckers. Problem is that they manifest themselves to some people like the Wandering Healers. The Eyes used to detect them easily but we’re blind now and gotta start relying on Succubae to sniff them out.”

The Fractured Nilhim. Sounds like they have CogitO’s tech on their side.

“Or it may be an ability of theirs rather than the effects of a stolen tech. There is little known of the Fractured Nilhim even within the Collection.” Nav immediately answered. “They seem to target the mind. CogitO is the same.”

Frost asked what the Scourge were like, and the only response she gained was that they were the manifestations of people’s nightmares, thoughts, and dreams. The Corrupted immediately came to mind, but this couldn’t be further from the truth.

Instead, the Scourge were known to break people down and were the source of spontaneous breakdowns. They passed through the wide interior of the glass building, watching the stars shine through the translucent ceiling before they reached the other side and were greeted with the astounding stretches of civilization.

But before that – just in the foreground – were the holes that the man spoke of. There were less than a dozen and were oddly tiny. Even Frost would struggle to fit inside. Each were found at the base of a palm tree, and there she saw CogitO’s Repenters and their Harrower shoveling dirt to fill the hole.






	 
	 
	
Harrower

< 42nd Gluttony Division >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
Soul Rank: X | Atelier: Oboros Infinitas


	 
	 



	LEVEL : X
	ORIGIN : Human
	
HP : 450


	ATT : X
	MAG ATT : X



	MP : X
	ATT DEF : X
	
MAG DEF : X


	RESIST : 25
	AGI : X









The Harrower was an individual that wore a black suit and the green symbol of a bitten apple, found woven into their shoulder. The patch was beautifully crafted, and the woman in question oversaw the hole-filling from afar with crossed arms, her eyes with an inhuman number of bags due to the restless nature of their work.

That suit had specific details that differentiated them from Receptionists and the Moons. Namely, the tie was green to symbolize the sin of Gluttony, and the under shirt of their two-piece suit was also in a similar color.

Green symbols of a dragon devouring its tail could also be found on their collar, and the buttons of their suit.

Somehow, that suit reminded Frost of the one Raoul wore when they first met. She didn’t remember it clearly, but she was certain that his buttons possessed similar details to theirs.
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	AGI : X









The Repenters were far stronger than the Harrower, but they were subservient to them in a way. The Harrower called the shots and served as a manager for the collection of seven Repenters that worked themselves to the bone, audibly complaining as they appeared on the cusp of murdering one another.

They wore a similar apparel to the Harrower but possessed blue armbands with the red self-devouring snake printed on it. Surprisingly, they were noted to be working under Oboros Infinitas rather than CogitO as opposed to what she had heard.

CogitO in fact managed them, and just when one was about to swing their shovel to decapitate a companion, a surge of terror overwhelmed them, causing them to collapse onto their knees and begin wailing hysterically.

“… Not the kind of sight people of our City want to see. Oh, also, Stella has been looking forward to seeing you! Everyone has to be honest.” The man parted ways with them, exchanging goodbyes and good lucks as Frost’s eyes lingered on the wailing woman who inadvertently reached for the light of the stars above.

When in truth, what she reached for was the floating, living light of the City of Diamonds.

“The Nex generation is substantial. Can you imagine how much Nex they can accumulate when they Corrupt?”

… I’d feel sorry for them if they weren’t bad people. But seeing them from the outside makes me feel sorrow. However…

Frost ignored the scene as she recalled the Gambit Teams that harvested the spinal fluids of the healers. She remembered the Syndicates that left people to pickle in preserving juices for years on end.

Such people were not allowed to be given the luxury to forget what they had done.

Jury’s ears flapped to the sound before steadily falling down flushed against her head. It had always been like that, but somehow, they appeared saddened by the ordeal. They ventured past them, wandering deep into the city of Gold as they followed the trail towards the one tower that was a cut above the rest – Carpal Tower.

            

    
        430. Reflection Within The Darkness

    
    
    
    
                Frost had grown used to the attention by now. It was no longer rare to see people fail to recognize exactly who she was. People flocked to her the moment they spotted her golden eyes, paired with the same short-cut hair that dangled just barely above her shoulders.

Golden eyes were almost unheard of, after all.

People of the Derma Layer recognized her as she passed through a district where the air smelt of coffee, and where casually dressed civilians roamed. Compared to D-Q, D-J housed fewer official personnel and primarily contained common folk invited by the Faustian Bargain.

Surprisingly, it was also where people of the Derma Layer ended up. Waiters and waitresses of cafes waved over at her with tears in their eyes, some calling out her name whilst others watched on with reserve. Carriage drivers hailed her, as well as Inner City Defenders. Some of them had given a piece of their soul to join the Golden Index whether out of thanks or repayment for taking them in.

Frost thought they were all living inside of the walled off villages in D-Q, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. They had integrated into society, working jobs as they cherished the life the Impuritas had robbed them of.

Many were just thankful to have their limbs and organs back. This area was a newly developed one, so it made sense to see them here. It was a nameless district bordering the walls of the Outskirts, defended heavily due to the emergence of the holes nearby.

Interestingly enough, however, was that Jury was also recognized almost too familiarly. Jury never interacted with them as much as Frost did, so she wondered if they were just happy to see the face of another one of their saviors.

But that was only half of the truth.

Past the stores laid the residential areas, unwalled unlike the private villages elsewhere. Tiny eyes feasted upon them through windows and in the shadows as they ventured past, following the golden light of the distant Carpal Tower.

Up ahead was an internal transit network used solely within the inner Sectors. They were in perfect order and would be sent directly to the main strip of Carpal Tower. Before that, however, Frost wanted to address the stares as she scanned the streets, watching as adults paid them little heed compared to the children.

She looked over at one and waved, but they did not respond until Jury tilted her head, curiously pointing at herself. A bright smile formed on the child’s face as they suddenly waved at her, as if they knew her on a name-to-name basis.

“… Ominous. The happiness feels artificial.” Nav stated.

“They’re mistaking Jury for someone else again. Half recognize us from the Derma Layer.” Frost followed; her mind now fully immersed in the thoughts of the ‘White Rabbit’. “Weird. Jury’s [Time Seer] can’t peer into the physical origin of it either. Is it because it’s all purely mental? Aside from lacking enough Nex to stimulate it?”

“I don’t think so.” Jury whispered, bringing a finger to her bottom lip. “People have touched the fluff of the White Rabbit’s tail, so we know that it at least exists. [Time Seer] works just kind of like how you were able to see the past in S5. The problem is [Time Seer] can’t see specifics, so we ultimately have to study what we find. I doubt we’ll outright see a White Rabbit.”

She was adamant about this, and as if to prove it, she used the magic in small quantities on several children, disguising it as a healing magic. Jury, Frost and even Nav surprisingly were able to see the aberrations form around the children as the world temporarily shifted, depicting the caverns of the Derma Layer.

It was like peering into a wormhole, with the caverns seemingly appearing like the watercolor paintings made by a child. However, it did not detract from the horrors of it.

Bloodshed, disease, and agony were the prevailing thoughts of these children even until now. The White Rabbit could not be found unfortunately. It was a fundamental flaw that managed to show both the whole as well as a small facet of a person, if that made any sense.

Jury could dig deeper, but doing so increased the risk of unintentionally Corrupting them. Because those memories she saw would also be seen by the person in question. Letting them remain buried was sometimes the better option.

She stimulated them just enough for it to be a fleeting thought, hence why the depictions did not appear full and seemed to be drawn from imagination rather than memories. Jury’s hands began to tingle, her heart wrenching as an audible ticking could be heard from her.

“[Time Seer] paints the picture. It’s our role to critique it.” Nav said something the Objet D’Art would be proud of.

“Good metaphor.” Jury commended. “Just not the full picture. It’s like… looking into a fractal. The more resolution we have, the closer we can zoom it. I’ve been testing it out on some of the black marks on the Nexus. I feel like an idiot sometimes because you can zoom in over and over again and end up in the same spot.”

“Like a pseudo time loop, huh.” Frost answered.

“Exactly~!” Jury leaped, happy to hear that Frost was on the same wavelength. “When think of that it takes me back to the doors in the visions I had of the past.”

“The way you explain it makes it sound like you don’t know the extent of it yourself.” Nav stated as the moved on, patting the head of a young boy as they entered an empty tunnel that cut through the underside of the district.

The trains here operated underground but were protected thanks to Caldera Industries’ Root-Pillar Complex. The Root-Pillar Complex was less dense towards the inner Sectors, creating massive voids that made it impossible for the Impuritas to invade.

Frost remembered the giant sewers that led to seemingly nowhere. One such well was found to the side just past a safety rail, which led to a catwalk that crossed to a nearby district. It was closed off and used as a dumping ground to remove waste from the city.

Sewerage spilled like waterfalls from gargantuan pipes, as steam rose into the air. Small, pale wisps captured the smoke and delivered it elsewhere to be reused, likely for pneumatic systems.

They continued down the brightly lit tunnel; all the while Jury’s eyes were strangely fixated on something within the darkness of the well.

It was as though she had caught a glimpse of a creature. She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand, then her tail as she stared inquisitively at the passing pit.

“Feeling tired?” Frost didn’t ask if she saw something, because Frost would have seen it too. This was the only thing she could think of after a long day of outing.

Jury, however, uttered:

“… I thought I caught a glimpse of myself just now.”

            

    
        431. What's Wrong With Sana's Cooking?

    
    
    
    
                “Hehehe…” Wicked laughter stirred a certain black-carpeted lobby, where gambling tables were left completely unoccupied, and where servers holding trays of drinks stood to the side with terror in their eyes.

The one who spoke was a blonde-haired Fox-woman. She occupied one side of the central gambling table. Murderous intent oozed from the woman as she held an open fan to her face, concealing her mouth as a server shakily placed a drink beside her.

The condensation made it as though that the drink was sweating profusely, the ice cubes tumbling as if striving to get away.

What she wore was a flowery green, short dress that terminated just after her knees, with tights that covered her skin. The insignia behind her back was of a thumb, clearly indicating that she was a part of the Golden Thumb. Her eyes were calculative, typical of those within the subsidiary.

“So the time has come.” Another voice spoke from the other end of the only occupied table in the entire floor as a small crowd of less than twelve gathered around them, holding back bated breaths.

This person was a dog-woman with brown hair, which was bundled into two giant balls. Her apparel was a blue, baroque-style dress, only with far less frills. The crest on her back was of the ring finger, meaning she was of the Golden Ring.

The poker machines ceased their cheery tones as the fairies within peered to watch the showdown of a lifetime. The two dueling figures were each armed with a deck of cards as a familiar bunny-eared Dealer watched on, beads of sweat dripping down her forehead.

“It all comes down to this now.” A voice spoke from the sidelines.

It came from a wolfwoman dressed in a beautiful, red blazer different from what many of the Golden Middle wore. The same offensive insignia could be found on her back as golden embroidery made it clear that she had a higher position within the subsidiary.

Her apparel was more suited for men, but it paired with her perfectly. Her usual messy hair was slicked to the side as cowlicks ran along the edge like the teeth of a sawblade.

“W-What’s going to happen to them?” A cat-girl whispered into the ear of a bee-woman as she stood on her toes. “I can easily just pull them aside if it gets too serious.”

The cat-girl was the one and only survivor of Serum S. She wore a maid-like outfit and was not assigned to a subsidiary, much like the Dealer Bunny.

“Have faith. Mister Secur-80 is watching closely.” An Insectid bee-girl assured, wearing a beautiful pink wedding suit with black roses printed all over.

Her giant tail wiggled behind her before the barbed tip pointed towards the towering, muscular man who watched on with just as much intrigue as the rest.

“There’s too much on the line. I’m afraid the loser won’t come out unscathed.” He ominously warned, holding a red card in between his fingers. It appeared like a protective cover for cards, when in truth it was an item that prevented cheating. All 52 cards of a given deck were bound to the sleeve, making swap outs or manipulation of the cards nearly impossible.

Additionally, it was able to dispel all illusions placed on a card, revealing precisely what it was to the one who held the card. Such an item was not required here, but the girls took the game of poker far too seriously to begin with.

Why? What could possibly be the reason for this? Even the Underboss of the Golden Middle had placed his bets on one of the competitors and was already in the deep red. That person being the Wolfwoman who immediately won on the first round.

Indeed. She won. This wasn’t a poker game where winner takes all. It was an elimination game where the last one standing was to endure cruel and unusual punishment.

That punishment was less dire than they made it out to be.

“The loser takes all.” The Fox-woman cackled.

“We’ll see about that.” The Dog-woman spoke haughtily as the cards in the center were revealed, with cards gliding across the table right into their hands.

“Uuugh. What’s with poker matches and cringe dialogue?” The bunny Dealer deflated, her ears drooping as she began waving a hand by her nose, as if to remove a bad odor. “Sana makes tasty food. Unbelievable that you turned it into a punishment game.”

“Rabbits are able to stomach crap cause it’s part of your diet.” The wolfwoman stated, harping on the fact that rabbits regularly ate their own facies.

“Is not! I’m not a Beastkin, you know! How rude!” The Bunny girl pouted; her ears pointed up like a pair of giant exclamation marks. “More for me if you can’t handle it. Hmph!”

“Considering the alternatives? Poena can whip up a mean meal in comparison. Problem is that it’s just too healthy.” The Wolfwoman said, watching as the Dog-woman revealed her cards.

“Flush. I told you. It’s over.” She sneered.

“Maybe it’s a you problem then.” The Bunny girl interrupted, ruining the Cat-girl’s moment. “Always complaining about food. What are you, like, a carnivore or something? Are you three years old? Are you mentally there? Are you picky? Hey, say something.”

“… You’re lucky you’re a Dealer protected by the Golden Index directly.” The Wolfwoman pinched between her eyes. “A flush. Not bad. But…”

“Hmhmhm. That’s it?” The Fox-woman eerily chuckled, suddenly shutting her fan. She spread her cards face down and began smacking the corners with the fan, flipping the cards over one by one.

The glimmer of light disappeared in the eyes of the cat-girl. Total despair consumed her as she witnessed four spades reveal themselves.

“Four of a kind. And I didn’t even need the middle cards. Do tell me how Sana’s cooking tastes. You’ll be savoring all our shares, hmhmhm~”

Her fabulously fluffy tail wiggled behind her like a giant fuzzy caterpillar, sticking out from a tiny gap on the backrest of the chair.

“Impossible…” The Cat-girl’s heart sank, her ears plopping defeatedly as she pushed herself from the table.

“Unbelievable.” Secur-80 uttered like he had just witnessed an impressive feat. The servers too were awed, whereas the others couldn’t help but to feel sorry for the woman.

The Dealer, however, couldn’t tell if they were playing along with this theatrical or were legitimately invested with this weird drama. Her face contorted as she folded her arms, realizing she was surrounded by idiots.

What she didn’t know however, was the extent of Sana’s assault. It was impossible to turn down a healer’s offer, so when she went around serving guests a mysterious black sludge…

… Well, let’s just say that there was a reason why Carpal Tower was empty tonight.

Even Secur-80 wouldn’t subject criminals to such a thing.

“Revy! Do the double slash! It’s unfair that I have to eat all of it!” The Dog-woman complained, calling out the name of the Cat-girl just as they felt a presence approach from the main entrance.

“I can’t do the double slash because you know how dangerous that is!” Revy called out.

“Then I’ll just have to eat these cards!” The Dog-woman shouted, munching on a few only to watch them spontaneously appear on the table. “… Mister Secur-80! How much for you to turn a blind eye!”

“Are you really going to stoop that low just for a card game?” The Bunny girl sighed, just as Secur-80 paused to consider his answer. “And don’t entertain it! No cheating on my floor!”

Funnily enough, the bunny girl had more authority over an Underboss when it came to the integrity of all games hosted within the Golden Index.

That being said, what the Dog-woman referred to was Revy’s newfound powers, which formed as a result of surviving Serum S.

Its name was Mirrored Blood.

This allowed for each attack to produce a second one in reverse, meaning a punch towards the front would result in one behind. It was a finicky power that she frankly had no idea how to use, and it had remained like that for some time out fear of accidentally hurting someone.

She was easily stronger than the Wolfwoman, but nowhere near as experienced in combat as her. This also explained why Revy was both clumsy and reserved. Being a maid hardly suited her as she was prone to breaking things.

However, the warmth of the Golden Index never made her feel down. But one could tell just how much she wanted to put herself to good use, seeing that everyone was trying so hard to achieve what were once just dreams to them.

And they all had one person to thank.

Just as that person came to mind –

“Hey~! Long time no see! Were you waiting for us!?”

– They manifested before them.

A powerful voice called out, surprising them all as they immediately turned their attention to the front gates.

And there she was, approaching them with the same kind smile that saved them on that fateful day.

            

    
        432. Catching Up With The Girls

    
    
    
    
                As empty as Carpal Tower seemed, there was no end to the commotion that exploded the moment Frost made her appearance. Patters quickly turned into sprints as a flurry of outstretched arms embraced her.

“Frost! Jury!” The Dog-woman, Kin, was the first to greet her, followed by the Bee Insectid named Bizzo.

“I thought we wouldn’t see you again!” She cried, holding onto Frost’s hands with all four of hers.

“You’ve gotten bigger!” The Wolfwoman, Gnite, greeted respectably as she looked at a place a little too far down on Frost’s body. “Rounder even – O-oh. And hey, J-Jury.”

A sudden chill ran down her spine as she shot her gaze back up. She was greeted by Jury’s intent gaze, which drilled deep into her soul. It hovered behind Frost’s flowery face where one could imagine roses appearing around her.

Jury then smiled, also happy to see them again.

“Hello again~” Jury hummed enthusiastically, right before the Fox-woman, Fluffia, smacked the back of Gnite’s head with an open paper fan.

“Look at their eyes when you’re speaking to someone! Ahem. I almost thought you wouldn’t come back.”

“Fluffia. What are you saying? Frost was always going to come back! Because that’s the type of person she is!” The bunny girl, Risu, hopped in place as she stated this matter-of-factly.

“Jury’s here too!” Revy pleasantly hummed, happy to see both of them again. She was much more reserved than the others who smushed their cheeks against theirs, nuzzling against them like animals.

Because of Frost’s height, the image of a child being overwhelmed by the family dog came to Jury’s mind. It amused her just before she too was swarmed.

Nav watched on from the sidelines as the servers smiled warmly at the sight. Before long, the huge Secur-80 acknowledged Frost’s arrival with a loud slap against his chest, tearing parts of his crimson suit that barely contained his enormous body.

“The Head is here.” With only just one phrase the servers immediately lowered their heads and retreated into the backrooms of the lobby.

“Were you worried about us? Hehehe~ The war was right at our doorsteps. The Animals gave everyone a hard time, but everyone was so cool and kicked them right out!” Kin the Dog-woman exclaimed.

“No one really got caught up by them thankfully. What about you two!? I heard so many things! Like how you took on another Woe of the Fallen Star! Just before the Nexus turned black!” Risu was giddy as she spoke, her ears swaying side by side like a window wiper as her hips bounced in a similar rhythm.

They were eager to catch up with Frost and Jury. More than ever now that they were aware that Frost had ascended into the Nexus. They never had any doubts on who she was, but to see it finally come into fruition caused them all to stare at her with near childish glee.

Frost was happy that their attitude didn’t change all that much. Aside from Revy, who still didn’t know how to properly approach Frost due to her timid nature. There was a lot the girl wanted to tell Frost. To vent and unload since she looked up to her as hero, but for some reason a part of her was scared.

Frost could see this, and so, she kneeled down to her level and placed a hand onto her head, wondering what was wrong.

“Hey. What’s your name?” Frost tenderly asked.

“R-Revy!” She nodded.

“Are you feeling ok?”

“… I-I am! I…” The girl trailed off unexpectedly, just moments before she found the resolve to continue with a soft whisper. “You’re not going to ask about my powers? J-Just my name?”

Frost blinked, confused by why the girl would ask such a thing.

“That’s not the first thing you’re supposed to ask a friend.” She laughed, causing a twinkle to form inside of the girl’s crimson eyes.

“Neither is asking for their name.” Nav coldly stated, causing a few others to agree as they curiously looked at the blue-haired woman, then at Frost expectantly as their tails wagged.

I guess they want to know who you are.

“I don’t mind knowing a few more names. Let them know.”

Frost returned to her feet and introduced Nav after clearing her throat:

“This is a close friend. You might not know about her, but she’s been with us ever since we first met. Her name is…”

… Wait, what kind of name should I give them? Telling people that you’re ‘Nav’ right after trying to hide it is counterintuitive.

“How about a simple name. Allow me to announce it.”

“… Agate.” Nav answered. “My name is Agate.”

“Agate?” Gnite the Wolfwoman tilted her head, scratching her cheek at such an unsual name.

Although, her name was just as weird. As turned out, her name was a combination of ‘bite’ and ‘gnaw’. It was the kind of name that only someone like Cer could approve of. Perhaps Cer Syndrome runs deep within the blood of the Wolf Demi-Human population.

Why Agate?

“Nav – Agate. The second half of navigate.”

Aaaaah… And you said I was bad at making names.

“Excuse me?” Nav suddenly glared at Frost from behind. “What would you have called me then?”

Frost froze, placing a hand on her hip proudly. This soon turned into hesitation, her confidence deflating as quickly as a balloon. She was suddenly aware that the name she had in mind was… horrible to say the least.

… I-Icy?

Even Jury couldn’t help but to judge Frost, and Nav didn’t just spread it to her. Frost was subjected to Cer, Ber, Res, Ignis and even Snap’s brutal scolding.

“What the – HAHAHAHAHAHA! AHAHAHAHAHA!” (Cer).

“I’m glad that Corrupted come prenamed.” (Ber).

“That is about the dumbest name I’ve ever heard.” (Res).

“I’m sorry Frost, but you can’t be good at everything.” (Ignis).

“Bzzzt. Brrr… (Because of her blue hair?)” (Snap).

Cer’s laughter was what got her the most, because Nav had to replicate it. The wound was deep as they banned Frost from naming anything ever again.

“In the past my companions used to call me ‘Icy’ because of my hair color and cold demeanor.” Nav spoke, introducing herself and her expected personality. “I’m sorry if I may seem rigid.”

“That’s horrible… Your companions called you ‘Icy’ because of that?” Bizzo clasped her mouth, twisting the knife in Frost’s chest.

“Agate~ That’s a beautiful name! It sounds like a gemstone!” Fluffia praised, reaching out to grab Nav’s hands.

“Agate is indeed a gemstone. A crystal to be precise, formed by silica-rich –” Jury’s tail swiftly covered Nav’s mouth, shutting her up.

“Wow Agate, you must be hungry.” Jury didn’t want Nav to go off on a confusing tangent in front of these girls. “Let’s go head over there and have something to eat.”

“M-Make yourself comfortable!” Risu exclaimed, staring at the fluff of Jury’s tail intently.

They all did, but no one more than Revy who felt like she had seen that tail before. Frost became interested in the topic of the White Rabbit again. The women here were young, but it was only Revy who displayed explicit familiarity with Jury’s tail.

Frost didn’t want to kill the moon right away. The night was still young, after all. She didn’t come here strictly for business anyway. More than that, she wanted to hear how they were. Secur-80 stood to the side, overwatching them with an unchanging, stoic expression as Frost acknowledged his presence with a wave, much to his surprise.

Did people really think that just because she was the Head, she’d be cold like the other Beholders? It was true in a sense, but the reason why she was more friendly towards him was because she knew the type of people that the Underbosses were.

A friend of Carpalis was a friend of hers. What other reasons did she need?

Frost caught up with the group, learning of their names, lives, and their roles in the Golden Index. Meanwhile, servers came out with iced treats and fizzy drinks that surprised Jury as it was the first time she had anything remotely like it.

Kin the Dog-woman was a member of the Golden Ring whose job was play Cupid and matchmake people. This was of course done by people that wanted this, rather than enforcing such a thing across all members of the Golden Index and beyond.

The Golden Ring didn’t just focus on major deals. Love was a major component of the subsidiary too. Kin was not smart like Fluffia, who entered the ranks of the Golden Thumb as a trainee Regional Compiler.

For reference, Guild Masters reported to her. Regional Compilers were responsible for summarizing and compiling all information from multiple guilds before they were sent off for proofing, then integrated into the slates of the Golden Index.

Her primary role was to record the identities of new Adventurers, and Civilians that recently entered the Nex Megalopolis from D3’s gate. She wasn’t alone in this endeavor thankfully, but for her to receive such a role so soon surprised Frost.

The way she boasted and fondly spoke of the people she worked with made it clear that she loved her job. The same was true for the others as Frost’s intentions to pluck them away dwindled.

Bizzo of the Golden Pinky collected requests for the ‘Pinky Promise’; a ritual where if one party fails to uphold the contents of the deal then they were due to disappear without a trace. Her speed made her highly valuable, as well as her work ethic. As an Insectid, working to the bone was natural. Thankfully, mandated breaks were a thing of the Golden Index.

They did not rely on miracle liquids to fight the fatigue, or machines to replace exhausted-prone limbs. Such things were rare in this Atelier, all thanks to the way Carpalis treated her personnel.

They were her family, after all.

Risu was more than content with being a Dealer. It was her calling, and a dream that Frost once heard her confess way back during their travels. Gnite, the Wolfwoman who had the hots for Frost was the most surprising of all.

She was an Associate Captain of the Golden Middle. Associate meaning trial, and a partner of another Captain. It was similar to how an Aspiring Moon would be partnered with another Moon before they could become one themselves.

Gnite was, as a result, proud of her achievement. Frost remembered her being somewhat strong compared to most Demi-humans around her. She wasn’t anything special. Definitely not a ‘Ber’, but her growth in such a short amount of time surprised her.

Gnite was level 55, a huge jump from the measly 10 she was just months ago.

“Secur-80.” Frost silently spoke, causing him to nod.

“Yes, Head?”

“A Star will come to visit you. Please prepare the curriculum you’re using to train your personnel.”

“To make amends, I imagine.” He said confidently.

Frost smiled and shook her head, confusing the man for the nth time.

“No. Because I’m impressed by it. I have people that will be aspiring to take on the mantle of the Moons soon. Many will only know how to crawl. Seeing that my friend has already learned to sprint inspires confidence in your methods.”

The curriculum wasn’t anything special. Rather, it was something devised on an individual basis. Frost knew how to do the same for people when it came to helping with their recovery, but never in the context of strength.

            

    
        433. Another Black Haired Healer

    
    
    
    
                Frost worked like a self-appointed diplomat, establishing relations and trade wherever she walked.

Secur-80 became tightly lipped, as if speaking to someone in his head. One of the powers they had was the ability communicate with Carpalis over extended distances because of how much of their soul they had sacrificed for her, as well as the rings that made death impossible.

Unfortunately, they were the only ones within the Golden Index with this impressive ability.

“Her most benevolent does not mind. It’s a checklist if anything. A series of yes and no to tick off. When she created it, I don’t think she ever thought it would become something important to the Moons.”

Secur-80 spoke fondly about her before suddenly moving his gaze elsewhere.

“How far has the ‘Girl Far Away From Home’ come…”

The tale was an abbreviated, almost fairtale-esque story of Carpalis’ journey from Zelmori to here. It depicted an unwanted, lonely child with nothing to her name travelling the rugged seas of the world and facing the hardships of a chaotic Grandis.

There was not much else known about the tale…

… no. There were too many interpretations, rewrites, and retellings that the true one was long lost, known only to Carpalis herself.

Frost became silent as the reunion party continued as normal. She took a swig from a glass of cold apple juice as she observed Revy. She was the only one that seemed dissatisfied with her role in the Golden Index and was the only one Frost considered turning into an Aspiring Moon.

Gnite was also a good choice, but her gut told her otherwise. To begin with, Revy was due to become a Moon. Frost wished to speed things up. She watched for an opening, wanting to smoothly offer her invitation without making it feel too awkward or forced.

Because regardless of whether they wanted to come or not, they would not be able to refuse her.

And Frost did not want that.

“Jury? Have you always been here?” Revy suddenly asked, right as she was allowed to indulge on Jury’s tail.

“Nope. I’ve always been next to Frost. Is this about the White Rabbit?” Jury wondered, snacking on balls of cheese like they were apples.

The servers spoke amongst themselves, bringing out meals that were purposely difficult to eat, such lobsters and unopened muscles. Jury, never having eaten such lavish things, picked the tail of the lobster up and began eating it like a giant chicken drumstick.

They were shocked enough as is by their appearance. Imagine if they knew that Jury was a Beholder too?

“You know about it? Yes… it’s about that. I was so sure it was you!” Revy was shocked by the revelation, inspecting Jury’s tail down to each strand of fur. “It’s identical to it. And it feels like it too!”

“That thing again? White Rabbit this, White Rabbit that… how come we’ve never seen it before?” Gnite’s sentiments were the same as the adults in the room, but it was also something they didn’t just shrug off.

There have been efforts to pinpoint what exactly they were seeing. All, however, bared nothing of value. The White Rabbit was hot topic, yet at the same time only so few knew of its existence. One of the reasons why was because people had mistaken it as Jury in these parts, which led to a lot of internal confusion.

“How does everyone keep thinking it’s me when my tail’s different now?” Jury also brought up a good point, because if it was her tail alone then how did they think it was her? Just from the color? The fluffiness? The tip?

It was all confusing because Revy didn’t have a way to describe it, other than that it ‘felt’ like Jury. Indeed, she had touched the tail of the White Rabbit and from alone she was sure it was her.

“… this is so weird.” Jury spoke to herself as Nav tried to calculate a hypothesis on the situation, finding nothing other than it being a likely Corrupted entity.

If it was so widespread then was it a Woe of the Fallen Star? Did it have a Corrupted Zone already established right in front of them? Was it fast? Why didn’t it harm anyone? Was it like Snap then?

Too many questions, but just because no one was harmed was not an invitation to believe it had good intention. Secur-80 was aware of the matter, but believed it was likely the Fractured Nilhim rather than a Corrupted.

However –

“The Scourge are entities of the mind. They can’t physically interact with people. It does not mean that it still can’t be them.”

– He was also lost.

The situation was currently under investigation by ImpulseWorks ARU forces in collaboration with the Golden Middle. It was not something he could feasibly control.

The Scourge were ill known to begin with, and usually clashed with CogitO. In fact, there had never been a report of the Scourge attacking anyone outside of CogitO aside from ImpulseWorks’ Sites.

The fact that so little was found was concerning, and it was also the nature of the Scourge as they presented themselves as the nightmares and fears of people. They were the harbingers of terror, known for their Trepidation negative conditions.

But never for physical attacks.

My Summit will be beginning soon. This is something I need to bring up either there with Iscario and Grandis, or in the next Arbiter’s Council.

“That is if nothing happens beforehand.” Nav spoke bluntly, uttering a truth Frost wished she never heard.

Her blood ran like ice right before her veins bulged across her body, the ice melting into steam as her blood flash boiled. Overwhelming hatred oozed from every pore of her body, the thick aura spilling to her feet.

… If this turns out to be an Imprutias…

A furious Frost was frightening no matter what she wore. Just as her mind was about to enter a dark place, and as her form began to darken like a shadow in their eyes – a voice suddenly pulled her right out.

“F-Frost!”

It wasn’t Jury’s. It was a childish voice that was accompanied by careful steps, as if they were being careful not to fall over. The rage disappeared as she turned to the staircase nearby to see two figures descend, both hand in hand.

Frost’s heart melted at the sight of the black-haired Stella, who waved in their general direction with the brightest smile in the world.

But who’s that beside her?

A friendly girl helped her walk down the stairs. Her skin was dark, and her face was familiar to her. The light-blue coat she wore was the same the healers wore. Her eyes were a vibrant blue but were fuller. Dangerous even in contrast to her smile.

Frost knew she was a healer. It was obvious. The telltale signs were all there.

However, her long hair was completely dyed black.

“It’s been a while since I saw you.” She smiled, happy to see them again as she kindly brought Stella off the last step. “The Golden Index are miracle workers for trying to get me back in the right state of mind. Don’t I look good now? Oh… you don’t seem to recognize me. Not even a little bit? I’m sure those wolf Moons would have spotted me right away.”

Her aura was on a completely different level compared to the Black Wings. It was menacing. So full of hatred that Frost was rendered speechless. Her Nex was seemingly visible. It oozed and formed a singular black wing behind her. It was a figment of Frost’s imagination, but one that she decidedly believed to be real.

The girl brought both hands to her back, tilting her head to the side innocently as the murderous aura disappeared in an instant.

“It’s me. Sana. Remember? You saved me from the musicians!”

            

    
        434. Sana, the Fractured Dove

    
    
    
    
                Sana’s outward appearance was different to the other Black Wings. Where they openly showed hostility, her demeanor remained kind like an ordinary healer. But within laid a bottomless resentment towards the world that her.

Frost felt like she was looking at a mirror of herself. A short statured healer that could heal at her own discretion, and equally deliver violence as well. An invisible wall tempered by her naivety as a healer was erected around her. The bright light that once filled her eyes had transformed into flames.

They were tamed now, for they were in the presence of friends.

Frost had no doubts that she was either on the brink of Corruption or was narrowly spared. The Black Wings only had strands of black hair. For her hair to now be colored like hers meant that the trauma she experienced was far more than she let on.

Either that, or she yearned to break free from her shell the most. It was not known what caused the change to begin with. The Piece of the Fallen Star was a convenient reason, but this was more of a new official stage of transformation for the healers.

For healers who were tired of being incapable of fighting back.

Sana escorted Stella towards Frost like an older sister, holding her hand and shoulder to support the blind girl. Frost forgot how adorable Stella as she pointed her head up towards her like she was her only midnight star.

“Frost! Is that… I-Is that really you?” Stella wanted verbal confirmation, but Frost offered her something better.

A hand found its way onto her head, and her face lit up a thousand times brighter.

“Yep. The one and only. I’m happy you remember me.”

“H-Huh? It’s a given that I will!” Stella grabbed Frost’s hand with her tiny paws that were once full of callouses, digging it deeper into her long locks. “How can I forget what you did for us? F-Five days you fought for us… with your heart always spilling out on the –”

Frost brought a finger to her lips, kindly shutting her with a small hum.

“It’s ok. Let’s not remember what happened in the past.”

Frankly speaking, Frost was surprised that this was the memory she had of her, mostly because she never witnessed it herself. Stella probably never knew the extent of Frost’s sacrifice to bring down the Big Red Heart.

And funnily enough, Frost never really harped on it too much either.

“What about me?” Sana suddenly asked, poking the top of her head with narrowed eyes. “I mean, er… C-Can you pat my head too, pretty please?”

Those eyes suddenly became puppy-like.

“Sana. You’re not fooling anyone. You’re not the first healer to be experiencing what you’re feeling right now.” Frost said before placing a hand on her head. “Are you feeling ok? Nothing out of the ordinary?”

“Aside from what you already know, I’m perfectly fine now.” Sana grumbled, standing on her toes to nestle closer into Frost’s hand. “And I figured I wasn’t the only one.”

“Sana! Remember to talk nicely!” Stella exclaimed.

“This is my nice voice, though…” Sana spoke in a low tone, clearing her voice before becoming upbeat again. “Hello Jury~! And you’re with a new friend of yours~?”

She shifts in tone and her ability to swap out her personalities made for a jarring experience. It worried Frost, but she quickly realized that probably looked just like her to a lot of people.

“And I thought I was polarizing.” Nav’s was taken aback by Sana’s display.

She had only heard of Sana through Frost, and knew of the girl as a timid, kind person that was kidnapped by the Impuritas. Now? She looked like she would be the one doing the kidnapping.

Regardless of her tonal shifts and changing expressions, her eyes remained the same, lit like a steady, roaring bonfire. The commotion doubled as they joined in, many praising Sana for her cooking skills which caused her to blush a little as she scratched her cheeks timidly.

Kin sweated bullets, nodding in agreement as her fate was sealed. Sana had undergone immense counselling ever since they returned from the Derma Layer. Being touched was something she had grown to despise, and only allowed certain people to come close.

Again, just like Frost.

They caught up with the duo. Stella has mostly gotten used to life on the Epiderma with the help of the Golden Index and everyone present. She celebrated them with a smile brighter than the hundreds of golden fairies floating overhead. Her gratitude gushed through those once cracked lips that knew only the taste of flesh and apples.

“I knew the White Rabbit wasn’t you…” Stella softly spoke, hugging Jury’s tail. “Your tail feels denser and heavier. The White Rabbit is much fluffier, but not as warm as yours. S-Sorry if it’s weird to hear that! U-Um…”

Jury’s tail wrapped Stella’s tiny body, urging her to continue monopolizing it for herself.

“… Ok…”

Frost studied their complexion as they spoke like she was doing her routine checkups on her patients. Not much had developed with Sana aside from what they already knew. Rumor had it that her therapists needed a therapist themselves shortly after she awakened as a Black Wing.

She unloaded everything that happened to her in detail, with reports that they witnessed the darkness consuming her pale hair before their very eyes. Sana was not just capable of violence but was clearly motivated to prevent the events that transpired from ever happening again.

More importantly – she just wanted to be able to protect herself, because if an Atelier like Inflow Direct couldn’t, then who could?
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Sana refused to give Frost’s hand back, holding it by her side like a lost child. She didn’t have to ask to know that Frost had something in mind. In fact, she knew that the other Black Wings would be arriving in the Golden Index soon.

News moved quickly when relayed by Carpalis and her Underbosses. As a result, the Golden Index was usually the first to have its entire Atelier up to date. The Stars also played a crucial role in this, actively moving like autonomous chess pieces.

Regardless of if she knew or not, Frost still informed her of the upcoming changes. That healers would be protected by herself and be allowed to protect themselves. It was a choice that was so obvious that Sana didn’t need to hear the rest of Frost’s proposal and accepted it.

“The only place I can trust are those that you can vouch for.” Sana made her decision only after observing the others. “… so much needless suffering ended because of you. You don’t know how much it would mean to me to be able to do even a percent of what you can. If this is how you constantly feel, then it’s no wonder that you’re so passionate about saving people.”

Sana praised Frost from the bottom of her heart. Admiration couldn’t describe the aching in her chest that made her want to run up to the top of the tower and scream at the top of her lungs. Becoming a Fractured Dove had also caused her emotions to constantly swing back and forth. It was turbulent, unpredictable, but she didn’t mind it because it now meant that she could be true to herself.

“… You became the Head and want to change everything the Ateliers have built?” Sana wondered as Stella remained close to Jury, her hands rummaging through her tail with a warm expression.

Frost shook her head.

“No. I want them to be better. Changing it all is impossible without destroying them. With the number of enemies we have, losing an Atelier would be a huge blow. Sana. Give me your final response before we leave.”

“I’ve made my choice clear, though.”

“Have some time to think about it.” Frost advised as her eyes locked with Revy’s, causing the girl to slowly approach with a tender smile.

“Yes, Frost~? I could tell you wanted to talk to me.”

Frost stared into her crimson eyes, watching them twinkle with delight as she waited her to speak. She was naturally curious as to what she wanted. Eventually, after some thought, Frost then asked her a personal question.

But before a world could leave her parted lips –

“How about you take your conversation to somewhere more appropriate?”

– Nav intervened, pointing her finger towards the sky.

“As in – in the audience of the stars.” Nav suggested.

            

    
        435. Revy, the First Aspiring Moon

    
    
    
    
                Frost, Sana, and Revy climbed the stars of the empty tower, eventually reaching the final floor. Once there, the world shifted as they were sent to the rooftops. Howling wings blew across the city, tangling their hairs as they were greeted by the sight of countless stars.

When the wind died down, and when the sound of only their heartbeats could be heard in this vacant place, Frost finally asked her the question.

“Revy. What do you aspire to become?”

“U-Um… Sorry?” Revy strutted, confused suddenly.

“Sorry. Let me word it better.” Frost then moved alone towards the edge where she watched over the city, her back turned to the girls. “What do you want to become? Is there a role or job you’re seeking? Something you want to do?”

“… Why do you ask…?” Revy wondered.

Why indeed? Frost wanted to turn her into a Moon before the Nexus could claim her. But she didn’t want to outright say this. Not before she knew what this girl wanted. She thought back to the others, hearing how they had integrated themselves into the Golden Index…

… all aside from her.

This is a world of forced choices. It’s the least I can do to break the cycle. Little by little, inch by inch, no matter how long or how much blood I have to shed… I want to make things better.

Frost became sentimental all of a sudden.

Ever since Stella mentioned her five-days of having her heart ripped from her chest over and over again, the scenery revolved in the back of her mind like a burning film. The cost of achieving something so small would inevitably break people down. Things had become like this as a result.

But it was a price Frost was willing to pay and bear with all her friends.

It was her price for the paradise she envisioned.

Then, she turned around, her being blending with the darkness of the night, but her eyes vivid like the stars themselves.

“Because I thought you looked lost.”

Those words caused Revy’s mouth to part, but she was unable to say anything. Only a stuttered gasp left her lips as she stared at Frost, her eyes now brimming with a light that no star could hold a candle to.

Revy wondered herself too. She was a Serum S survivor, but she wasn’t reliable or strong in the sense that she could help people like Frost. Her whole life was spent in misery as Demi-Human, but long ago there was a time when she was surrounded by the warmth of family.

And she knew better than anyone else how quickly all of that could be extinguished. Her mind briefly went to a dark place. The stars seemed to fade. But little by little, the longer she stared into Frost’s eyes, the more those stars returned as she remembered the people she now had.

The warmth of her family members could never be replaced. Nothing could be done to bring them back. But that didn’t mean that she had to stay in the dark and cold forever. She had found a new family of her own.

She dug deeper into her heart. Frost’s gaze manifested into a guiding hand that helped her navigate through the thorns of her past, digging into the root of her aspirations.

She was clumsy. She wasn’t good a cooking or cleaning. She couldn’t write down reports even if her life depended on it. Hosting card games was too hard. Talking to people was even harder.

But even so…

“I want to be someone reliable. Like them. Or… L-Like you.” She began, clutching onto her heart. “I want to be able to protect them. All of them. But I don’t want to be bound to the Golden Index, because I also…”

Her gaze then moved to the Nexus; the ultimate aspiration of all. It was the only thing that shone in her darkness nights, and on her brightest days. It was the second moon of the world, and remained by her side throughout all her life no matter where she looked in the sky.

If she could be someone like that for others…

… then wouldn’t it be nice?

“Then would you want to become a Moon of the Nexus?” Frost invited her, offering a hand to the girl. “You have the potential. Serum S would have guaranteed it. But I want to formally invite you.”

“M-Me!? Me…?” She was shocked beyond words, her knees buckling as her tail trembled. “I… I don’t… know what to say…”

“Take it.” Sana patted the girl’s back. “Take every opportunity you have. The world doesn’t wait for people like us. Unless you happen to know someone like Frost.”

“… is it really alright for me to become a Moon? I’m not even… that old yet.” Revy still couldn’t believe it.

So Frost asked her:

“How old do you think the triplets were when they became Moons? Age is not a factor that decides who becomes a Moon or not. I’m looking for people who can help me bring some light back into this world. You’re one of them.”

Revy held back her voice, approaching Frost as her body accepted the proposal. Her instincts were on fire, but not because she was afraid or was threatened. Rather, they burned because of excitement. Words failed to describe her impassioned gaze as she took Frost’s hand, and in the next moment –


< Do you wish to grant Revy your Blessing? >

< Yes | No >


 

< Confirm? >


“Congratulations, Revy. You’re the very first Moon I’m appointing. No matter what happens, I want you to remember that ok?”


< Granting Revy the Blessing of the Amalgam >


– Revy’s body was consumed by a flash of light. Particles of white and darkness floated from her body. It was brief. Unspectacular. But to Revy, it meant everything in the world. Her eyes widened as she looked to the stars, devouring it all with eager eyes.


< Revy has successfully been Blessed >


Tears rolled down her cheeks as she clutched onto Frost’s hand, unable to contain herself any longer. Frost had granted her the greatest gift of all. The girl nearly collapsed, barely able to hold herself upright.

And what finally caused her to break down and scream was Frost’s motherly embrace.

There was denial in her cries. Anguish for if she had this power then maybe things could have changed.

But there was also hope.

            

    
        436. What Are You, Frost?

    
    
    
    
                The night had gotten cold. Turbulent winds stirred the city skies as thick clouds surrounded the Nexus. Repenters were already being deployed to make their wrongs into rights. Soon, Frost would have to anchor their souls and begin her own version of the Replication Cycles.

Infinite Burdens.

She was alone up there atop Carpal Tower, drowning in the light of a million stars as she lost herself in deep thought. Moments like these were plentiful now that she had time for herself.

But she wasn’t here to devour the scenery. A special guest was on their way to finally make her appearance. There were no stairs to descend from the rooftop. Instead, there was an invisible mechanism located in the center.

If one stood there then they’d be teleported into Carpalis’ penthouse floor and vice versa by the discretion of her Head of Security. Using the rare teleportation symbols of course, installed by Justica Arms.

Frost was tempted to take a bite out of the invisible magical circle. Who knows, maybe she could get teleportation powers from it. If she wasn’t so reserved, then half of this rooftop would’ve been missing.

I gotta stop thinking about eating or I’ll get hungry again.

She stood at the edge expecting a guest to arrive at any second now. An imaginary ticking counted down the seconds as she stared at the spot, anticipating her arrival. The world shifted slightly, a blurry ball forming in the center before a figure suddenly emerged, panting as they laid on the floor.

“Haah… Haah… You’re – Thank goodness! I thought… You already… left…!”

A girl with black, short hair struggled to catch their breath. She was barely able to stop her hands from giving in and face planting. The girl looked like she was in her late teens, dressed in a yellow gown that resembled pajamas a noble would wear. If Frost didn’t know any better, she’d believe that this was some sort of high-class lady.

However, the blue, red, and golden lights that sparkled along her hair like a tiny Christmas tree told Frost that she was someone else. Her eyes were the color of the cosmos, stirring endlessly as they shifted to all kinds of colors like a kaleidoscope.

She didn’t even need to check her status as she approached the girl, holding out a hand to her.

“Aster? Did you run up 52 flights of stars?” Frost chuckled warmly, the girl climbing onto Frost’s arms for support as she finally stood on both legs.

“T-That’s… Me… alright… I’m… So out of shape now. That’s what staying in bed for a month straight does to you. Ugh… I ran as soon as I heard you were here!” She exclaimed, staring up at Frost with sore eyes. “I heard all about what happened in our… home. What you did for us. So I came running up to thank you! W-Were you waiting for me to wake up too?”

Aster spoke quickly, like she was trying to make up for lost time. She then knocked on the side of her head as she said:

“A voice kept telling me to see you. I thought I was going crazy when I first woke up because no one else could hear it. But color me surprised. That voice was actually a friend of yours. Nav…” She then cradled one of her eyes, straining them from having stared unblinkly at Frost for too long.

Her only visible eye then shimmered, casting a bright light before it turned into a dark, starless void.

“Is something the matter?” Frost asked.

“You’re so bright. What the heck is that? S-Sorry! That’s just me muttering now. I’m still getting used to this body. My hairs gone black and looks like the night sky now, if you can believe that… Miss Frost… Was I really a Corrupted before this? All of us?”

Aster’s voice became soft, as if trying to discern what she had become. She had only woken up three days ago, so she was still inexperienced with her body, and didn’t seem to be able to control it well. Her stamina was near nonexistent, and she even questioned if she was mentally sound because of Nav’s voice.

But aside from that, Aster was recovering well. Frost could sense this by the colors in her heart, even though she grimaced to a pain Frost recognized as loss. Aster and Stella were the only survivors of their group. Getting over their deaths would take time, because for her, it only happened yesterday.

“You were. All of you were. But you’re back now. You’re what we call an Original. Someone that’s been brought back from Corruption.” Frost softly explained, the girl’s hands clutching onto the herms of her shirt. “I’m sorry. You were the only one that came back.”

“So… they’re really gone… Is that it? I was the only one? That’s… too much…” She lamented but refused to break down.

What Stella came here for was to lay this to rest. She was the mother of the group, and Frost could only imagine the burden she bore, and the guilt of losing them all. None of it was her fault. They both knew that. But guilt had a way to worm itself into people’s hearts, regardless of logic or evidence.

Aster however, didn’t cry or weep. Frost embraced the girl, stroking the back of her head as the girl stared up at something beyond her being, her eyes turning shifting colors again. The mysterious swirls continued as Frost assured her that her friends were with her now, and somehow…

… Aster broke into a teary smile.

Huh? Is she looking at me?

“… I see. They look so happy next to you. I promised them a long time ago that I’m not allowed to cry. Because as soon as I did, they’d all start crying… I’m glad that they’re at least… still here… as the starts we all wanted to become…”

Aster could see them. She could see the faces of her loved ones floating above Frost. There was no way to tell if what she saw were the stars of the night sky, or something else entirely.

Status.
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Her stats were impressive, but they didn’t match the full power of Asterism. Nav theorized that this was because only Aster was Realized, and therefore, only a fragment of its true power was taken.

Aster’s grateful look turned into one of perplexity as she wondered why Frost looked so shocked.

Frost softly laughed in response.

“Well… I don’t think you realize how strong you are right now.”

“Really? Um… How come I can see them? I tried asking the voice in my head just now, but even they don’t know.”

“See who?” Frost was even more curious now as the girl took a step back and pointed one by one at invisible figures above her.

“My friends. All of them. They’re with you right now. I can tell.” Her eyes glistened again, and at that moment, Frost had a rough idea of what her power was.


< I can confirm it too >


 

< What Aster is seeing is Asterism >


 

< But not the Corrupted Persona itself. What she sees is the rawest form of it >


 

< Frost… Aster can see the Corrupted Persona people wear, as well as their origins >


 

< Incredible… >


 

Nav confirmed her thoughts as her jaw dropped. Could Aster really see them right now? Could her eyes see things that not even the Eyes of Judgement can? Frost was in total awe as the hopeful girl wiped her tears away, smiling widely as she then looked up the skies.

“It’s funny. Everyone kept telling me that the stars were white. But all I can see are blue stars and pillars of light around the world.” Aster’s eyes also seemed to have the same ability of the Atelier Item that allowed Frost to see the ‘present’ state of the universe.

Her sight was unbelievable.

“Pillars?”

“Yeah. Pillars. Just like that one!” She then pointed up at the Nexus. “That’s the biggest pillar of light out of all of them! But… there’s so many. Er… you can’t see it, can you?”

Frost squinted into the distance, rubbed her eyes, and even brought her hands to her eyes like binoculars but couldn’t see a single thing. She knew it was futile, but she wanted to get a laugh out of the girl, and as expected:

“Silly…” Aster tried to hide her laugh.

Pillars of light. Nav... are you thinking what I’m thinking?

“Indeed I am. The Pillars of the World. Aster has an invaluable gift. If the Twelve Bodies each represented an Advent –”

– Then twelve of those lights are bound to be where an Advent is hiding! At least we can hope so. If she sees the Nexus as the largest one, then I’m already on board on this crazy theory.

Frost was elated beyond words. Aster had the ability to see these pillars of lights that would undoubtedly be instrumental in finding the other Advents. However, the fact that there were more than twelve pillars of lights made her wonder what else was out there.

She was in deep thought as she placed a thankful hand on Aster’s head. She nearly went to go grab her and spin her around, but she didn’t want to make the poor girl vomit. She was tired as is.

Suddenly, she felt a hand tap her elbow, breaking her free from her trance.

“Sorry… I got way too excited. You’re amazing, Aster! You have no idea how awesome those eyes are!” Frost exclaimed, causing the girl to wryly smile. “Hm? Is something the matter?”

“Er… I’m just curious. I saw Jury on the way up. She looked like a child to me.”

Aster explained, becoming uncomfortable all of a sudden as she stared at Frost intently before suddenly cupping her eye again in pain.

She grimaced.

“… I don’t know how to explain it but, for some people I can see who they were before they became what they are now. Like L.S. She used to be super short. T-The reason I asked if you could see them is because you… remind me of the stars. It’s a bright light. And tiny. But at the same time – I can’t see anything inside of you.”

Frost’s eyes widened as the girl then asked the same question that haunted her mind for the longest time.

“Miss, just what are you?”

            

    
        437. Red Roses

    
    
    
    
                A week had passed since Frost’s visit to the Golden Index. A Talon was given to Sana and Aster was formally invited to join them on the Floor of Amalgamation if she so wished. Stella was allowed to come along, but the two refused for the moment.

The was so much more Aster wanted to see of the world, and lost time to make up with Stella in their home that nurtured them. Revy was also given the opportunity to ascend, but like them, she also wanted to stick around until at least she believed she was ready.

Frost prepared, beginning by ordering the construction of additional homes. Anna and Ignis were mostly in charge of the urban developments on her Floor. A village not too far away from their manor was under construction. Skeletons of homes were built every day by the kind Ignis, aided by the Moons.

She was a busy person. Ignis juggled between studying physiology with Frost, as well as frequenting H10 to fix Carpalis’ hand. While her efforts were mostly fruitless, her levels in Gene Expression had risen a decent amount. It was only a matter of time before Ignis would reach a breakthrough.

Meanwhile, Ignis was also responsible for designing her very own Atelier Item. These, however, were not created using the blueprints of the Retrofitters. They were proposed as mass produced items that would be given only to the White Doves who were incapable of defending themselves.

These items would come in the form of various shapes and sizes. Some as daggers, backpacks, belts, or even pins. Ignis took the opportunity to spice up her apparel, now wearing a fuzzy mantle with a badge that clipped it above her chest. The badge was redder than her hair, appearing like a mound of flesh with skeletal fingers mimicking the legs of a spider.

A single, crimson eye sat in the center of the badge, never blinking as it rolled and stared at simple stimuli. This eye was the result of Frost’s teachings, as well as her proficiency in Gene Expression.

However, the eye could not see anything beyond a dark blur. It was an incredible feat all things considered, and it made the dream of healing those with disabilities from birth a reality now.

Ignis smiled to herself, humming a pleasant tune as she continued laying down the foundations for the Moons. She took pride in her work and was happy that she could do something that not even Frost could.

Her scary gaze disappeared in these sweet moments.

“The Moons like her, huh.” Cer hummed, trying to stir her sister up.

She stood beside Ber at a place where a fountain was planned to be installed, right in the middle of the village of Moons. ‘Moon Village’ is what they unanimously decided to call it.

“Not closer than me, that’s for sure. Hah! Finally. The world’s starting to appreciate Ignis!” Ber was just happy to see Ignis in her element.

She was so young and yet she took on a leadership role and strode further than even veterans could. With Moons no less.

“Funny how Moons get along with people when they’re told to get along. Mission first, emotions last.” Cer said, keenly observing the scenery. “Heh. Can’t go showing this side to the world. Seeing a Moon get emotional makes us look weak.”

“Half-half.” Ber shrugged. “I stopped caring after I Corrupted. Maintaining face at this level is a given. Not for you though.”

“That’s my phase of the moon. Nothing I can I do about it.” Cer smugly said, pointing her thumb at her chest. “Gotta be proud to be a Moon. No compromises. But that doesn’t mean we can be cast aside like we’re scraps. Gotta give Frost some credit for treating us right. You think that’s enough to offset that dumb decision she made?”

“Dunno. Letting people Corrupt is so stupid.” Ber sighed, but she couldn’t really judge Frost because in the end, the alternative was worse.

“Right!? Frost isn’t always right. If it were up to me, I’d just go ‘whack’, ‘zap’, ‘boom’ on the Beholders and call it day. Like they can do anything about it. Let them give us the Nex they take. Why the hell do we need to make compromises for them!?”

Cer was not the only one bothered by Frost’s decision. There was a divide amongst the Moons and Stars regarding her stance on allowing Oboros Infinitas to churn people into Corrupted. Their sole purpose was to rid the world of this evil, but now they knew that their efforts were futile.

Ateliers slept with the Corrupted. They even housed them, whereas Moons were left to rot on their own. Frustration did not do the wrenching in their hearts justice.

“It’s a stop-gap measure until we find a way to make Nex without going to these insane lengths.” Res suddenly spoke, joining them as she brought along a rose. “Are you two just going to stand here playing guard or are you actually going to help? Ber, you were supposed to start cooking an hour ago.”

Res complained, glaring at the two as she brushed a thumb against the thorns of the rose, adding:

“They’re still under the effects of Serum G. They’re not going to complain, so someone has to speak for them. Don’t neglect them.” A warning was given to the two.

“We’re on our mandated break.” Cer barked as Ber nodded furiously.

“How about we mandate breaking your legs?” Res sharply retorted.

“So I can get eaten? Sign me right up!” Cer shouted out loud, causing several Moons to look over at her like she was insane.

Ber’s nodding instantly shifted to head shakes.

“Anway, listen. Don’t get so serious. We’re not children anymore.” Cer then brushed Res off, sighing. “Look … don’t think that we’re children. For your sake. Dial up the filters if we’re bothering you.”

Cer then tapped her eye, making Res grumble.

“Not necessary. It’s tuned perfectly. I’m not changing what’s been working for the last thirty years.”

Indeed. Res had been wearing her Atelier Item for as long as she could remember. The lenses were her eyes in every sense of the word.

It was a part of her. Res became defensive all of a sudden at the mention of her sight as she fiddled with the rose.

“What about damages? It’s been a while since you got a checkup.” Ber reminded her, looking down at the rose in Res’s hand before patting her back with her tail. “Wait, but there’s no more Retrofitters. How about this – Let’s get Frost to strongarm ImpulseWorks and send out an Impulse Artificer or something!”

“Now you’re thinking!” Cer shrewdly chuckled. “Heh. We do a little invoking of our power, and bang – we get anything we want. So – Are you getting a checkup before the Blooming or what, Sis?”

“The fact that I know this is a rose is enough.” Res adamantly stated. “… it’s this time of the year again. I hate you two for being so persistent.” She growled, right before her eyes widened, almost in terror. “No – I mean –! I didn’t mean to –!”

“It’s ok, Res. I’m sorry for being mean.” Cer embraced her first, nuzzling her face into her neck. “… the Blooming’s coming soon. I was just worried about you because this is the first time we’re bringing someone to meet ‘her’.”

“You can’t hate us. You love us too much. None of us are going to Corrupt from something as small as being told we’re hated. Besides!” Ber embraced them both like an older sister watching over her siblings. “I’ve already forgiven you~!”

“Yeah… Mmn.” Res melted into their embrace, finding renewed strength.

It had been a while since they huddled like this. It used to be so much more common until they crossed paths with Frost. Not that it was a bad thing. It just meant that they were slowly getting over the trauma that chained them down.

Res held out the rose and fondly smiled.

“I think she’ll love this. Mother loved red roses.”

[image: image]

            

    
        438. The Amalgam's Summit

    
    
    
    
                The atmosphere inside of the Nexus quickly changed. The chaos of the Blessed flooding back into the Nexus had died down where they now trickled in only ten Blessed a day. By now all Blessed in the Nex Megalopolis had returned to the Nexus.

The situation stabilized as the bustling streets were filled with vibrant life as Frost remembered it. But there were still people who grieved, waiting day by day at the Central Relay in hopes of seeing their loved ones again.

Stars of the Nexus emotionally assured them. There was no ‘Iscario’ to lead them astray, and Frost appointed Ber to personally watch over them like a guard dog at the very entrance of the Nexus.

If there was a Moon to fear, then it was her. The Exalted of the Nexus did not play a substantial role, but they were responsible for very minor things. For instance, some of the Exalted were responsible for training the Receptionists. In fact, there was a level 200 Exalted that was a Receptionist themselves and was believed to be among the first to have acquired the role.

This person, however, was not currently inside of the Nexus. They were known to take the last two months of the year off due to the Blooming. In all likelihood, they were somewhere in Atlas.

The Moons of the Nexus were busy on this fateful day, seeking for Aspiring Moons from across the lands of Elysia. In reality, it was only localized to the Nex Megalopolis due to the loss of the Hyperlink Relays.

What was special about today? Ber, the Claw of the Amalgam was the only one of the Three Heads of Security that were not present at the most esteemed gathering ever held within the Nexus. Those trusted by the Archetypes and personally invited by the Amalgam gathered in a Sub-Floor that was but a simple chamber, shaped like a hall with a dome-shaped ceiling.

Unlike the Arbiter’s Council which was lathered with gold and extravagance, this place was simple. The ceiling, though round, appeared boundless as the sight of a million stars hovered above them, spiraling around the center where an invisible force tethered them in orbit.

The walls were painted black and emitted a gentle glow. A halo of light emanated from the walls, ceiling, and floor of this round room. In the center sat a round table made from glass, allowing perfect transparency to the void-colored floor, and the lower parts of those that sat around it.

This place was none other than the Amalgam’s Summit. A planetarium best described it, but the bulges in the walls that rose along like pillars also made it appear like a bird cage.

Here sat all the Archetypes excluding the Director; Satania from Oboros Infinitas; Galia from Justica Arms; Jury from Time Reverberation; and finally, Cer and Res who stood by the doors like statues, dressed in their beautiful suits.

Nav and Ignis were urged not to attend. Allowing more people to know of Nav’s identity was too dangerous. Galia knew of Nav, but not her powers. Satania on the other hand had little idea on who she was, and Frost preferred to keep that way.

Where the Arbiter’s Council was a battlefield disguised as a formal annual gathering, the Amalgam’s Summit had a much more casual feel. Everyone present was on good terms in one way or another, and it was a place of free discussion rather than a ridged singular talking-head process.

Anna even served hot to tea to everyone, save for Galia who polite refused what she saw was ‘leaf water’, and indulged in a warm brew of coffee straight from her Dimensional Storage. It was even inside of a mug. Frost wondered just how items were kept in stasis within the Subcut Layer.

“Sitting here across from you is a hell I never considered.” Satania scoffed at the Arbiter, resting her head on a fist as she stared daggers at the benevolent Angel from across the table.

It was a bit of a stretch to say that they were on good terms.

“On neutral grounds. On a Summit of only the best of the best. It must’ve been hell for whoever was unfortunate enough to pass decrees in your presence.” Satania added, causing Anna to shiver slightly as she poured the Demon her cup of tea. “Rest east, Archivist. We’re friends here in this life.”

Anna then blinked curiously. “Did we know each other?”

“No. We didn’t make it close to you. Nowhere near.” Satania didn’t elaborate. She was long over her past, but her wrath against the Arbiter hadn’t changed since the day she left that world.

The Arbiter wore a kind, passive face. But beyond it was the glimmer of a devil feigning ignorance. At least that was how Frost perceived it as the two went back and forth.

“I’ve only heard of good things about my past council.” Michaela comfortably leaned into her chair, overlapping her legs as she sealed her eyes shut. “It was paradise in a world of wretched magic and machines.”

“Haven’t you heard? A tyrant is will never hear bad things from their subjects. They all become yes-men.” Satania swirled the tea around.

“Is that so? They were bounded by sacramentum.” The Arbiter sipped from her tea, causing Satania to place hers down.

The mere thought of drinking the same liquid as Michaela disgusted her to no end. Her face contorted as she sharpened a nail along her ram-like horns, her left eye’s sclera becoming black, as the right remained in its serpent-like form.

Frost wanted to intervene, but she’d be lying if she said that she didn’t want this to continue for a little more. Learning the depth of their blood feud was a good way to gauge just how much contempt they had for one another.

But strangely enough, the Arbiter never spoke back to Satania.

“If oath was binding, then your lapdog never would have eaten the light.” Satania threw herself against the neck of the chair, staring up into the stars.

“A lapdog is loyal. My dear Elysia fell into the vice of her gluttony. It was her choice.”

“Then why is she hailed as an Angel? The lack of self-awareness almost makes me want to see what’s on the inside of your chest. But I’m respectful of the Amalgam’s wishes. Tch. What whispers do you tell yourself in there? Inside of that demented mind of yours?”

“Justice. What I seek is for the right thing to be done. Isn’t that why we are here? In this sacred kingdom?” The Arbiter smirked, speaking as if it was a given.

“No. The reason we’re here isn’t for something as delusional as your pride Your hymns are unaccompanied. Looking at you, I can’t help but believe that you’re still dreaming.”

“I like to wonder myself. If you’re curious, then maybe you can unearth something from my past when the time comes.” The Arbiter spoke calmly, bellowing Satania’s fury until Frost intervened by raising a hand.

It silenced them in an instant, and the Little Frost joined her as did the Big Frost who sandwiched her.

“Enough. I didn’t call you here to fight. Set your differences aside or risk being expulsion from ever setting foot here again. Angels and Demons are one the same as far as I’m concerned.” Frost announced as the Star Child drew a crown in the air. “The matter of your past is not the focus of this Summit. I’ve brought you all here to discuss amongst us, with the main focus being Iscario.”

Unearth, huh. No one in this world uses ‘Earth’ in their vocabulary. Did she learn that from Galia?

“The Arbiter states that she heard it from a long-lost friend.”

From me then.

Frost then cleared her throat and continued:

“The Summit doesn’t have a form or structure, so we may juggle topics. The Summit concludes when the main focus has been discussed. All decisions made here will trickle down to the Ateliers.”

“Beholder Jury will enforce them.” Magus added, hanging his top hat on a small bump on the top of his chair. “In a week Time Reverberation will be greenlighted to begin all operations. Greenlight meaning ready. I apologize for our otherworldly vocabulary! But as we’re no strangers to distant worlds.”

“Ironically, all of us aren’t exactly from Elysia.” Anna cautiously harped as she fiddled with what looked like a giant glass chopping board.

It was so large that it nearly dragged her off her seat, but she was luckily helped by the Big Frost who took it into her hands and placed it into the center of the table.

“More ironic that the people we can trust the most are also Otherworlders. We’re stretching the definition of it now. As long as it gets the message across.” Galia shrewdly spoke. “I’m impressed your Atelier is coming along well. Your Workshop was only opened recently.”

“What can I say? Time’s on my side.” Jury smiled, making a pun that Nav would be proud of.

Indeed. Jury’s Workshop had opened a few days prior. It was located on the same level as the Floor of Amalgamation. Interestingly enough, Workshops began was white, blank voids, kind of like a canvas. By expending Nex, the Beholder that owned it could imprint their will and physically shape the world.

This was expensive of course. Galia thankfully sponsored her, building her relationship with Jury. The white void was a contrast to the darkness of the Subcut when one opened their Dimensional Storage, as well as the Threshold.

The reason Frost pointed it out was because she noticed a pattern of duality in this world, although, things like good and evil were completely out of whack and may as well not exist.

In any case, Jury’s Workshop was instrumental in aiding in her development of her Atelier. Combined with the Isolation Spheres and it saw incredible progress in only a week. Frost was due for a visit soon to work on creating something to initiate the Replication Cycles. Repenters needed to be ready to be sent straight to work.

They were just waiting for this, and for Mimicry to be ready to handle itself.

“This is?” Satania asked as all eyes fell onto the glass plate.

Suddenly, a holographic image of the Nex Megalopolis appeared. Only various Sectors of the City of Hearts were mapped. This plate was a snapshot of the map found in the Floor of Civilization.

“What I’ve mapped out so far. Survivors of the Eyes are working with me in the Floor of Civilization to map them onto crystal plaques for personal use. It’ll be a while before I can record it all, but for now we have eyes on the major portions of the City of Hearts.”

“Good work. That’ll make tracking the White Rabbit down possible. That’s if it’s visible to us.” Frost praised her, causing Anna to smile happily. “The children of the Derma Layer are due for an excursion into H5.”

A small chuckle came from Satania all of a sudden.

“You weren’t joking when you said that our discussions are free to make.” Satania was amused by this. “The White Rabbit… I can’t say I’m familiar with the phenomenon. A filtered psychological presence is a telltale sign of the Fractured Nilhim.”

“It may also be Infecta Rot.” Galia added. “Or your favorite – the Broken Thorn.”

“Neither of the two fit the criteria. The former has no machine presence. The latter would come straight for my throat.” Satania assured them.

Infecta Rot were a machine Impuritas Group that infected objects, creating sapient constructs. Where other Impuritas Groups required biomass, they required land and objects to fuel their disgusting ambitions.

Anything that wasn’t living was a target of theirs.

Thankfully, they were quite limited with their approach, only able to function in the presence of a Heart or a high-ranking Infecta Rot member. Without these limitations, they would have already devoured a quarter of all Elysia.

As for the Broken Thorn…

“Stragglers. Survivors. They’re the strays who seek revenge against us. Not all those we punish die. I’m not even sure if they have a Heart to call their own. Not much else we know about them. By the time we’re done with them, all that’s left is their innards and bodily shavings. Like the thorns of a broken rose.” She said before returning to the topic of the White Rabbit. “Magician. How about you pull a bunny out of your hat?”

“I assure you; this is no trick of mine!” Magus laughed, applauding her joke which strangely, caused Satania to smirk. “A rabbit seen only by children is indeed a mystery. Rather than an Impuritas Group, a Corrupted fits the criteria better.”

They were all in agreement with this. What made the White Rabbit so scary was its reach. If people from the City of Hearts and the City of Diamonds experienced this phenomenon, then it was absolutely beyond that of Monsoon, and perhaps even Eternal Night.

This was why it was one of the topics discussed at the Summit.

Other facts were thrown around, such as the children mistaking Jury for the White Rabbit and vice versa. It only brought even more questions as the Arbiter’s eyes finally opened, revealing their golden luster before she raised a hand, as if asking for silence.

When it was granted, all seven of her tails coiled into one, tangled, fluffy mess as if to mimic Jury’s tail.

“Oh? But have you considered it to be an Aberration of Elysia?”
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                The Arbiter must have known something they didn’t to make such a bold suggestion that the White Rabbit was an Aberration of Elysia. She was the only one well versed with them. The moment those words left her lips the room succumbed to an immediate silence.

“Elysia is no longer a sole entity. Her mind had fractured into several major pieces, all stemming from the one true Elysia. Hence – Aberrations of Elysia.” The Arbiter calmly revealed, bringing a tail to tap Jury’s leg from underneath the glass table. “Jury however is an anomaly. An Aberration is the undistilled woes of Elysia, personified into whatever grotesque form they take. She is the antithesis of it. Jury has no physical flaws, and neither does she seem bounded by the cycle of madness in the past.”

“Meaning Jury is Jury. We’re well aware of that.” Frost wondered if this was truly the case as she brought up the Horseman she had spoken to inside of H5, noting that it was a man rather than a woman.

Unless Elysia at one stage had also gone through a gender change then she couldn’t help but to poke holes at the Arbiter’s wisdom. It irked her that Elysia was the sole outlet for the Angels. Even Demons did not speak so horribly about her.

It began as a small, unrecognizable buzz and became a heat that spread from her heart up to her neck, and across her left arm.

The verdict on Elysia was inconclusive so long as she didn’t have the full picture. Frost was already hard on the Exalted solely for being Impuritas. She did not want to make the same mistake.

“I can’t do what they can either. The Nexus hasn’t been infected because of me either.” Jury referred to the blackened, scarred walls found in various places within the Nexus. If Jury was an Aberration, then she would have had a negative effect on the Nexus.

Or so they’ve been told.

She then continued, gently pushing the Arbiter’s tail away with hers.

“Our differences don’t stop there, but it doesn’t change that I have some of her blood in me.” Her eyes then moved to Galia and Satania, before landing onto Frost and then the Arbiter. “Also, is this ok to say out loud in front of everyone?”

“Be not afraid. Coincidentally, all people present are already versed with Elysia. One with Corruption.” A nod was given to Galia by the Arbiter, then another to Satania as she uttered: “And one with conflict.”

“Don’t be so vague with your words. Conflict? You like to misrepresent events.” The spiteful Demon sighed, lighting a finger with a flame as she then lit the tip of one of her horns like a candle. “It was a bloodbath. What you don’t know, Arbiter, and Amalgam – is that Elysia can give and take however she sees fit. Expecting her to take sides is betting on the flip of the coin. For us it feels like that. For Angels? Expect maximum resistance.”

“For you, my Amalgam friend? According to your experience, it may be possible that you can bridge the chasm between the world and Elysia’s Aberrations.” Magus claimed hopefully. “I’ve heard the Horsemen were particularly violent. For them to go out of their way to speak to you personally is a positive sign! At least in my limited sphere of knowledge! Do shrug me off if you think otherwise.”

“No. You could be onto something. I hope so too.” Frost smiled at him before shifting her focus to Michaela and Satania. “Is there a number of how many Aberrations of Elysia are known?”

“Your guess is as good as ours.” Satania shrugged. “Could be two. A dozen. A hundred. Who knows how many Aberrations there are. What’s known is that they’re linked with the ‘Voice From Beyond the Void’. Ergo, Elysia. Did you know that the tempo of the ticking is never the same? You have a mountain to climb. Elysia isn’t our problem, and I’m more than happy to hand the responsibility to you.”

“They’re similar to the Alter ‘you’ but have a distinguishable personality.” The Arbiter then explained. “There’s one in G-Z7. One called the ‘Original’. You and I know what this entails. Another that graced the Abyssal Mother with her voice. And finally…”

Their eyes then fell onto Galia.

“One that spoke to me. It could all be from the same Aberration, or that ‘Voice’ and ticking we have come to know and love.” Galia spoke sharply in a low, dreaded tone. “We were tipped off otherwise by the White Wing. Who I heard is Elysia through and through. But not necessarily Elysia herself, but an Aberration. I’m ill versed in this discussion. Elysia in my eyes, is a force of nature that we can’t fight. Plot a man in a forest and nature will takes its course. Arm the man with will or knowledge, and they can thrive. The forest remains unhampered. To it, the forest does not know of the man’s existence.”

Galia spoke cryptically, running a glistening finger around the rim of her mug. A high-pitched whine accompanied her final words:

“We cannot tame a God. The Archetypes however… Hmm… Have we strayed too far off topic? This was about the White Rabbit. If it is an Aberration of Elysia, then this is the first time I’ve heard of it being seen by the naked eye.”

“That’s the problem. We don’t know if it is by the naked eye. Only children have been reported being able to see them.” Jury explained the gnawing conundrum before revealing that she did catch a glimpse of a reflection of herself too after using [Time Seer], which had the side effect of involving the Aberrations.

Jury was asked to use it here. Unfortunately, there was little Nex to be used within the Nexus. The reason for this was that the Nexus itself devoured the Nex as soon as it became available.

This was a cover up reason, however.

The real reason was this:


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Unstable Nex Quality >

< Your Heart of Time is not yet at a level to unravel Primordial Nex >


 

< Only Stars, Moons, the Exalted and lower may have their pasts unraveled >


 

< Beholders are immune until your heart strengthens >


 

< I feel like I am being fed this information. Strange. I wonder where this is coming from >


 

Jury still had room to grow. Even Beholders after painstakingly achieving their title needed to continue tempering themselves before they became who they now were. Their fusion with their tech was proof of this.

But by how much could Jury grow? This could not be answered meaningfully anytime soon. It was a shame that Beholders were still out of their reach.

Are you ok, Nav?

“I’m as fine as can be. The sensation was odd. It reminded me of when the Archivist used to silently speak with me.”

Could it be another Archetype trying to communicate with you?

“Unknown.”

There were plenty of mysteries at hand, but none more than the Aberrations and now the White Rabbit that plagued the minds of children. Frost made it clear that all Ateliers would be involved if the effects were as widespread as they believed it to be.

This meant that they had to be ready before a single drop of blood could be spilt. Frost already assigned the triplets for the excursion ahead, and the Stars were aware of the happenings. But the Ateliers were still in the dark.

She did not want them to take a hit while they least expected it, especially if it turned out that the Impuritas were behind this.

“We’ll get Caldera Industries to join the investigation.” Frost announced. “They can detect Impuritas presence. Have them ready to scrub through areas that report of the White Rabbit.”

“I shall personally take this to Knalzark.” Galia hummed, already envisioning how the man would react to an order given by her lips. “Uprooting this is a good first step before we can lay the foundations in the Nex Megalopolis.”

“Which leads to another point. Unless you want to tackle Iscario right now?” Satania asked, holding a cup up kindly for Anna.

The girl hopped from her seat, her face beaming as flowers seemed to form around her head. Anna was happy that someone appreciated her tea, and in that moment, Frost gulped hers down and did the same.

As did Magus. Three pink brushstrokes were made around the cheek area of his face to convey a humorous blush. A proud look formed on the Arbiter’s face for some reason as she watched over Anna like how a mother would a child.

The Hired Arm stared defensively at the Arbiter, as if to declare Anna as her own.

“We can leave the worst for last. Iscario’s topic extends to the Apple Advent and Grandis as a whole. I have a lot to vent about how the Nexus has handled that Region for the last decade and a half.” Frost hid her anger well as she thanked Anna for the tea. “Infernis exists as well. I’m so fucking… Sorry. Excuse my language. Ahem. I’m curious to why no one ever tried heading into Infernis after Iscario’s betrayal. That’s the resurrected kingdom of Puritas. He was their prince. Is it not obvious that he’d be there?”

“Obvious indeed. Would you like an answer now, or after what Satania has to say?” Galia’s words were venomous. They were like fangs ready to strike for she had a response primed to immediately counteract Frost.

“Now. Just for this. Why didn’t the Nexus send someone to find Infernis?”

Galia’s eyes became a vibrant purple hue, appearing like the nebulae above as she brought a finger to her lips, painting them with the taste of bitter coffee.

“Because Infernis doesn’t exist above Grandis. It resides underneath it in the Derma Layer. As if by an act of the divine, the city of Infernis sunk 12 years after the loss of Paradise. People only remember the remnants of it. News doesn’t spread far in Grandis because no one dares to leave their homes in fear of being brought down by the swords of injustice.”
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                The Arbiter’s words could be translated as: “Infernis is out of our reach.” However, her words failed to match the telling gaze she gave Frost. Michaela and the others silently panned their sights onto Frost as a small glimmer of a smile flashed on her face.

“Not for much longer. We can carve a rabbit hole into the Derma Layer and take the fight straight to them.” They all knew that with Frost’s ability to carve a gateway between the Epiderma and the Derma they could wreck havock upon the Impuritas. “I have an idea of how things will go down there. From what I’ve seen in our brawl, Michaela and Galia, then they’re due for a world of turmoil.”

“Are the Three Heads being deployed?” Satania wondered. “The Repenters? Or, do you want with a similar heat?”

The fire on her horns extinguished, leaving a trail of smoke that disappeared into the cosmos above. Frost leaned over the table, her small form casting a shadow far larger than it was supposed to.

“Knalzark seemed more than willing to descend. If there’s anyone I want to take lead, then it’ll be him. Granted, there’s not much I know of the man. But he’s the only one who can create infrastructure down there. Defending our gateway is going to be vital, because I can only reposition it while I’m down there. Once it’s compromised then we run the risk of getting caught into whatever they have in store for us.”

Frost’s face darkened, her eyes illuminating like golden orbs.

“I don’t plan to be on the receiving end of this conflict any longer. Knalzark is a walking natural disaster. He can maximize disruption in the Derma Layer. How small, how large, how meaningless doesn’t matter to me. The Derma Layer is massive. So long as they have something to fear, then I’m standing behind it with every ounce of my will.”

The topic of Iscario had triggered the bloodthirsty side of her. Her indomitable will was woven into her words as they hung thick in the air. It was like a cold blade being dragged along their chest as they heeded Frost’s will, and unsurprisingly, they too were in support of this decision.

Galia then smugly spoke.

“Knalzark will consider it a blessing to be sent into the Derma Layer. Ironically, he is the only one that struggles to interact with the Spatial Distortions due to his immense gravitational influence. The Repenters will be prepared next week to commit to moving material beneath our feet.”

“They’re planned to take the expected loss of Caldera Industries personnel.” Satania delightfully spoke, causing Magus’s intertwined hands to stiffen in displeasure. “One week, was it? To have your variation of the Replication Cycle prepared?”

“Yes.” Frost laid back into the wooden chair. “Time Reverberation will be completed by then as well. What I’m creating will be presented in upcoming Arbiter’s Council. I want to see if it can be improved or touched upped by another Beholder.”

Frost had minimal experience with the White Light Apparatus, but she had been theorizing of a way to recreate the Replication Cycles in accordance to Oboros Infintas’ goal. Firstly, she wanted an Aspect that could tether the Repenters in a large scale, as well as a place they could ‘resurrect’ from. She had two separate Aspects in mind as a result but had yet to reach fruition.

Her goal was to immediately begin work on it as soon as the Summit was over.

“Creating Corrupted at will is a heinous decision.” Magus stated, but he never judged Frost. He sympathized with her instead, knowing that there was little choice. Even so, he couldn’t help but vent his disproval.

Anna also agreed, as did Cer and Res. Jury did as well, but none dismissed the idea. Galia, Satania and the Arbiter didn’t care the slightest. As for the Star Child? She was too busy drawing stars above her head, captivating the Alter Frosts who watched in awe.

“It will keep the status quo for now. My Amalgam friend, I do hope your decision has not taken a toll on your psyche.” Magus sincerely spoke.

“I’m fine. The decision has already been made. We don’t need to keep harping on it.” Frost quickly responded. “We should warn the other Ateliers to prepare with Knalzark as well. The news should reach them within the week. My Stars are working tirelessly as we speak.”

Anna then hauled out a giant book from her Dimensional Storage, plopping it onto the glass table with a dull thud. The one hundred paged book was an enforceable and punishable code of conduct that all Ateliers would obey in the event that conflict broke out.

“This is the Nexus’s Code of Conduct.” Anna presented, letting Jury raise it high with her tail for all to see.

The words glowed a powerful orange like the searing streaks found in a burning log. Every letter was written by the Crowned’s Corrupted Item: The Final Feather of the Scorched Dove.

“It details two different kinds of situations. The first is an Atelier War and inter-Atelier clashes, and the second refers to all external conflict.” Anna spoke as the pages of the book flickered to the sections she spoke of.

The words imprinted themselves into their minds like a branding rod.

“Intra-Atelier conflict is also a part of the former. The latter involves the Impuritas, Corrupted, and unpredictable threats. For this reason, the latter section is less restrictive because nothing is more important than preventing a disaster from continuing.”

Anna thoroughly explained the Nexus’ Code of Conduct, with key points being:

“Property, possessions, and civilians are not to be targeted directly or indirectly during conflict. The Atelier responsible regardless of who began the conflict will be punished accordingly by Oboros Infinitas. Ateliers must confine their conflict within a reasonable place away from public eyes. Conflict must be reported to the Head and both sides will allow Time Reverberation to conduct an investigation. Justica Arms will be responsible for the verdict.”

This was only a small portion of the Code of Conduct. It essentially laid down rules that would prevent the Ateliers from spilling their conflict into the streets. Another part of the Code of Conduct was missing, and it regarded the prohibition of cruelty within and outside of their Ateliers.

“We’re bounded by this too.” Anna concluded as the book slammed shut. Jury gently placed the book into the girl’s hands as she waddled back to her seat, barely able to hold it.

Despite only being a hundred pages, the book was impossibly thick, with a blue, hard cover that depicted a single white star shining in the center, surrounded by black and white feathers.

The words written by the flaming feather carried tangible weight.

“Thorough it is. Good work, O Archivist.” Galia praised. “I had a wolf wrapped around my finger that couldn’t spell his own name if his life depended on it.”

Cer suddenly growled at the mention of her brother. It had little effect on Galia who shrugged it off and brought her cup of coffee to her lips, the mug showing the image of a red, thorny rose.

Res for some reason squinted at the mug, like she was looking at an unrecognizable object.

The fat of the Summit had now finally been trimmed down. The meat of it now remained as Anna joined them back around the table as Frost cleared her throat, her eyes becoming razor sharp as she uttered the forbidden name of the betrayer.

“Iscario.”

“The fallen Star.” Satania waved a finger in the air, following the trails made by the Star Child as she smugly looked across at Michaela.

“My traitorous Apostle.” Galia’s tone became serious all of a sudden.

“The one who hurt you…” Jury spoke underneath her breath.
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                Frost’s hand slithered onto the table.

“There is nothing I want more than to destroy everything he’s built.” The Nexus momentarily shook as she gruelingly spoke, her thirst for vengeance being made clear. “I came into this world knowing nothing. He was the first person I met, and the last person before I knew death’s embrace. I was blamed as the reason why his world fell apart. For the loss of his sister, his kingdom… everything.”

Frost’s agonizing tone disappeared immediately. An invisible wind had taken it away as he became ominously silent. The Nexus didn’t shake, yet they felt a tremendous amount of rage boiling within her golden eyes, enough to make Satania smile dearly.

“We all know I did nothing. It’s irrefutable. I don’t know why I’m blamed. Cinder’s Prophecy doesn’t even encapsulate the loss of Paradise. If anything, he’s created a self-fulling prophecy, because I will stop at nothing until Iscario dies by my own two hands. Until I can impale him on the same stakes that I was once riddled with.”

Frost declared before them all, lost in her turbulent thoughts as she began to salivate. Jury brought a tail to catch her drool, wiping it clean from her lips as Galia then spoke:

“Iscario’s motives are unknown. He was always a loyal one. Always heeding the words of the Nexus. I do wonder what led him astray.”

“The Fallen Star has ambitions not dissimilar from the Impuritas.” Michaela added. “To become complete. To recover what was lost. Marduk had similar woes. The Replication Cycles had turned him into something less than human, after all.”

“Do we know if Iscario is one who plotted against the Nexus, or was he led by someone? Such as Marduk?” Jury questioned.

“No one knows for sure. Maybe he heard someone whisper something into his ears.” Satania closed her eyes, smiling to herself. “You know, I find it strange that he’d target you. That’s if we ignore you’re the Amalgam for one second.”

“If you weren’t the Amalgam, I imagine things would have played very differently.” Galia said, confusing Frost.

“What do you mean?” She urged them to speak.

“Your face. It looks similar to his sisters. Not exactly, but close enough where wearing a white wig would fool him.” Galia revealed, causing a dangerous chill to run down Frost’s spine.

She recalled his cold touch, as well as the words that left his lips.

‘You remind me of my sister.’

A part of Frost wanted to thrash and yell. The fact that so many people found familiarity in her was dangerous for her psyche. She was already confused about her multiple past identities as it was. To hear this again and again frustrated her to no end.

The Arbiter’s tail coiled around Frost’s ankle, as did Jury’s to calm her down. The Alter Frosts stared up at her with concern. Meanwhile, another tail coiled around Galia’s neck.

“I do not recommend you wear a white wig.” The Arbiter’s tone was different this time, but no one could put a finger on what it was. “His sister was his price of paradise. The sacrifice made to stop the Icon of Judgement. Because of her, Puritas still exists.”

“Puritas, but now rebranded as Impuritas.” Magus wanted to lighten up the moon, although what he said was also true. “Frost.”

His tone then swiftly changed to a serious one.

“Grandis is open season. I believe that a connected topic should be the way the Nexus handled that Region. For fifteen years it was abandoned. I strongly believe that the Nexus is also partially at fault for allowing a known Corrupted like that giant bird to roam.”

Magus brought up a good point. The Nexus ought to be ashamed of how they handled Grandis. Rather than intervening and ridding it of the Corrupted, they prohibited all forms of entry. Not even Beholders and their Ateliers dared to set foot there.

Her magician friend was insinuating something that she failed to clasp, the anger still clouding her mind until Anna briskly raised a hand, her eyes widened with disturbance.

“What if that was intentional!? The Icon of Judgement disappeared. Galia knew! Same as the Beholders! So how come they didn’t do anything about it!?” Anna was furious, as was Frost.

And the explanation Satania gave nearly threw Frost over the edge.

“Because there was nothing to gain. Archetypes. Do you think the Blessed intervene out of the goodness of their hearts? The Nexus must feed.”

“That is only half the truth. Do not forget that the Nex Megalopolis required the combined efforts of the Ateliers. Other major incidents also dragged the Ateliers away. I was unfortunately blind to many of these happenings.” The Arbiter explained, right before Galia reasoned with:

“My 12th Branch was planted in Grandis, right beside my 1st Branch. Justica Arms has always had a presence in Grandis. I am incomparable to the others. It’s unforgivable. But know this – Scarlet Logic’s presence was also at large in Grandis. Information was provided by them.”

“But if you had a presence, then why the fuck didn’t you say anything!?” Frost suddenly lashed out, causing Anna and the Alter Frosts to jump from their seats as they reached out to bring her back down.

Galia was unfazed, but she chose her words very carefully.

“Amalgam. You’ve seen how they view me. Do you believe that the likes of Caldera Indurates would heed my words? Moons of the Nexus would not survive either. A ban was justified to keep the only Moons the Nexus had alive.”

Frost wanted to refute, but the moment she was about to speak a certain wolfwoman jumped in.

“Galia’s not spouting bullshit for once. If there one’s Beholder that gave a shit about us, then it was her.” Cer defended Galia. “She’s the same snake that sent us in to fetch you! Galia trusted us the most. Besides…”

Res the continued off Cer.

“… the Fate Mechanism is probably the thing we need to look at. It knew to send us to you. We can’t rule out that abandoning Grandis is a step towards the Tenth Act.”

“Only Act X worship the Fate Mechanism. The other Ateliers found Grandis to be a lost cause.” Satania became tired of this charade, wanting to move on from the past. “Amalgam. What’s your plan? Invade Grandis?”

“I want to find Iscario.” This was all Frost wanted. “We can do more than just that. But Iscario is my priority. What we do here and there will take us a step closer to him.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Magus perked himself up, interested to hear what Frost had to say.

Frost put up four fingers.

“We search Grandis for anymore Main Sequence Corrupted. We’re currently two away from completing the Book of the Price of Paradise. The second is to search for the Apple Advent while were there. I don’t expect our visit to be long. The ruins of Paradise is where I intend to go. Because that’s where I saw something shaped like a giant tree.”

Frost recalled the tree of light that sprouted over Paradise. She had consulted Aster and noticed that her eyes saw a pillar of light erected over those ruins. It would be their first clue in this mad world before they could move on towards other pillars of light.

She continued:

“The third is to locate the Piece of the Fallen Star. It must not fall into Iscario’s hands. And the fourth is simple – to find and eliminate Iscario once and for all.”

It was a guideline more than a plan because they had no idea what to expect from Grandis moving forward. Not to mention that things could easily change.

Frost dreaded returning to those lands, as did the others. But they were fiercely armed this time around.

She was not going to sit and wait any longer. As soon as her tasks were completed here in the Nexus, then she’d begin her relentless march across Elysia in search of Iscario, the Advents, and the Main Sequence Corrupted.

She needed to have the initiative on her side to disrupt their plans before they could even see her coming.

Frost vowed to finally give them a true reason to fear her aside from asinine prophecies.

The Amalgam’s Summit came to an end, with all party members leaving with renewed vigor as Frost led the way out with her head held high, and her appetite whetted by the talk.

            

    
        442. Eclipses, Moons and the Moon Candidates

    
    
    
    
                Frost strode through the halls of the Nexus, the clopping of her boots filled with intent. She was on the same level as the Floor of Amalgamation, but her destination was not that gated paradise.

Rather, it was of another door at the end of a brilliant chamber. Luxurious pillars of black and white rose to hold the ceiling as Frost merely gazed at the sealed, colossal doors, rousing a response. The doors were pale with the markings of black and white feathers and were so large that they would put Divas Gate to shame.

A tipping scale sat in the center where a circular seal twisted, revealing the void within.

This was the entrance to Time Reverberation’s Workshop. Frost adorned her formal garbs this time as she ventured into the Threshold, allowing it to consume her whole. She walked in the darkness, following only her judgement as she felt a warmth emanating from one side, and coldness from the other.

Soft winds swept through here from multiple directions. Her Eyes of Judgement could not cut through the darkness, for it was a magical veil rather than the absence of light. This was the only place in the Nexus directly connected with the outside world, and to think that it was the Subcut Layer of all places too.

The scenery slowly began to change. Stars filled the void as the chaotic winds began to blow from directly ahead. It was not until she reached the light that the world morphed all around her.

Emerald trees filled her vision as the sweet scent of dew pleasantly greeted her. A green, forest world revealed itself as cobblestone pathways could be found in large forest clearings, some shattered and others newly paved. Pine trees were so thick that they could pass as redwood filled the world.

In the center of it all was a sole, pale spire that regulated the time in this domain. This world was Jury’s Workshop. There was hardly any infrastructure around, but that was because Frost was currently in the training grounds.

Clashes of steel and the sound of cracking whips could be heard all around her. Beyond the tree lines were blurs that moved faster than the speed of sound. Grass exploded like confetti and bark was stripped from trees like.

They were fast. Inconceivably so. But that was only to the untrained eye. Frost perfectly watched their movements. The Moons stationed here ran through innumerable exercises in relation to their newfound role.

As one would expect, these were the combat orientated Moons from the Seci Arm. They were currently sparing with one another to make up for their lack of combat experience outside of the Corrupted.

“No restraint. Instant healing available. Greater healers at base. Fight to near death.” An Aquatid ordered from the sidelines as Frost approached the danger zone, gracefully maneuvering through for she could perceive their every movement.

Her AGI was so high that the Moons zipping by at their fastest were like underhanded ball throws. These several Moons were not alone. A handful of unidentifiable people watched with widened eyes, unable to comprehend the scenery as they hid behind other watchful Moons.

These people were Moon Candidates brought in by their sponsored Moons. Only five were present, and their faces were perpetually robbed of color as they soundlessly watched the spectacle of a Moon verses Moon conflict. The Aquatid – who was an Eclipse – acted as the instructor for the Moons.

She had vibrant orange hair with white stripes that ran all the way down to her knees. It was bundled into a long ponytail, and she was the first Aquatid that didn’t originate from the deep sea. She wore thick orange clothing rather than the revealing outfits of the Eclipses she knew.

It was an oversized trench coat, with the collar raised up past her ears. How she was able to see things in her peripheries was a mystery no one dared to ask, because her position spoke for itself.

She reminded Frost of a croissant for some reason, but the way her hands were tucked by her chest like a kangaroo instantly hinted on the marine creature she took after.

The woman froze momentarily as she sensed Frost’s arrival, her orange, blank eyes immediately widening as she pivoted her body to face the sky and with a single punch – a hole appeared on several trees.

“Amalgam here! Stand! No fighting! Say hello!”

Her punch created a vacuum in a single, straight column. The air was superheated, and not a second later the air came rushing back in, causing the trees to nearly fold into themselves.

What this Eclipse took after was the Mantis Shrimp, known for their underwater punches that could reach temperatures akin to the surface of the sun. Only for a fraction of a second, however.

The woman’s fist sizzled as they dropped to her side in an act of respect to the approaching Amalgam.

“Manti! Happy to see Amalgam!” She exclaimed, erecting herself like a statue, as did the other Moons who happily greeted her. They were formal and highly disciplined, a testament of how highly they viewed Frost as she greeted them back with an acknowledging nod.

Manti. I swear everyone has the simplest names. What’s next, a rock-man named Rocki? Or The Rock?

“You’re not one to talk. ‘Frost’ because someone’s cold hand touched your head?”

That someone happens to be Iscario.

“And?”

Haaah…

“Nice to see that you’re all proactive. The Seci Arm is going to require the best of the best. I have no doubt that you chose the perfect Candidates to join you on your deployments.” Frost praised them, causing one of the Moons to vehemently utter:

“Your words of gratitude are wasted on us.”

“Clearly not if it can motivate you to continue working hard.” Frost smiled, not wanting to scare the Candidate Moons, but she maintained a level of superiority to live up to whatever tales her Moons must have told them.

“Yes, Amalgam.” The same Moon uttered.

The Candidates could barely meet with her eyes.

Hardly any of them reached past level 30. Level 50 was the highest. Frost didn’t question the judgement of her Moons. They knew better than her who would fit them the best on the field.

Besides, the results would speak for themselves when the time came.

“How is the Training Doctrine? Is it, in your honest opinion, effective?” The reason Frost appeared here was to check up on this team of twenty-eight.

Exactly half of all the Moons were assigned to the Seci Arm, with the other two quarters split between the Hora Therapeutical Arm, and the Minu Auditors. Not many had the skills to move into different roles, and this was both expected and welcome.

It was their primary role to take on the Corrupted, after all.

“Very good. Writer has better points than Eclipse training. But we have better practical techniques. Therefore, we change it up for Moons. Normal one good for Moon Candidates.”

The few dozen Eclipses that migrated from ImpulseWorks were part of the Seci Response Arm and served two unique roles: as instructors due to their formal training in ImpulseWorks as opposed to Moons that were mostly trained by pure combat exposure, and secondly; as assassins of the Head.

Regular Moons were only to fight the Corrupted. Eclipses on the other hand, could fight other Moons. The reason why they taught these Moons how to fight was to both refine them farther, and to eventually make them surpass the Eclipses.

Moons also needed to be able to handle each other in the event of a possible Corruption, or otherwise.

“Can I ask? Are you here for Beholder Jury?” The Eclipse wondered.

“No. Not this time. I’m here for other business. Keep up the good work. Every hour spent here is six minutes outside. One month is half a week. One year is one month.” Frost looked over at a single, pale spire that rose above the canopies.

It was a colossal Isolation Sphere installation, effectively turning Jury’s Workshop into a time chamber. Surrounding it, unseen due to the treetops, was where the heart of Time Reverberation resided.

Frost inhaled deeply.

“How many Candidate Moons were culled?” She asked.

“Fifteen. One was very angry. They said they knew you too. Green hair, apparently a blood relative of the Green Composer.” A Moon complained.

“They weren’t ours. Someone’s spreading a rumor that people can become Candidate Moons. The Receptionists had a rough time managing that mess.” Another said.

“Luckily they were all confined in the Reception.” One more said, nearly sighing.

Why do I feel like this is Cer’s fault?

“Ber said that she did see Cer with Ara at one instance. She must have told her that she could become one.”

Remind me to never trust Cer with secrets if she’s going to run her mouth like that.

“I shall prepare a wire toothbrush and soap. Can I try washing her mouth?”

Please. She’ll take it as a reward if it’s from me.”

Frost mentally sighed.

“At least it wasn’t anything too disruptive. Ahem. Candidate Moons. Do your best.” She flashed them a sincere smile, making her just slightly more bearable to look at. “I believe we’ll be finishing around the same time as your ‘graduation’.”

“May I ask? How long are you planning to stay here?” One Moon questioned just as Frost began to depart.

“Roughly ten weeks. Or a week in the outside world. There’s much to be done. Time Reverberation will be completed by that time. I will be there to personally congratulate you all. Until then, please continue doing your best.”

“Yes Amalgam!” A unified cry exploded from behind as she took a casual stroll into the forest.

Before long, the clashes of steel and the turbulent winds returned.

Her eyes were set to an emerging silhouette beyond the tree line as she mentally prepared herself to tinker with the White Light Apparatus. It was time to get knee deep in creating her very own Aspects of Technology, and Jury would be there right beside her within the heart of Time Reverberation.

It was going to be a long week.

            

    
        443. Time Reverberation HQ, and the Dream Weaver

    
    
    
    
                A fortress shaped like a layered wedding cake rose to the heights of the pale Isolation Sphere. The base was so large that Divas Pass could easily fit inside. The layers gradually became smaller and tighter the higher it went.

A total of four layers were built solely by Jury’s imagination. The Workshop spaces were magical but required tremendous amounts of Nex to create material from nothing. Although, the truth was that what existed here and what was built by imagination could not be brought beyond the Workshop.

Complex machinery and instruments were also unable to form here aside from the White Light Apparatus. It was an artificial scape sculpted by Jury’s will, existing solely within the boundaries of the Nexus. It was the one flaw of the Workshop, but it hardly outweighed the benefits.

It operated similarly to CogitO’s Reality Manifesters, except it could create micro worlds such as this. Or a state of mind if one really thought about it.

The structure was enormous, boasting gothic-styled architecture reminiscent of Grandis, but held the same beautiful elegance as the baroque-styled buildings of the Nex Megalopolis. The blend of themes worked surprisingly well, like the black and white-bricked marble stone that made up the majority of the structure.

Towering spires could be found all across the rims of each layer, their sharpened tips piercing the skies. An ethereal-blue glow emanated from each window and entrance of the construct. The clouds obscured everything beyond the third layer.

Moons and workers from Caldera Industries could be seen scaling the walls, installing pale, angular cannons reminiscent of a downscaled version of Jury’s Retrocaustality – Smite. As an Aspect it was considerably weaker, and unfortunately due to its immense power it could not be made any smaller.

Each of those cannons were pushed around in the sky like a volleyball. Anti-gravity instruments allowed for those colossal fifteen-meter weapons to move with ease.

Clearly, Jury was working tremendously hard in the background. An invasion here would be costly, so these weapons would provide much needed defense in the event that the Moons were deployed elsewhere.

The weapons were long with a hollow barrel. Blue streaks blinked as they were infused with Jury’s Beholder powers. A Nex Depleter – an object that allowed Nex to be pushed into an object capable of accepting it – was also installed alongside these weapons.

Oboros Infinitas had their hand in their endeavor too.

Frost was reminded of the walls of the old world. Inspiration was undoubtedly taken from there. Her legs eventually took her to the entrance of Time Reverberation’s Head Quarters; its doors appearing as the merge between the mouth of a grand cathedral and a castle.

There were no guards on standby, as only approved personnel could even dream of entering this Workshop in the first place. The tall doors were wide open, revealing an indoor town similar to the Common Hub.

Black-bricked pathways sprawled the entirety of the first floor. The buildings served as the pillars that held the ceiling, bearing multiple floors where a warm light could be seen shining from within. Black-iron lanterns emitted colorful glows that changed in color periodically, some depending on conditions.

For example, the ones located at the entrance turned a gentle green as she stepped into this mostly vacant world. One day this entire thing would be filled to the brim with personnel, but for now, only the bare necessities were present.

The layout was also similar to the Common Hub, with key locations being the Reception of Time Reverberation at center of the first floor; stations where Greater Healers were left ready to heal Moons as they came in from training; homes for all personnel that did not reside in the Floor of Amalgamation; and finally, amnesties such as a mess hall where those who could cook manned it when possible.

Greater Healers could be found wandering the floors, alongside the Hora Therapeutics Moons. As cold as the Moons were, they would always smile and hang around with the healers, some hand in hand like couples as they sat on benches or followed an indoor stream that led to a botanical garden.

Greater Healers wore darker blue versions of the healer’s light blue robes and had golden streaks on their shoulders and backs that depicted their proficiency. A colored armband also told their specializations, such as white being for normal healing, and light blue being for [Cleanse].

It was a system Frost kept from Inflow Direct. There was no point in fixing something that wasn’t broken. Besides, she thought it looked cool too and that’s what mattered the most to her.

Pleasantries were thrown in her direction as she made her way towards the central Reception. It was an open structure with a ring-like table. In the center were a handful of Receptionists wearing white suits with blue feathers clipped to their hair like an accessory.

Because this floor belonged to Hora Therapeutics, the Moons here also donned white suits or dresses depending on what they wanted. Unsurprisingly, suits were overwhelmingly popular. Ber wanted to advocate for people who felt constrained by the suits. Unfortunately, that number was minuscule.

They wore a blue feather in their beast pockets, and their ties were the blue hands of a clock. This was Hora Therapeutics’ uniform of choice, although for Moons this varied depending on their Atelier Item.

The color scheme was therefore more important.

“Welcome!” A blue-haired man happily greeted, bowing deeply in utter reverence. “To the Floor of the Head?”

“Please. I will be staying for a while. Send a Moon in my place should someone need me.” Frost ordered with a firm tone as she stepped onto the pale tiles where the Reception resided.

“As you wish. The Dream Weaver is expecting you.” He bid her farewell.

This was a miniature version of the Central Relay, useable only within the Time Reverberation’s Head Quarters. Each floor had its own to allow Blessed to ascend or descend at will. Frost looked at the transparent prompt before her, confirming her teleportation to the top floor.


< Teleporting to the Floor of the Head >


 

< Yes | No >

< Confirm? >


 

***


The second floor belonged to the Minu Auditors, and the third to the Seci Response Arm. A Reception was found on every floor, with less personnel manning the upper ones. A sibling duo were stationed at the Seci Response Arm, and at the Floor of the Head –

“Amalggggggggam~ Greetings! Shall I take your coat, your shoes, or are you comfortable in that flesh?” A motherly voice exclaimed the moment her vision returned.

– An Exalted took the reins.

A graceful entity wearing an oversized Victorian-era maid outfit greeted her with open arms.

Many open arms in fact. The woman was an Aquatid with emerald eyes and a body made almost entirely out of tentacles. Her dress hid this fact, and she wore long sleeves to hide her multiple arms that hoisted a giant fur mantle above Frost, ready to place it over her shoulders.

Her body above her chest was human, but everything underneath was completely alien.

“Are you cold? Do you need a back rub? Foot rub? Perhaps refreshment?” She took out various objects from underneath her giant, frilly skirt, ready to please Frost at the drop of a command.

“No thank you.” Frost adamantly refused, taken aback by this woman’s clinginess. She didn’t show it of course, but a part of her was a bit weirded out. “I’m here for the White Light Apparatus.”

“Of course!” The woman exclaimed, tossing the objects aside as she rapidly led the way, gliding across the floor as she left moist stains along the red carpet. “This way, Amalgam! Or Frost, as Jury calls you~! It’s ok if I call you that too, yes?”

“As long as it stays between us.” Frost smiled, causing the woman’s face to light up.

“I’m elated to hear that~! Call me Weave!”

This woman was one of the few level 200 Exalted, possessing the Blessing of the Nexus as well as the respect of all the Beholders. Frost had only just recently been introduced to this woman – the Dream Weaver – by Galia.
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A unique name for certain, and with a history of serving the Nexus for as long as anyone could remember.

In fact, she was around at the time that the War in Heaven occurred. Ancient couldn’t begin to describe her age, and yet she appeared in only her early thirties. She was tall, standing at a staggering two meters in height with her lower body a full meter in width.

As it turned out, she was the one who taught the Beholders how to use the White Light Apparatus. Creation was her calling, but she was unfortunately unable to create Aspects herself as an Exalted. Therefore, she became a teacher amongst the Beholders; a singular instance where an Exalted exceeded the ranks of the Beholders by wisdom alone.

For that reason, Frost had the Stars bring her into the Nexus. There was little need for her in an era where her knowledge was second nature, but Frost wanted to learn from the original. She didn’t know exactly what the Stars said, but for some reason, this woman was awfully happy to be around her.

Probably because I’m the Amalgam, huh.

Contrary to the theme of the previous floors, this place was mostly made of walnut wood. The dark browns and the reflective floors excluded a blend of royalty and class, as opposed to the sacred white halls of the Nexus that has, admittedly, become boring.

They followed the trail of a never-ending red carpet as light bled through the windowpanes, casting their shadows along the tall walls.

“This is our second time meeting! I thought it was over for me after the first.” She said sheepishly.

“It was just a brief introduction.” Their first meeting wasn’t anything substantial as the woman made it out to be.

Maybe to her it seemed that way, but in reality it was just a simple ‘Hello, I’m the Amalgam. The Head of the Nexus. You work for me now. Any questions?’.

Did I scare her? Nah, that can’t be. She doesn’t look scared of me at all. More than that, she’s one of the first people to speak casually to me. I’m kind of thankful for that.

“I heard good things of you from Galia and Jury. You’ve been working close with Jury in my absence, correct?”

“Ahhh! The Angel! She has a gift you know! She can learn anything she sees! I’ve never had a student like her before!” Weave gushed, her many hands cupping her cheeks as she threw her head side to side.

“That’s Jury for you. As expected of her.” Frost couldn’t be prouder.

“I’m just sad she wouldn’t let me touch her tail! Oh well. Maybe next time.”

“Depending on the results, I can get a Demi-human wolf that wouldn’t mind you touching their tail.” If Cer dared to cause trouble again… then this person would be her torturer.

“Oh would you? I like Demi-humans, but wolves… They like to bite. I prefer simpler things~ Miss Frost –”

“Just Frost.”

“Right! Frost – You must have questions for me. I’m glad you aren’t bombarding me right away because that’s usually how things go with Exalted of our tier. Coming in with a focused, purpose-driven mind is the first step to getting an Aspect right, so good job!”

“Ahaha. You flatter me.” The uneasiness quickly washed away, and Frost soon found herself enjoying the company of this person. Hearing someone praise her so casually was a good feeling.

Suddenly, as they reached an archway leading into a pale, pristine room – Weave stopped in her tracks and looked over at Frost with soft eyes.

“I didn’t mean that as flattery. The stench of the Beholders is lost on you. We Exalted are only allowed so high up because we fill a specific niche.”

Her emerald eyes dug for something deep within Frost, discerning something that not even she understood.

“It would be nice if they looked at me as you and Jury do.” She moved to the side, welcoming Frost to enter the space first. “To think that the Head would be so different from the Beholders. It’s a nice thing to have nowadays~ This way, Amalgam. Please, you first.

Let me help you weave that dream of yours on the White Light Apparatus!”

            

    
        444. The Apparatus Hums

    
    
    
    
                Trial and error was the name of the game. Ten weeks was more than enough time to perfect the Aspects she had in mind. And with the Dream Weaver by her side? This would be a piece of cake!

The whiteout chamber held nothing but a sole source of light coming from an instrument that sat in center of the room. The edges where the floor, walls and ceiling met blended to the point where it was impossible to gauge the size of the room. It was infinite as far as Frost was concerned.

But this was arbitrary to the task at hand. The White Light Apparatus emitted a low-pitched hum as the many intertwining rods vibrated. It took the appearance of a bonfire, reaching roughly her height and a meter in length.

“So it begins. You’ve used the White Light Apparatus before, haven’t you?” Weave tapped on the tip of one of her tentacles like how a doctor flicked a primed needle. “The vibration tells me that you’re getting attuned to it.”

“Sort of. I’ve barely used it at all.” Frost answered, watching as the woman’s tentacles flailing ceased as they took methodical, precise movements.

Weave walked around the instrument, her tentacles reaching for something beneath her dress.

“It’s responding nicely to you though! Must be because you’re an Archetype. The same thing happened to Jury too. But this is also a bad sign.”

“How come?”

“We need the frequency to go higher! The higher it is, the more attuned you are to the Apparatus. It’s not easy to explain or learn. You’re quite lucky that it does come to you naturally, but if you plan to get it done in a matter of weeks…”

She plucked a Genesis Stone from presumably a Dimensional Storage. The object was roughly the size of a first, and she slotted it where the pale rods intersected. It floated in place like metal suspended within an induction coil.

“… then we’re going to have to take a direct method. Did you know that my special power lets me help people weave their dreams into objects? Genesis Stones only or I would’ve made for an excellent Retrofitter or Artificer even!”

Then, one by one, her tentacles stabbed the Genesis Stone, latching onto it like intravenous lines. Her pinkish flesh turned pale where it met with the object, and her long hair began to display hypnotic colors like that of a cuttlefish.

The tentacles turned transparent as fluid was pumped onto the Genesis Stone. Cutting fluid of a CNC machine came to mind. Distracted, Frost didn’t notice a tentacle dangling in front of her face.

“This is for you. I’m going to connect it to the back of your neck. Or anywhere else you want.”

“I’d prefer an explanation first.” Frost urged.

“It’ll be to get you attuned quickly with the White Light Apparatus. Genesis Stones are volatile as is, so getting your head into one quickly will keep it from going critical.”

Creating the Aspects of Technology was more of a mental game than it was physical. They were not created like how an artisan crafts his pouches from leather, or a blacksmith hammers iron at anvil into a blade. The Gensis Stone was suspectable to powers of influence and suggestion whilst on the White Light Apparatus.

Normally, it would transform its surroundings. The mechanisms were not known, and as much as Frost tried to appraise everything her level was frustratingly low. Additionally, eating them was not an option.

The Rods that made up the White Light Apparatus were indestructible even to her maw. It was unknown if they were even made from the same material as the Genesis Stones. Touching them also induced a strange repulsion effect that occurred to everyone but Jury.

And inversely, was amplified against Frost. This was why she was unable to get any closer.

The rods to you are what garlic is to vampires. Perhaps it is a stake and you’re secretly a vampire. Or silver and you’re secretly the big bad werewolf. 

Nav joked as the Genesis Stone began to rapidly twirl in place, the low-pitched rumble becoming louder with each passing second.

“I’m actually upset that I can’t get too close to it. The Nexus makes these, right? Or that’s what they say.”

I believe the Dream Weaver has the correct answer.

“A-Amalgam? Are you there?” Weaver dangled the tentacle, waving it around like a hypnotic ring as Frost snapped back to reality, asking a question as the sound reached ear-splitting levels.

“What happens when it goes critical –?”

*BOOM*

The Genesis Stone answered her question before she could even finish asking it. It imploded into itself, transforming into a steaming, nail-sized piece that Weave silently stowed away into her dress.

“It’s a good idea to stay focused. Ten weeks isn’t a lot of time. I’ve worked with Beholders for years before they could succeed!”

“Wait – Years!?” Frost’s heart jumped to her throat.

Fucking hell… Is one month going to be enough for me?

“She said you’re attuned with it. I doubt the Beholders were when they began.” Nav assured with her cold voice.

“Is that really surprising to you?” Weave was genuinely taken aback, her eyelids fluttering as she pondered on the reason behind Frost’s absurd reaction. “Elves take decades perfecting their craft, so this isn’t anything that is out of the ordinary. If anything, a few years is incredibly fast. Are you a genius that learns things the second you see them? Like Jury!? Of course you are! You’re the Amalgam!”

Her tone became celebratory, like a mother praising her child as Frost wryly smiled.

“No. I understand. A few years is hardly anything in comparison.” Here she thought that training for several years as a nurse was long enough.

To get ‘attuned’ with an instrument? A few years seemed insane, but the fact that one could create objects that affected countless lives did seem like a small sacrifice. Wrapping her mind around the sense of time these beings had was still a work in progress for her.

She couldn’t imagine herself living for hundreds of years, let alone a thousand.

“Oh? Don’t go saying that out loud.” Weave advised, retrieving another Genesis Stone. “You’ll be the target of everyone’s envy. Not me though. You can count on that. The worth of time is subjective to everyone. What matters the most is up here.”

She tapped her head.

“And here.”

Then her heart.

“I’ve been alive long enough to know what rubs people the wrong way. Usually it’s the things you can’t help that gets to them the most. Like appearance.” She hummed to herself, half-speaking to Frost as she slotted the Genesis Stone in. “Can I attach it this time? Are you ready?”

“Please. Wherever you’re comfortable with.”

“Ahaha. Usually that’s my line.” She laughed, latching her tentacles onto the Genesis Stone and then finally, onto the back of Frost’s nape.

She could feel something secrete onto her skin. It was a sticky, cool fluid that bubbled around the site. A calming sensation overcame her as she stared intently at the spinning Genesis Stone, her senses seemingly being robbed by the object.

“Close your eyes. We will shape this together. Your RESIST is too high for me to hold your hand, so you’re going to have to hold onto mine. Think of me as a tool. Think of the stone as your canvas.” Her sweet voice lulled Frost as multiple tentacles arose from the woman’s skirt, hovering by the Genesis Stones with sharpened edges ready to carve away at it.

There were no prompts for this. So long as one had the Technological Convergence Ability then this was an automatic procedure. She could feel her mind swirl within the Genesis Stone, her will directly altering the pitch and its rotation as the bladed tentacles tapped on it.

“Envision what you want. Chisel away the excess. Infuse your power into the Genesis Stone. It will take shape of what you will. But it will take time until it takes the shape of what you need.”

Nav’s voice was absent. Total mental silence enveloped her. The sensation reminded her of the time she was left stranded in that flooded city of blood. It terrified her. A sudden surge of anger also filled her as she recalled the madness that occurred during her absence.

And in that split second of lapsed focused –

*Crack*

“Frost. Your emotions are running rampant. The Nexus shook quite a bit.”

– The Genesis Stone shattered.

“Tch... I’m sorry. It’s harder than I thought it’d be. Last time I tried it wasn’t anything like this. But then again, I didn’t succeed either.” Frost snapped back to reality and was met with the unconcerned, emerald eyes of the Dream Weaver.

“I suggest using your emotions as a base to fulfil what you want. I can’t see it after all, but I can be guided along the way!”

“are you able to see what’s going on in my mind?”

“No. I can only venture a guess depending on what’s created. It’s more like…” She trailed off, unplugging Frost as she wove multiple tentacles into a squishy, stuffed bear. “… being tugged along. A stuffed bear can’t see or feel, but they can be immersed in the imagination of a child’s wonderland. I am that stuffed bear being brought along by you. It’s a terrible analogy. Beholders have tried to kill me over that, ahaha~”

“That’s awful.” Frost apologized, tapping the back of her neck. “Hey. Let’s go again.”

“Already!?” Weave exclaimed, talking a step back. “You were just exposed to an incredible amount of Corrupted baby juice!”

“You mean trauma?”

“Yes! That! What the Genesis Stone demands is an intense emotional drive! That’s what shapes it into an Aspect of Technology in accordance with the source itself!” She argued for Frost’s sake.

But Frost wasn’t the kind of person to back down. What she felt was hardly traumatic to begin with. The proof is that her emotional state hadn’t changed. Seeing Frost’s determination caused the woman to moan to herself, sighing afterwards with her head down.

“I’ve seen too many good people come and go because of this same process. Junior Beholders broke, and all the Beholders standing here nearly followed down that path on the first instance.” She was concerned for Frost.

“Did something happen to Jury?”

“It was mild. But small compared to the Beholders. Young Galia wept in despair. Knalzark screamed in the dark. Umbra tried to tear away the chains that bound her. Carpalis bargained for peace. Jury cried because she had failed to save someone she held dear. Never again, she said. Beholder Jury bit back with a promise. She’s quite strong. Whoever that person is must be special to her~”

Frost hid her blush, smiling in response to that.

“That person’s lucky to have her. Alright. Alright! ALRIGHT!” Frost hyped herself up, slapping both her cheeks much to Weave’s surprise.

The sound was loud enough to shatter glass, causing the woman to jolt as Frost urged her to resume.

“We can cut down the time by going back-to-back. If I feel anything then I’ll stop. If you see my hair get longer or turn blue – then do everything you can to get me out. As soon as you see my body change then it’s a sign of deterioration.”

Frost had other things to do. Her week-long endeavor was not going to solely be focused here. Mimicry, Ignis, the Black Doves, healers, her Moons, and Carpalis’ condition were all things she needed to monitor simultaneously. Thankfully, more than half became the responsibility of her Stars.

The week had only just begun, and Frost was fired up.

The number of repeated attempts was poised to break a new record. Regardless, none of it demotivated Frost. She had endured worse at the hands of the Corrupted.

            

    
        445. Nascent Fluids and Nearing the End

    
    
    
    
                Frost spent day in and day out of attempting to create her Aspect of Technology based on Scarlet Logic’s tech. The grueling hours didn’t even faze her. The only breaks she took was when Weave took hers, allowing Frost to make quick visits to H10 with Mimicry, Ignis and Carpalis.

Sleep became a thing of the past again, and every waking minute was spent productively. During the nights when Weave slept in the Reception of the Head, Frost would watch over the Moon Candidates from the window, monitoring their day-to-day growth.

Smashed targets made of twigs became branches. Branches became logs. Malnourished skin and bone transformed into firm muscle. The clash of the Moons lit up the nights and played as the ambience of the Time Reverberation’s HQ, replacing the chirps of cicadas.

The triplets visited as often as Frost needed to send them fighting against an Archived Corrupted. Woe of the Fallen Star was still beyond their reach but by now they were getting the hang of the mechanics imposed by Eternal Night Corrupted.

Ignis was a sponge to Frost’s knowledge, applying it exclusively on Carpalis to the point where color returned to her arm. She still couldn’t move it, but this alone gave her hope to a full recovery.

Her shattered bones were surgically removed by Frost in an agonizing procedure. It was sad to see Carpalis in pain, even though she never tended to show it. Frost was by no means a surgeon, but she knew the body well enough to know what should and shouldn’t be in there. With magic there was no need for sterile preparations, or to fear the common risks like sepsis.

While healing magic didn’t work on Demons, [Cleanse] was an exception as it removed debris rather than healed a person.

In due time Ignis would even be able to stimulate osteoblasts before she could create bones – a topic that became the focal point next to the nervous system and the endocrine.

Manipulating hormones was possible through creating small organs that could either devour or create them. Through this, it was possible to trick the body into doing things it normally wouldn’t do. The problem was that Frost’s knowledge of biology was heavily limited to humans. Who knows what hormones other creatures possessed.

Another major limitation was that Ignis was severely limited with what organs she could create. A miniature pancreas was the biggest milestone she had reached, and that was enough for them to celebrate.

There was still much to learn.

Speaking of learn: Mimicry absorbed many of Frost’s values and safeguards to keep it from causing havoc. Killing indiscriminately was hammered out of its system, and it reached a point where it could now rationalize why such actions were considered ‘bad’.

Acedia was being prepared to work with Oboros Infinitas to gauge its effectiveness in a live environment. If it were to replace Frost in certain roles, then it needed to prove its worth both in intelligence, and in accordance with Frost’s morals.

Therefore, Acedia was planned to manage an entire division on her own. There were seven divisions in total within Oboros Infinitas, each representing a sin. An eighth would be made for her, and it would be a special division named after her.

Those affected by the Piece of the Fallen Star or were originally Corrupted will appear under.

The situation outside of the Nexus eased around the City of Clubs. It reached a point where half of the White Doves were readily brought into Time Reverberation. The Black Doves were still training within the City of Diamonds but were also brought into the Nexus by Frost beforehand to give them a tour and a rundown of things to come.

While things seemed good, Frost struggled with her aspect of technology to a saddening degree. Blood was spilt trying to crack the code. Three weeks of endless setbacks summarized her efforts, and when things seem lost Frost went to wipe the crumbs from her mouth after munching on a cake Jury had brought in earlier for them.

“Amalgam!?” Weave cried in concern.

“Shit…” Frost waved her injured arm, splashing blood across the white chamber. “I got careless.”

A long laceration appeared on her arm, spraying blood temporarily before it trickled down her elbow. Wounds like this usually did not bleed so quickly – if at all – due to the immediate cauterization of blood vessels, something that wasn’t really seen on people like her.

Frost’s RESIST made her especially susceptible to blood loss, but that was if she could lose blood in the first place.

The blood spilt over the Genesis Stone, coating it entirely as blood pooled beneath. There was no time to switch out the object, so they left it as is all the while Frost allowed herself to bleed, paying heed only to the task at hand.

“Let’s continue.” Frost said nothing more.

“Y-You won’t treat your wound –?”

“The Genesis Stone might explode.” Weave was cut off as she was reminded of Frost’s conviction.

When her eyes closed, she unexpectedly visualized a surgeon’s table. The sight beforehand reminded her of the operation with Carpalis, and her experiences as a nurse in her past life.

A sculpture. I need to visualize a sculpture… Tch… Wait. Wouldn’t it be easier to see this as an operation rather than a sculpture?

Weave had instructed her to view the Genesis Stone as a sculpture, and her tentacles as the chisel. But what if she visualized it as something more familiar? An operating theater with scalpels at hand. The tentacles did look like surgical instruments too.

The Genesis Stone appeared like an organ now. A pulsating mass of flesh that quivered in tune with the low-pitched rumble. Surrounding it were the sharpened, claw-like blades of the tentacles, ready to carve away at its flesh.

It never occurred to her that this was possible.

Blood continued to drip from the stone, the splashes being the only sound that played in her mind. The pool beneath turned into a pond. Then a lake. Soon, it turned into a sea as Frost found herself back in the city of blood.

No. What surrounded her was the cavity beneath the City of Spades. A world filled with the Nascent Fluids surrounded her with the bleeding Genesis Stone in the center of it all, pumping it endlessly like a heart.

Bodies could be found within, their wounds healing as thousands of heads emerged from the sea. The Nascent Fluid Ability was the intended power to be drawn into the Gensis Stone, and this visceral visualization was proof that she had finally found the correct key.

All she needed to do now was to twist it.

The bodies fizzled away. The blood twirled like a whirlpool beneath the bleeding stone before it was siphoned away. Ruins hidden by the blood emerged as the object’s pitch intensified, its spin reaching a critical point before suddenly, a beam of light was fired from the stone. It appeared like a crimson pulsar as it screamed in a high-pitched tone; like the blood-curdling scream of dozens of women.

It moved gracefully in the air, falling into her palms as the spinning subsided. Warmth filled her being. The object throbbed like an organ. Its angular contours dug into her fingers.

The finalized product was a black rhombus no larger than her head. Something pricked her flesh, and red lines ran across the surface of the rhombus like veins.

It’s… drawing blood from me?

Frost didn’t even realize that she had returned to reality as she held the object in her palms like a newborn child. Blood dribbled down her elbows as she fed it with her crimson fluids.

“An Aspect that can recreate the body from the blueprint of the soul…” Weave whispered breathlessly; her eyes widened in utter shock. “It’s… taking your blood. And regurgitating it into Nascent Fluids compatible with life. Is your blood really that potent…? How did you… This is Marduk’s power.”

“No. This is mine now.” Frost refused to further elaborate, far too intrigued by the object that feasted on her blood and spilled the excess at her feet. “This is going to replicate the Repenters. This liquid will bring them back to repent as many times as it takes.” Frost ominous warned, panting as her mental exhaustion suddenly caught up to her.

“Replication is not possible until you can capture souls. Carpalis is capable, but there first needs to be an Aspect that can retain them.” Weave stated, wondering why Frost wanted to create this if it had no purpose in the end.

That was until she watched Frost’s mouth curve upwards into a telling grin.

“Don’t tell me…”

“Soul Anchor is next. I told you. I had two Aspects on my mind. This is the reconstitution part. The next will be the vessel. Carpalis can help me on that front when we need to start moving souls. I just need a proof of concept. A place to keep their souls tethered. And a way to Replicate them on the field. I don’t want them anywhere near us…” Frost painfully exhaled.

“Will you use this for your Moons?” Weave cautiously asked, hovering her tentacles around Frost in preparation to catch her.

And to her surprise, Frost fell into her readied hands, needing a shoulder to lean on until she caught her breath.

“No. My Moons deserve better.” There was no way she’d allow her Moons to sacrifice a piece of themselves. She had seen how miserable Scarlet Logic’s personnel were. Her Moons did not deserve such a fate, even if it meant guaranteeing their survival.

Unlike Scarlet Logic’s methods, untethering a person from a Soul Anchor would result in immediate termination. That was if she could go by what Galia said. In fact, she figured that Galia said this so Frost could ensure this was possible.

She was one Aspect down already.

Soon, she’d have everything finalized by the time this was over.
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                Shattered remains of failed Aspects of Technology littered the chamber. The once pale room became a bloody bathtub. Gossypium blossomed here as a meadow of them sprouted on black rods.

They bled, oozing crimson fluids. They were not gossypium flowers, but merely the countless failed attempts of creating a functional Soul Anchor. Coincidence would have it that they appeared as such, becoming a symbol of Frost’s unwavering dedication.

The Soul Anchor Scarlet Logic used was a bleeding stone. Frost however had a different image in mind. Rebirth was the theme of the Replication Cycle, which would then feed the Lament Cycle. What she envisioned was the White Stargazer Lily – A flower representing purity and rebirth.

This successful flower sat in the palm of her hand. It was a white flower with petals shaped like the arms of a star. Frost was surprised by how soft it was to the touch. A flower like this was destined to be torn away by the elements, and yet it was all that would determine the life of countless people.

One flower wasn’t going to be enough. Multiple, or one large flower was needed from what Weave whispered into her ear. Its tenderness meant that it needed to be guarded behind closed doors.

Frost cut her palm open and fed the inner whorls of the flower, its petals twitching like a parched tongue lapping at the droplets of water. Faint, red veins appeared along the petals as it absorbed the blood. The overflow of blood pooled in the center where it became a thick syrup, spilling out with the consistency of paint.

The Soul Anchor did not require Nex to function. What it required was only Frost’s blood.

“Your blood is the basis of reconstitution. This paired with the Nascent Fluids will work well. You may have to make a new one however.” Weave suggested.

Frost nodded, watching the flower warp as it folded into itself before the petals began breaking off. The blood vessels within burst as blood turned the petals completely red before they turned a necrotic-black.

“Yeah. This is already wilting.”

Frost’s raw blood was too much for the Soul Anchor to handle. It needed to be processed into Nascent Fluids beforehand. As a result, the bleeding stone was named the Blood Reservoir.

The actual blood produced by the Blood Reservoir was called the ‘Blood of the Amalgam’, ‘Amalgam’s Blood’, ‘Her Mercy’ or even ‘Forbidden Nectar’. The variations depended on who one asked. Vampires like Vampyria – a Star of the Nexus – preferred the latter name.

To her, it was blood with a quality so high that no reasonable vampire would even dare to lap it up. It was worthy of smearing along a canvas and retaining as a family heirloom.

Imagine the worth of the raw blood of the Amalgam.

Frost didn’t succeed in creating the withered flower in her hand, because she planned to combine both Nascent Fluids and Soul Anchor into one central installation. This installation would be given the name of ‘The Requiem’ when complete.

External Soul Anchors were to be standalone and require her blood to fuel. It would serve as a currency to keep Repenters in line and incentivize success over failure if they truly valued their lives. As soon as they ran out of blood…

… then their current life was all they had left.

These external Soul Anchors were to be called ‘Replication Anchors’. Replication was not to occur with The Requiem, but beyond the heights of the Nexus. Their iron trains and the field would be their only option. This meant that the Replication Anchors needed to also be mobile, or at least small enough to install.

Perhaps it could serve as temporary camps for the Repenters. Either way, it was none of her concern.

She despised them enough as is.

“We still have plenty of time before the deadline. I might even call the meeting to take place earlier at this rate.” Frost crushed the flower. “Just two more Aspects. We’re so close now. How is Jury’s tech doing?”

“Good news! She’s also on the cusp of completion. Because of yours truly! Keep your eyes peeled out the windows. You might see something special in the coming days!” Weave happily reported. “Stars have also been giving me some really good news about the happenings outside. Caldera Industries has their people hauling around their seismic instruments everywhere in the City of Diamonds.”

“Not in H5?” Frost peered up at her inquisitively, cleansing her body away with magic.

“They’re not that fast.” Weave placed her tentacles on her wide hips sassily, much more comfortable now in Frost’s presence.

Well, she always was. But somehow, she felt like a good friend now.

Weave continued:

“Reminder that Caldera Industries doesn’t have a big presence here at all. The City of Clubs hates their guts as well ever since the rumors of them kidnapping healers went around. Their Branch in Atlas just keeps the Nexus afloat, so they have to send someone to collect people from Dwarhelven.”

She fanned her face in Frost’s direction to waft her scent towards her. If she wasn’t as helpful as she was creepy, then she would have gotten the Cer treatment. Frost wasn’t oblivious to people’s obsessions and infatuation with her. So long as no boundaries were crossed, then they got to keep their head on their shoulders.

“How did they usually do it? CogitO’s tech?” Frost wondered, slotting a Gensis Stone taken from her Dimensional Storage.

“The Eyes! They can send color codes or even better – A beam of concentrated light from the sun to communicate! Think of giant mirrors! Or a giant lighthouse before the seas became too dangerous for ships to traverse.” Weave’s tentacles tapped on the Genesis Stone playfully, adding:

“Of course CogitO had a hand in it too, but at that range you’re not going to beat something like light! Psst. Between you and me – Umbra used to tell me that nothing is faster than light in the universe! Is that really true? Cause I’ve been believing that for a long time now.”

She confirmed it with a nod, right before Nav interrupted.

“’Nothing’ is faster than light. It is true but also false. A double statement hiding in plain sight.”

What do you mean?

“The lack of light is faster than light itself. Specifically, the lack of information. So, saying ‘nothing’ is faster than light is a paradoxical statement. It is correct and incorrect depending on the interpretation.”

Nav. Are you setting me up for an elaborate pun?

“No puns here. Only trivia. But it reminds me of a certain misunderstood Amalgam. The Impuritas see you as one thing. We see you as another. Oh. And it’s my way of saying hello. I thought a philosophical, intellectually charaged question would be a good way to get your attention.”

Uhuh… Are you lonely? Didn’t I just see you the other day?

“Am I not allowed to talk to you?”

Alright, alright. I give up. What’s up, Nav?” Frost sighed, taking a short break to speak with her android friend. It hadn’t been that long at all since they met, so she had to wonder if Nav wanted something.

Suddenly, she could hear a snicker in the back of her mind. It was a cold, sinister, artificial cackle that caused goosebumps to rise along her arms.

“Nothing but the clouds.”

Nav responded, causing the Genesis Stone to immediately shatter.

            

    
        447. More Aspects and A Bath!

    
    
    
    
                Innovation struck Frost. An epiphany was reached when she realized that she was not limited to her stolen Scarlet Logic Abilities. Other Abilities derived from technologies could be infused into the Genesis Stones.

She experimented in the following days, creating items such as a monocle able to see the strings of those attached to the Fate Mechanism. The object was tiny and tinted blue and was based off her String Theory Ability. ‘String Viewer’ was the name it was given.

This was only one of the many items the two conjured over the span of weeks.

Nex Accumulation was integrated into the Replication Anchors, which took the appearance of a black obelisk. Its dimensions were two meters in height, and fifty centimeters across. Its shape was like that of a drill more than obelisk. When fed with her blood, the Anchor roared awake as steam gushed from its seams.

Thick layers of its body opened like the petals of a flower, revealing a thin, crimson rod that turned blue as red lines ran across the object. Blue indicated that it was active. A flash of green meant that it was full; yellow warned of depletion; blinking red of depleting blood; and a solid red for damage. Black simply meant that it was destroyed.

A small detachable slate within was the most important part to Frost, for it was where the Nex was accumulated. Depending on how Oboros Infinitas wanted to handle them, adding a Nex quota would determine their level of suffering.

As much as she despised them, she knew how despicable it was to even conceive of such a diabolical plan. But then again, these were the types of people that deliberately planned their attacks on healers of all people.

Knowing this, she was able to rationalize her sin.

The Oblivion Lock also received love from her. The Bloody Herring reminded her that things out of her control were the most frustrating to deal with. Namely, the ability to pull infuriating trump cards from one’s Dimensional Storage.

Had he not possessed the coin to enable this ability, then she would have wiped him out much sooner.

A black padlock that radiated a white, dull halo dangled beside her still broken Badge of Fragmented Aspirations. It was tiny enough to be worn like a pin, but it could also be upscaled to increase its range at the cost of Nex.

In this form it did not require Nex to function. That was only after its first use, however. Additional uses required Nex to prevent the use of Dimensional Storage within a 10-meter radius with this tiny configuration and the limit. It could then last for up to 15 minutes. 20 minutes was possible, but it inevitably resulted in the destruction of the object appraisal named the D.S.D (Dimensional Storage Disabler).

Nex Accumulation was also infused with this to help it replenish on the field. It was one of the few items that the Moons will wear as part of their kit in their upcoming graduation. Most especially the Candidate Moons. A shame that there were still so few.

Spatial Distortion I – another Ability – saw valuable use. It allowed one to create a portal into the Derma Layer, but it firstly required an anchor so to speak at the other end. Entering the Derma Layer without visiting it in the first place was a paradoxical problem solved by two methods.

The first was to ride a Spatial Distortion down there as usual. The second and more favorable option was to send scouts through the main passage through her own Spatial Distortion. The item in her hand was a volatile one that allowed a portal to exist for only an hour at most no matter the size.

Because Caldera Industries’ major tech was manufactured in Dwarhelven, Frost was unable to devour something of considerable size. She’d have to venture there personally to get a taste of a more powerful Spatial Distortion.

This sufficed for now and would allow multiple invasions into the Derma Layer when used correctly. The only downside was to set the anchor up beforehand, or to get lucky and have someone randomly sent down there to end up near a Complex Heart.

It was a spherical device that floated in midair. When activated, four segments would be shot out to create the corners of the portal. If Knalzark didn’t influence his Aspects by his mere presence alone, then they could have had an answer to the Derma Layer much sooner.

Frost was an answer to their problems once again, and she couldn’t help but wonder if someone made Knalzark to be the way he is now. Or maybe even the rest of the Beholders. Divine intervention in the form of the Fate Mechanism made her question if everything was built up like the acts of a tale.

If that was the case, then she promised to burn that book to cinders.


* * *


Jury’s items also came along just fine. Aside from the Isolation Spheres, her Talons – which were made in partnership with Justica Arms, and the Healing Bullets that used Turn Back the Clock; she had other goodies in store to showcase to Frost.

Where exactly did she want to show off her new goodies? In a bathhouse of course! The Floor of the Head was ambitiously made both as a professional suite and where bushiness was to be conducted, so installations like a bathhouse were not permitted within the Floor of the Head.

Annoyed that she couldn’t see Frost as often as she wanted to despite working on the same floor, she often took Frost into the bathhouse in the lowest floor where they could take off their shoes and dip their bodies into the warm, cozy water.

A room of steam surrounded Frost as she promptly removed her clothing. There were no mirrors in this place made from vibrant wood, with the floor made from a greenish thatch-like material.

It felt more of a sauna, and she had no doubts that any normal person that dared to venture a meter into the steam would either suffocate, or worse, burn like an evil spirit walking into a holy site.

At least that was how she felt. In reality, she wasn’t alone. Surrounding her were healers that tidily undressed themselves and stowed their belongings into open cabinets.

“It’s so warm in here~” A healer hummed, stretching elegantly as steam conveniently masked their exposed womanly parts.

“Don’t forget a cup for the drinks! I’m bringing juice my pa sent over!” One carrying a hilariously oversized bottle exclaimed. She had to hold it like a giant club, and she dragged it wherever she went as a group followed gleefully with cups in hand.

Dozens of healers cheerfully joined in at the changing rooms. The sight of delicate flesh filled her vision no matter where she looked. It felt odd as usual to be stuck in the women’s side of things, but she felt comfortable amongst her healer friends.

“Miss Amalgam! You’re here today as well.” A healer walked up to her, greeting her with a deep nod as she timidly held her hands behind her back. She was short. Tiny even, but knowing how this world worked, she was probably older than everyone here combined.

“Yep. Even the big scary me needs to wash off once in a while.” Frost placed her hands on her hips, causing several healers to gaze at her spotless body.

“Cleanse doesn’t cut it, hahaha.” The small healer laughed, another joining as they passed:

“You still feel icky no matter how clean you really are.”

“Totally! I can’t even use Cleanse yet, so I have to rely on cleaning Serums or a Moon to help me wash off.” Yet another healer joined in, demonstrating her inability to reach her back. “I can’t even touch my toes. So these bathhouses are a miracle for us!”

“I agree.” Frost pleasantly hummed. “Oh, quick question. Are your baths scheduled?”

They walked towards the main area which was an open-air bath. Night sky shone above them as healers politely rushed over to the many differing pools. The bathhouse outside was designed like a geothermal hot spring, with natural rocks surrounding each pool and large boulders overlooking them.

“It’s us first, then the Moons. But sometimes we mix it up and all join at once.”

“Like tonight!”

“Mm. Mm. Moons are mostly women too. Did you know that Hora Therapeutics are all women!?”

“The men went off to Minu and Seci. I can’t blame them either since Hora focuses on healing.” The healers answered.
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                Men in Elysia very rarely fell into doctor roles. Many believed that it went against the grain of nature, because it was only women who could become healers. A male doctor was seen as a stigma; a thorn on a perfect rose.

Hearing this made Frost reminisce of the time when she began as a male nurse. She wasn’t spared from the discrimination there because that stigma also did exist on Earth. As always, the bad apples tended to make the whole batch seem rotten because there wasn’t a really a time when it bothered her at all.

Lots of people were more surprised and enthusiastic than there were those who spat at her.

Though sometimes, it felt like she was an imposter.

A hand suddenly tugged on her fingers. She looked down to see the welcoming faces of the healers who bombarded her with gestures of warmth.

“I hope you’re all enjoying your time in Hora Therapeutics. Has Time Reverberation been treating you well?” Frost asked, seeing Jury in a small, private bath tucked away in the corner of the bathhouse.

“Amazingly!”

“It’s different to Inflow Direct. In a nice way I mean!”

“We get to choose our rooms. They’re like mini houses.”

“No one shouts at us in here, so I like it. Moons don’t blame me for doing a bad job even though I’m trying my best.”

Positive responses appeared everywhere. Hearing that something as simple as being thanked for their job made Frost want to hug them all. None of them said anything bad about Inflow Direct. They weren’t that bad to begin with. They were just mismanaged and grossly overestimated the security they had over the healers.

Those up here were the Greater Healers, with a small minority of regular healers that learned from them. A good hundred were inducted into the Hora Therapeutic Arm, with another five hundred more to go. She wanted these healers to know the ropes before they could teach the new mass influx of healers later.

In any case, she excused herself and wandered over to Jury. Movement resumed as the adorable voices of the healers filled their small slice of paradise.

Frost felt like the odd one out with her black hair as the healers smiled at her, waving as they passed by carrying towels, rubber duckies, and bottles of non-alcoholic beverages.

Bottles of milk were the most common ones, next to juice and then hot chocolate. They had the palate of a child. Few preferred a more mature taste. Greater Healers enjoyed iced versions of coffee and tea.

Moons began to trickle in as she stood at the edge of Jury’s bath, smiling down at her lover who looked up with a beet-red face.

“Frost~ Come. Jump in.” Jury beckoned with her tail, splashing the water at Frost’s ankles. “I have a CognitO Filter to keep the healers from hearing anything.”

She pulled out a small, needle-like device that she planted on the edge of the bath.

“Moons will be able to hear us, huh. Seems like you’ve finished as well.” Frost smiled, plunging herself into the shallow bath. “Wheeeew~ That’s… unbelievable… Haaaaah.”

She melted until only her eyes were above the water, bubbles furiously floating to the top.

“It’s been seven weeks already. Just a few more and we’ll be ready.” Jury swam over to Frost, circling her like a shark before she sat behind her.

Then, she drew her into her arms and pulled her into her chest.

“Pwaaaah. It’s no secret to the Moons that we’re this close.” Frost commented, seeing the Moons wander their eyes over to their side curiously.

“Let them know that we’re closer than they think. That way they can trust me more.”

“The lover of the Amalgam.” Frost said. “There’s no way they can’t trust someone like that.”

“Not like that. Like me.” Jury’s voice was tantalizing. She could feel her breath on the back of her neck, her lips pressing against her nape. “Showing them a bit of your soft side humanizes you. You know that better than me.”

“Yeah. That’s kind of half of it though. It gets tiring putting up this…” Frost looked up at Jury, whispering. “… act every time I walk onto the stage. I’d hate to get into the habit of talking like an empress all the time.”

She melted in Jury’s embrace, speaking her mind freely for her lover was here to catch her fall and listen to her complaints.

“That’s what you are, though~” Jury giggled, combing her fingers through Frost’s floating strands of hair. “But I get what you mean. Moons can’t relax around me as well. Healers get cold feet when they first meet me…”

Her voice faded away, her eyes entangling with Frost’s as she asked:

“Am I still scary?”

It broke Frost’s heart hearing her ask this. Her hands reached up to cup her cheeks, squishing them as she tenderly whispered:

“You never were. You’re just misunderstood. You always were in that forest. First impressions might hurt but so long as they learn the real you then that’s all that matters. Besides, I’m always going to be your number one.”

She brought Jury’s head down to meet with hers, her hand moving to cup Jury’s clawed one.

“People are so used to leaders ruling with violence, so they hold us to those expectations. Let’s break them… I say that, but I doubt I’m going to look different to outsiders. I guess what I’m trying to say is that what matters the most are the people beside you.”

“Mm. I think so too.”

They kissed in front of an audience of healers and Moons. It was the first time they openly displayed their love for one another to such prestigious members. No one judged them as they indulged in each other’s presence. Nothing in the world could separate them here underneath the stars and the moon in the sky.

It seemed like an eternity had passed since they were interlocked with each other. They came for business, but as lovers it was impossible to let it get between their love. Frost laid there in Jury’s safe arms under the gaze of many approving eyes.

Not like they could say anything else to them. She wondered if same-sex relationships were normal to Moons. Considering their reactions, it was likely the case. Or again, it probably had a lot to do with their position as a Beholder and an Archetype.

Eventually, a shadow blocked out the moon above. Frost didn’t need to open her eyes to see that the three Moons were standing on the side of the bath, right beside a tentacle-haired Eclipse.

“Sorry to break it to you, but we wanna join in this business meeting too.” Ber clutched at her chest, ripping her dress off with one clean swipe.

“Heh. Miss us?” Cer smugly grinned.

“Shh. Ahem. Frost. Jury. Can we please join in?” Res asked with a slightly flushed face. It was obvious that she wanted to be spoiled by them.

“Sure. Come right in~” Frost happily obliged, as did Jury.

“Not you. You can go now. Thanks for the tour.” Cer dismissed the Eclipse, who nodded and left without a word.

“An anemone?” Jury wondered out loud.

“An enemy!?” Cer barked, jolting in place just as she was about to take off her suit. “Heh!?”

“No. Like a sea anemone.” Jury clarified, only causing Cer and Ber to look at one another with excitement.

“So you see an enemy!” Ber shouted, gathering a few concerned looks.

“No. She means a sea of enemies!” Cer corrected, right before both of them had their tails tugged by Res as she hopped into the bath still clothed. “A-Are you trying to kill me!?”

“Res… I haven’t changed out of my underwear.” Ber pouted.

“Idiots… Can’t you two be civilized just for once!?” Res’ eyes lit up, threatening to electrocute the bath.

With Frost and Jury’s stats, it was safe to say that only the triplets were treated with electric therapy.

And yes, Res herself included to erase the embarrassment of her sisters.

            

    
        449. Time Reverberation Complete!

    
    
    
    
                Three weeks until the deadline remained. In the real world only seven days had passed. Isolation Spheres were being widely distributed to the Ateliers, kept only behind closed doors to prevent theft from the Impuritas.

The Black Wings were also shaping up to be monsters, and among Jury’s newest Aspects were upgrades to the Talons and equipment dedicated to the Candidate Moons, Aspiring Moons, and the Black Wings.

They oversaw the consolidation of Time Reverberation and the Head during these final three weeks. Candidate Moons and their senior Moons demoed their tech in mock environments, including the domains of the Archived Corrupted.

While they began as only simulations, live-testing was also conducted, most prominently by Hora Therapeutics who began deploying Greater Healers along the Nex Megalopolis where required. Two different types of partners joined them, as they were never allowed to go alone.

The first were 6th Branch Justicers. Two, nearly three-meter-tall men carrying suits of metal were their escorts. Since travelling outside of the Nexus required one to pass through the 6th Branch, a healer could pick one up and they’d happily oblige.

They never spoke for they were the incarnated blade of Galia’s will. Peace flock would drop to their knees in utter reverence whenever they passed. People were split between fear and awe. However, healers tended to be carried on their shoulders or cradled in their arms, instantly dispelling the fear as they looked like a parent and daughter.

The second was the Hora Therapeutics Moons, named the Lunar Haruspex. They were Moons armed with silently ticking pocket watches imbued with the power of [Time Seer]. This pocket watch allowed for the Lunar Haruspex to immerse themselves in the Nex of a person, as though entering a painting.

They were Haruspex that smeared one’s memories and experiences across their senses as opposed to the innards of animals along a stone slate. This allowed them to see the picture of the client’s mind.

They were physically absent and were put in a stasis-like state, as if comatose alongside their client. This meant that they were susceptible to all external forces. It worked like Frost’s Die Agonsis but did not allow them to save one from Corruption.

It was a way to fish out trauma and to pick clues on how to deal with them, which would then be passed onto the healers who would then commence intensive care.

One important detail however was that any damage procured within a person’s ‘Painting’ would physically manifest on both the Moons and the client. The surroundings have also been seen to take damage as well.

Some people were stories rather than paintings depending on the complexity of their problems. Cutting the tree down to the stump was a band aid fix a best. The real issue resided in the roots.

And depending on how far down they were, destroying them could leave the sediment around them unstable, which resulted in a breakdown at best. What felt like second nature to Jury was indescribably difficult for the Moons who had to consider their every action.

They were so used to a lifestyle of destruction that transitioning to a field where they had to treat everything delicately like surgeons seemed too tall of a task. But Frost saw their hearts alight, their eyes impassioned and their conviction promising competency.

Frost adored the pocket watch – named the Traumatic Clock – and kept one for herself. This combined with Die Agnosis made for a perfect pair.

Jury’s experiences with using [Time Seer] on people were different to the Lunar Haruspex. Something lurked within their minds that was indescribable. It was a presence or at times, a ticking noticed in every client. It was a hostile force that demanded them to leave and was responsible for most injuries.


< Aberrations of Elysia may intervene >


 

It was strange. Why were the Aberrations in seemingly everyone’s mind? Not only that, but why were they so hostile to intruders? Did they believe the mind was a temple? A holy sanctum?

If so, then why were they also there?

Unfortunately, Jury never experienced such a thing. The Lunar Haruspex could never recall specifics when it came to the Aberrations. Rather, it was more like the mind itself was fighting them, like they were within a Corrupted Zone.

Regardless, this was a very rare occurrence.

But it was enough to make Frost consider Elysia’s motives. Time would tell whether she was a force on their side, or an abomination as the Angels depicted her as.


* * *


Minu Auditors suffered the same issues with their Interrogating Clocks; a variation of [Time Seer] that focused only on the environment. It worked much like how Frost was able to view the events of the past in the City of Spades. A retelling of the past would play around them, but if the Nex was at significant levels then they entered a place reminiscent of a Corrupted Zone.

Lunar Inquisitors were the names given to the Moons of Minu Auditors, which was manned solely by Moons. They were far from plentiful which would make investigating the Ateliers a timely endeavor. However, the simple ability to retell the past of a location greatly overshadowed this.

Frost didn’t plan to punish the Ateliers retroactively, so new violations were what they were after. However, she specifically instructed them to investigate the past and report to her directly.

If the Beholders were not going to talk to her, then the Lunar Inquisitors would.

Minu Auditors wore a grey, draped coat over a tightly fitted, light-blue suit. The coat was more of a mantle made from fur, with the image of the minute hand drawn in white fur along their backs.

They possessed incredible swagger compared to Hora and Seci, their suits taking major inspiration from Frost’s Coat of Prejudice. The earring of a clock that dangled from one ear was the Interrogating Clock.

Strangely enough, the tallest of the Moons ended up in Minu Auditor. No amount of pondering could ever answer why this was the case. It did make them look intimidating.

Frost passed by their floor one time. Curiosity got the better of her as she watched them hold a sermon over what rings to wear, and which ones seconded as knuckle dusters.

They were more like dangerous extortionists if anything. Surely no one would be dumb enough to try to prevent them from their work.

Finally, the Seci Response Arm functioned as how the Moons usually did but with additional responsibilities. The first was to prevent as much damage as possible, which was easily achievable with the Isolation Spheres that were mandatory part of their kit, and secondly, to work closely with their soon-to-be Aspiring Moons.

Seven weeks was not a long time, and they were far from strong. Despite this, they were still chosen by the Moons and had proven themselves as useful personnel. Moons were not good at reading between the lines of the Corrupted. All they knew was to fight. Having an outsider’s perspective would be invaluable, more so when they received the Blessing of the Amalgam.

Speaking of the Aspiring Moons; both they and the healers were specially armed to make up for their weaknesses. Healers had Ignis’ badges, and now a backpack that could store their serums.

The backpack was a multilegged entity with blades for limbs disguised as a backpack. Because of its reddish color the entity was either kept beneath their coats, or had clothes knitted for them to lessen their intimidating appearance.

They latched onto the backs of the healers, ready to pounce at any threat that dared to confront them.

Aspiring Moons were given a short blade infused with [Doppler Strike], and grenades with [Localized Entropy]. The blade swung faster than any other, resulting in multiple strikes with a single slash. The grenade was self-explanatory. Anything caught within was expected to disintegrate.

Black Wings were also gifted the same items, and their Talons saw an upgrade with special bullets infused with [Doppler Strike] and [Localized Entropy]. They were expensive and timely to make and weren’t expected to be used extensively.

But one could expect total carnage when they were brought into play.

The only Skill Jury refused to use was [Angelic Kiss]. The fact that it granted invulnerability made it too dangerous to give out, even if she trusted the Moons to keep it safe.

Time Reverberation’s internal structure and workings reached its completion at the dawn of the ninth week. And on the second day of the tenth week, a graduation ceremony was to be held.

It was the same day as the next Amalgam’s Summit.

And the same day that the children would be out on their excursion into H5.

            

    
        450. Graduation Party

    
    
    
    
                Enthusiastic commotion broke out at the break of dawn. Every floor of Time Reverberation’s Head Quarters brimmed with a delightful ambience. The convivial atmosphere had only grown over the last few days, for today was a special day for them all.

Moon stumbled around. Those that weren’t hauling boxes and trays of goodies found themselves wandering the floors, confused by the event. They were aware that today was the graduation of the Candidate Moons, and the beginning of Time Reverberation’s operations.

But even so they couldn’t find it in them to understand why so many people were jubilant. Serum G was still deeply embedded into their systems, though it didn’t mean they couldn’t enjoy normal things.

Then, one by one, the hands of these unconfident Moons were taken by the healers. They smiled up at them, one whispering:

“Let’s go. Everyone’s waiting for us. That means you as well.”

Their hearts wrenched. It was the painful kind. And yet they embraced the sensation, smiling at the healers who tugged them along. There were few Moons, particularly those of the Hora Therapeutics, that were overjoyed, as if a switch had flipped inside of them.

The site of the celebration was within the heart of a botanical garden, where canopies hung over them as decorative light lit up the overgrowth like Christmas lights. Food and drinks were served on a large table beside a central fountain, where a statue of a giant black and white feather stood to symbolize the duality of Time Reverberation.

The hand that gave was the same one that took. Some interpreted it as the White Doves and the Black Wings. Or even the ‘Black Sheep’ that were the Moons of the Nexus.

In reality, it was just a reference to Frost and Jury.

Frost observed the celebration from an elevated balcony. She saw a part of her in the healers as they actively sought out to include the unsociable Moons. Ber strode around, enjoying the moment as she commanded a small team of Moon-chefs at an outdoor bar.

Res was also seen receiving people into the event, greeting them professionally as she took the occasion seriously. She was just like the other Moons, but small fragments of her childish self could be seen whenever a familiar face passed, or when she was thanked for something as simple as letting them come through.

Some of the Moons paused when they saw Res. A wave of guilt ate at them momentarily before they moved on. Res had been right about a lot of things, and they had dismissed her as crazy and labeled her as Jester alongside her sisters.

Res was indifferent to them. It was as if she didn’t notice their bodily behaviors at all. She never did look at people in the eye so easily now that Frost had a closer look at her. Even amongst Moons she kept her guard up.

In contrast, Cer went out dragging wandering Moon straight into the garden. Annoying wouldn’t even begin to describe her as she complained how she didn’t get a celebration when she became the Fang of the Head.

However…

“What are you gonna do, stand there absentmindedly all day? Get it together. You’re a free Moon. Who’re you orbiting besides the Amalgam?”

… Cer had a way with her words. Though it didn’t seem to get through to the Moons, Frost knew that one day they’d remember it fondly. As cheeky as the woman was, she had a good heart. At least for people brough up in unfortunate circumstances.

And that was putting it nicely.

Frost sighed.

Familiar faces surrounded her on the spacious platform. Nav wandered around behind her, stuffing her mouth with whatever she could get her hands on.

“So this is what shrimp tastes like.” She said with fascination woven in her monotone voice. “Anna. This is tasty. Eat.”

“Er… I used to be allergic to shellfish.” Anna politely refused, eyeing the half-eaten shrimp.

“It pairs well with a strawberry cupcake!” Nav added. In one hand she held shrimp, and in the other was a very familiar strawberry cupcake.

“Nav. That’s a bad combination.” Ignis spoke with vehement disapproval. “Blueberries go better with shellfish.”

“Bzzt?” Snap whined, curious by their culinary claims as it roamed around with black-strand healers on its back.

Indeed. Even the Black Wings were here to celebrate. Snap carried up to twenty at once, with possibly another dozen hidden beneath its fur. Heads could be seen peering out from its legs and sides like the portholes of a submarine.

“Yet you won’t let me get that close to you.” Frost sulked in silence.

“Oh. So you can make that kind of face? Ain’t that funny.” A voice spoke from right beside her.

A certain blonde-haired and red-eyed penguin-woman observed Nav’s behavior alongside Frost. They both stood by the wooden railings, overlooking the event.

“Ain’t never heard of an Atelier Item bestowin’ a person’s sense of taste. Gotta love how weird the wants of our hearts can get. It’s all a matter of whether you can love yourself unconditionally or not, hey?” Kissaria hummed, brushing the length of her long, white formal dress.

Then, she leaned over the edge of the balcony, howling:

“Whoooh~! First time I’ve been invited into a Workshop! If I had all this space, then who knows what the hell I’d be able to procure! Ain’t no way ImpulseWorks is gonna let me take a Site Core for myself. The gall on ya to call me up here into your castle then get me to repair your items. Had me thinkin’ that I was about to ascend!”

“Believe me, you’re on my list to make a Blessed.” Frost assured. She adored the way she spoke.

Kissaria gave her a toothy grin and wagged her finger around.

“Leave it to be natural. As much as I’d like to be up here, this ain’t my place. Penguins don’t fly, you know that right?” She tapped her red-tinted Artificer Goggles that sat cozily atop her head. “Got flippers, not wings.”

“I don’t see any flippers on you. You hardly look like an Aquatid, if I’m being perfectly honest.”

“Wait till you see me swim. But hell, that’s besides the point. Gah… All this empty space looks waitin’ to be filled. Look at you, Frost. Already up here with the giants.” She slapped Frost’s back, brushing her hand along the renewed feathers of her Coat of Prejudice. “Got one heart now instead of two. Your Nav friend looks like she’s been dying to get out.”

“Yeah. Nav’s earned it after putting up with us.” Frost jokingly said, fondly staring off at Nav.

Kissaria met her gaze, watching Nav attempt to communicate with the Star Child and the Little Frost, all the while the Big Frost stood around, nodding firmly with every symbol drawn.

Suddenly, Kissaria uttered something just before they turned back to Jury beneath them.

“A bird that’s been livin’ inside of a cage won’t know how to fly despite havin’ wings. Remember when I said that a machine can’t have a heart. I stand corrected.”

“But you were able to grab a piece of her heart.” Frost wondered what she meant by this, to which Kissaria responded cryptically with:

“Temper aspirations. So, when’s Jury going to let me pick her heart apart?”

“Maybe when things start to settle down.”

“That so? Remind me again on the kind of world this is? I stuck my neck out for ya by openin’ the Gates. At least let me take a look at hers.” She pointed over at Res.

“You know how those triplets react to Retrofitters. Imagine an Artificer.”

“Her loss~ She the jewel of the triplets. A bucket of seriousness no matter how you tip it. Ever wonder what she sees through those lenses?” With another tap on her goggles, she began walking away towards Nav.

“Is something the matter with Res’ Atelier Item?”

Kissaria answered without turning back.

“It’s functional. Didn’t notice anythin’ wrong from here. Atelier Items are reflections of the heart’s desires. It can also be the piece that makes you complete.” She motioned over at Nav to join her elsewhere to produce yet another cupcake now that it was already eaten. “Or becomes a chain that slowly kills you.”

“Implying that Res’ Atelier Item is killing her?” Frost didn’t see it this way. Then again, there was little she knew about Res’ Atelier Item aside from that it allowed her to amplify her electrical powers.

“Waddya want from me? Straight answers? I’m just passin’ off my observations. In short, keep an eye out for her.”

“I’m always watching.” Frost assured her, her eyes fixated on Res who noticed her gaze. She looked up, suddenly brimming with a childish smile as her ears flapped. “I’m more concerned about what happens if she falls out of my sight. Please check up on her too.”

“Give me a day or two. You’ve worn me out reparin’ all of your Corrupted Items. Still haven’t figured out how you damaged them like that again. This mechanical amalgamation right here is all wanna work on right now~!” Kissaria, now at an archway leading to another room with Nav by her side, admitted her ignorance to Frost’s Corruption.

“Yay.” Nav celebrated with a deadpan voice, her mouth stuffed with a giant loaf of bread.

It seemed that news of Frost’s Corruption had yet to spread. If it did, then she wondered how it would be taken by those outside of their inner circle.

She sighed and continued observing Res, seeing nothing out of the ordinary.

Even the color of her heart was the same. A pure, deep blue.

            

    
        451. Candidate Moons to Aspiring Moons!

    
    
    
    
                “To Time Reverberation!” Cer’s voice ruptured the air, inciting a cheer from many.

She stood atop a rickety, wooden chair, which had been stolen from one of the tables. Surrounding her was a sea of Black Wings, raising their arms as they parroted:

“TO TIME REVERBERATION!” It was mostly the Black Wings, who shared the same reverence as Cer like they were a cult chanting the name of their Goddess.

“To Beholder Jury and our Amalgam!”

“TO BEHODLER JURY AND OUR AMALGAM!”

“To bring order where there is disorder!”

“TO BRING ORDER WHERE THERE IS DISORDER!”

“To bring down the low lives of the Nexus!”

“TO BRING DOWN THE…” Suddenly, the Black Wings trailed off, their energy plummeting off a cliff as they reeled their hands back down, turning to each other with confusion.

“Huh?”

“What?”

“Bring down who?”

“Who is she talking about?”

Cer cleared her throat, rallying the Black Wings again as she stomped on the chair. A small crack formed underneath.

“The Beholders of the Nexus! The Stars that looked down at us!”

“When did they do that?”

“Dunno. Did something happen while we were gone?”

“Surely the Fang of the Head must know something.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t think so.”

Realizing that her support was waning, Cer then turned her attention to Scarlet Logic, the Impuritas and the bad apples of the Nexus.

“By that I mean that traitor Marduk! Iscario! They betrayed the Nexus and look at all of us who got caught in the crossfire!”

“That’s right…”

“She makes a good point.”

“They’re responsible. Scarlet Logic are evil.”

“That’s right! They’re the reason we’re like this!”

“So we gotta hurt them back as thanks!”

“YEAH!” A unanimous cry broke out, not long before someone asked:

“But what does this have to do with a game of volleyball against the White Doves?”

“Good question!” Cer exclaimed but failed to elaborate.

On the other side, Res could be seen rallying her small team of White Doves, smiling politely at them as they gathered around her.

“Let’s treat them with respect. It’s only a game of volleyball. Ber suggested it to get our spirit high.”

“Don’t worry. We can’t spike it that hard anyway.” A small healer standing at the same height as her sweetly spoke. “We’re all friends here. I’m sure they’ll do the same.”

“Mhm. We’re all sisters~ Like a big family!”

“I might get tired easily but I’ll do my best!”

Happy with their enthusiasm, Res began to herd them towards Cer. They passed through wide, brick paths surrounded by lush greenery, eventually reaching the mouth of a secluded garden where Cer’s voice could be heard in full display.

“We will punish them!” Cer barked. “We will fuck them! We will destroy their entire existence!”

“YEAAAAAH!”

The Black Wings erupted with a deafening roar, causing the faces of the healers to go pale as Cer stomped one last time, collapsing. However, the Black Wings caught her and hoisted the woman above their heads.

“Heh. This is our road to victory! We will leave no survivors!”

“… E-Eye…” A healer timidly tugged on Res’ sleeve. “They don’t mean us, right?”

Sparks emerged along Res’ eyes, turning a slight blue. A vein popped on the side of her head as she turned to the healer, smiling as innocently as possible.

“No. Definitely not. There is no way the Fang of the Amalgam would say anything as despicable as –”

“Cull them! We will bring down that white-haired lunatic and all their accomplices down!”

By white hair, she meant Iscario.

But the healers beside Res didn’t know that. They huddled behind her back, with the taller healers embracing the smaller ones.

“… Give me two minutes. Cer.” Res beckoned her with her tail.

“Oh, hey Res! Hey… why are you looking at me like that? Why are you looking at me like you want to wring my neck around? Res?” Sweat dripped from Cer’s forehead like bullets, realizing that her sister had become fury incarnate.

“Come with me. We need a long talk. Alone.”

Rumors would have it that there were screams from somewhere on the floor. No one paid much attention to it as the peaceful game of volleyball commenced, with Frost taking the helm over the Black Wings and Jury over the White Doves.

At the tail end of the event the Candidate Moons were knighted by Frost. She granted them the greatest gift of all: her Blessing. Bright lights illuminated the stage where she blessed five kneeling figures. Their hard work and trust from the Moons had paid off, and as soon as the lights died, tears began to fall down the cheeks of a young boy.

“From now on you are one of us. You are an Aspiring Moon destined to join the ranks of the Moons. You will become the first generation of Moons with my Blessing. Until then, keep your head high. You still have a lot to learn.” Frost announced to the world. “The Nexus is your home. So please protect it. I’m counting on you now. As the Head of the Nexus; as the Archetype of Amalgamation; and as a neighbour of our humble floor.”

“I can hear them telepathically now. However, like with Revy, it’s not a two-way channel. They can only communicate to me.” Nav immediately informed Frost of the situation.

Manually granting her Blessing did not allow Nav to converse with them. However, she could hear them when they attempted to communicate with her. This at least allowed her to gain intelligence but did not allow her to relay it to relevant personnel aside from those in Frost’s circle.

Regardless, this was still incredibly powerful. The more Blessed there were, the greater Nav’s omniscience would become. This way, Frost could remain well informed of the Nexus’ status beyond the Stars and reports when she was away from the Nexus.

And as insurance, a special guest joined them at the stage. A pink-suited man approached the prostrating Aspiring Moons, the click of his heels alerting them of his indomitable presence.

“An oath must be made.” He began, placing a gloved hand onto the head of one.

A contract materialized before his eyes. She clutched it in his free hand, observing the conditions that would bind this Aspiring Moon for as long as they lived.

“Do you hereby obey the commandments of the Amalgam? That you will strive to become a Moon of the Nexus. That your powers will be put towards the interest of the Nexus in accordance with the laws, codes, ethics, and morals of the Head? That you will become a model to uphold them in public? That you are to remain as a Moon until your declared retirement?”

Promised Oath recited as the words magically appeared on the paper. They were written in the style of copperplate calligraphy by an invisible pen.

“I do.”

The paper was then given to the young boy, alongside a small blade. Promised Oath pointed at a small box where a drop of blood was to be placed.

“Your blood is your signature. You will be held to these conditions for as long as we both live, or until I decide to terminate it.”

There was not a hint of hesitation from the young man as he sliced his thumb open and left a print of his thumb on the box.

“Live well, Aspiring Moon.” Promised Oath was pleased by this, moving onto the rest of the newly formed Aspiring Moons.

This was a test in a way. Refusal would mean the removal of their Blessing. It seemed counter intuitive to give the Blessing first, but Promised Oath mentioned that it could be interpreted as a loophole, as they weren’t Aspiring Moons or Moons yet to be bound to the contract.

It did not work retroactively. It only functioned on who they were, not on who they will become. Aspiring Moons and Moons were one and the same, as the alternate names used was the ‘Blessing of the Amalgam’. Something like ‘Agent of the Nexus’ would not work as in the event of a betrayal they’d no longer be held to the contract.

And with Moons, it was highly unlikely that they’d perish at the breech of the contract. If anything, it would buy them enough time to pinpoint them. But they would certainly disappear without a trace in such an event as they are now.

Frost was satisfied with the conclusion. Celebration erupted as the Aspiring Moons were accepted into Time Reverberation, and subsequently the Head. It has been a while since she had seen so many smiles surrounding her.

She had high hopes for Time Reverberation, as did Jury who received Frost as she left the stage, taking her hand. The day was still early, and they had all the time in the world to let loose to their heart’s content.

Because later they’d be at yet another Amalgam’s Summit.

            

    
        452. Followup Amalgam’s Summit

    
    
    
    
                < 1st of the 10th, 351 PA >


 

< The Second Amalgam’s Summit is now in effect >


 

The final month of the year had finally arrived, and for the first time since arriving in this world, she heard the names of the ten months.

“Galia also had trouble adapting to our yearly cycles.” Satania spoke fondly of the distant past, the clinking of porcelain cups filling the air of the Amalgam’s Summit. “The year begins with spring, which rolls into summer, autumn, and then winter. Winter ends in the final two weeks of The Blooming.”

Despite the Summit being in effect, the gathered group of Beholders and Archetypes took things easy. They were waiting on a special guest to make their arrival. Beholder Descartes of CogitO was invited to join them for this session to discuss the Lament Cycle.

A brief Arbiter’s Council was also to be held immediately afterwards regarding the appearance of the Fractured Nilhim.

“Ahem. Months?” Magus urged Satania to go on.

“Summerise. The Harvest. Sunfall. They are the months of summer. Autumn follows with Autumrise, The Solstice, and Autumnfall. Winter starts with Winterrise, The Rime, and Winterfall. Finally, for spring we are given only one month. The Last Solstice.”

The names were far less tacky than Frost thought. They were simple and made enough sense for even an idiot to understand. Each season seemed to have a notable event that was worthy of being named. The Harvest and the Rime were self-explanatory, but the Solstice and the Last Solstice didn’t make much sense to her.

Was the position of the sun really that important to note?

Galia then answered, dragging a finger across the surface of the glass table.

“Demi-Humans have large numbers. The Blooming is determined by the highest point of the sun to the Demi-Humans, and the lowest point to the Beastkin. The Solstices are important for Elven navigation when crossing the seas to our continent.”

“Ah. Like daylight savings.” Nav pointed out.

Daylight savings is completely different. Frost mentally sighed.

“Each month has their own names. Go far enough and winter here will be the summer there, even though that’s not true in the slightest.” Satania stated. “The world is too big to have one truth. Ironically, it’s just the perfect size for a single lie to undermine every truth.” She glared at the Arbiter, who paid little attention to her wrathful accomplice.

Satania’s irises shifted in shape. The black sclera appeared and disappeared in an instant. Not only that, but her cat-like irises turned into that of a goat before she sealed them shut.

The mention of a consistent season found across the world reinforced the sheer size of Elysia. Even a super-Earth didn’t do it justice.

“Beholder Jury.” Michaela suddenly spoke up, her fingers forming a small triangle. “I hope your party was entertaining for the Moons. It’s a shame that we couldn’t arrive. The call for the Beholders into the Nexus took precedence.”

“They’re all patiently waiting for us inside of the Council.” Galia confirmed, her eyes moving towards the vacant pair of doors. “Not everyone is here, I see.”

“My Eye, Fang and Claw are with the children today. The same with my Innocent.” Frost reminded them.

“Security for us? I always thought that was humorous.” Galia smugly laughed to herself, creeping out Anna who had one of the Arbiter’s tails wrapped around her waist, almost possessively.

Anna squirmed lightly in place until Jury’s tail came in to slap the Arbiter’s away. This only caused more tails to take custody of Anna, making the Arbiter smile innocently like she did nothing wrong.

“Is it fun to hold me like this all the time?” Anna asked, looking up at the Arbiter with a confused stare.

“Is a friend not allowed to find comfort in another?” The Arbiter rhetorically replied.

“I’m comfortable enough.” As much as Anna looked like she hated it, she actually enjoyed the Arbiter’s presence. “N-No need to fight over me.”

“Now that is something I wish I could say out loud!” Magus exclaimed, clutching his poor, lonely heart, gathering a few judging stares. “Pardon me. My emotions fluttered free from my chest. Ahem. Will CogitO keep us waiting for much longer?”

“Will all due respect, please be patient. A magician should be able to keep themselves entertained.” Satania said, brushing him off with the wave of her hand. “Party? I can already picture how boring it must’ve been with Moons that can’t fathom to smile. Your ‘Eye’ comes to mind.”

“Does it matter?” Frost raised a brow, causing her to chuckle.

Satania had grown to understand that not all the Archetypes were as beneficial to the Nexus as Frost and Anna were. Disrespect could be heard hidden within her voice and bodily expressions whenever she referred to the Star Child or Magus.

It was covert, but enough for Frost to notice as she drilled her gaze into hers, reminding her that they were Archetypes regardless of usefulness.

Satania leaned back and folded her arms.

“Amalgam. I’m curious. You have Scarlet Logic’s tech. Are your Moons going to be part of the Replication Cycle?”

“I have no plans to separate them from their souls.” Frost immediately answered, firm with her stance. “My Moons will not be tainted. There are still uncertainties surrounding the side-effects of my version of the Replication Cycle, and I am not about to let my Moons become lab rats when we have a larger sample of test subjects.”

The Arbiter nodded silently, pleased by Frost’s answer as Satania seemed annoyed, finding it a waste. It was a fix to the limited number of Moons they had in her eyes. However, Frost had vowed to go against their cruel ways, and needed to remain behind the line she had drawn for them all.

“Additionally, setting up one of these.” Frost tapped on a dull obsidian monolith that sat beside her. It was a Replication Anchor and was used as an example of The Requiem. “Will make my Moons harbor a fatal weakness. As soon as The Requiem goes down, then they’re as good as dead.”

What made Frost’s variant of Scarlet Logic’s tech unique was that the termination of the vessel that held the soul would also kill the body. Scarlet Logic was able to get away with this by some unknown mechanism. This worked in Frost's favour because it meant that the Repenters were easily controlled.

While it was seen as a flaw by the likes of Satania, Frost embraced it.

When she asked why this was the case with Scarlet Logic, Michaela answered as a tail rose to dangle over her head like the illicium of an angler fish.

“Your version has a unique tether. Bodies reconstituted by the fluids of flesh and sinew still require a fragment of their soul to function. An existence lacking a soul cannot be called living. Scarlet Logic gives them a small piece to carry whilst the majority is anchored separately. Yours does the same but makes the entire soul liable as though it were complete.”

Her dreamy yet philosophical manner of speech made it hard to understand her the first time. Replaying the words in her head, Frost quickly understood that she was implying that the side effects of permanently mangling oneself may not occur in her version.

But she was no fool to know that there must have been a catch. The powers of their technology had inherent flaws that plagued them, like they held their own laws of equivalent exchange.

“Even more of a reason to keep my Moons out of it. Let alone people closer to me.” Frost said this as a warning to Satania to back off, to which the woman obliged, knowing that she wouldn’t get through Frost.

“Good.” Just when it seemed like she’d bite back, Satania unexpectedly complemented Frost for sticking to her guts. She then turned towards the door, grinning to reveal her rows of razor-sharp teeth. “Would you look at that? Our favored guest is here.”

The doors silently opened inwards, revealing the blue-suited Descartes 3 who acutely observed the room with calculating eyes. She did not dare to enter until the doors were locked open.

“We’ve been expecting you.” Magus welcomed her, his fingers tapping against one another like how a stereotypical villain would.

“Beholder Descartes. Welcome to my Summit.” Frost also greeted her, giving her permission to enter their sacred gathering. She panned a hand towards a vacant seat beside Satania. “You’ve been invited here on the grounds of corroboration and by Oboros Infinitas’ validation. Please skip the introductions. This is a less than formal ground than the Arbiter’s Council.”
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                Descartes gave a single nod and moved to her seat, monitoring the heads that sat here with the eyes of an owl. She took her seat and was immediately given a warm cup of tea by the kind Archivist. Having no reason to refuse her, Descartes nodded again in thanks.

But she never touched, let alone spared the cup of tea any thought thereafter.

“Apologies for my late arrival. There was some confusion when we found the Arbiter’s Council to be empty. Moreover, the Beholders were vocal about a certain Code of Conduct that became immediately binding a week prior.”

“They can take their complaints to me. Please don’t bring them here.” Frost said, gracefully erecting her posture.

Her feathers rustled to the truth, for she wore the Coat of Prejudice this time. However, the rustles were faint, and incredibly difficult to detect. This was because she was dealing with a Beholder, whose stats made it impossible to manipulate with her Abilities and Skills in the first place.

“Very well.” Descartes immediately began business. “My reason for arriving in your sacred grounds comes in threefold. The first is the mobilization of our personnel in the attempt to track down the detected presence of the Fractured Nilhim.

The second is the beginning of the new Lament Cycle. I’m unaware of what changes you will bring and must plan accordingly to minimize the risk of escapees. I trust that the Eclipses in your possession will be able to track them down.”

“With your cooperation, then everything will be possible.” Frost assured.

Not a single change occurred on her face. It was as if the only stimuli she could detect were solely business related. Her mind eerily focused, her eyes appearing as empty as they were full.

“Extraction of the Genesis Stones has been postponed until the new cycles begin. Public order will be handled at large by our enslaved Repenters.” ‘Enslaved’ was not a word Frost or Jury wanted to hear, but the truth was that the Repenters were exactly that. Slaves. It caused her stomach to churn violently in response.

“The third?” Jury inquired.

“Mimicry’s involvement in the Acedia Special Division. Our Blue Moons have been deployed to find specific individuals matching this criteria.” Descartes materialized a folder in her hands. She placed it on the table, allowing Jury to reach out for it with her tail and passed it over to Frost first.

The folder was pristine, but its texture felt like it had been shelved for years before it found use. The fact that these were kept in a paper form revealed their clandestine nature. Within were background checks regarding a dozen individuals, including Abigail and the Orange Disruptor.

Beside the empty picture of the Color were the blood-red, bold words of ‘Harrower’, whilst the others besides Abigail were given the title of Repenter. There were no images attached to determine who these other ten people were, but just from reading their backgrounds she noticed two common links.

“Ex-Impuritas. Affected by the Piece of the Fallen Star. Brought to a state that no longer aligns them with the Impuritas… You’ve written here that it’s unknown if they are Corrupted. You know well they’re not.” Frost circulated the information, pointing out this discrepancy for Descartes to answer to.

“Not yet.” She immediately replied, drawing heads to her. “The plan is to force them into inevitable Corruption.”

Satania then followed. “They seek Corruption. But when they’re left face to face with the truth of it, then I wonder how they’ll react. It’s not an experiment if that’s what you were thinking. They serve a purpose in the grand scheme of things.”

“This is the first time I’m hearing this.” Galia admitted, setting her cup of coffee aside as things had become serious. “Punishment is punishment regardless. I’m curious to what you plan to put into motion.”

“To find G-Z7.” Satania revealed. “The Orange Disruptor is one of the survivors of the first ever Zeroed Horizon at that cursed Site. She knows more than anyone about the Elysia that haunts it. It’s in our best interest to find it before the White Wing does. I believe there is no better person than her.”

“You think this is possible by forcing Corruption?” Anna had to ask, unconvinced by this plan.

“No. We want to take a glimpse into their minds, and the Voice From Beyond the Void that will speak to these people along the way. We suspect that someone or something may guide them in the right direction.” Descartes answered, collecting her documents as they were slid back to her. “There’s a running theory that there are multiple voices that can incite Corruption. My Blue Moons have determined that they are the most fit for this operation. I will unconditionally believe them.”

“All this for G-Z7.” Frost was also unconvinced, more worried about Abigail’s involvement.

“Abigail is the guarantee for Mimicry. They’ve created a certain bond that Mimicry will fear severing. Amalgam. Did you think we wouldn’t employ such underhanded tactics?” Satania sharpened her nails along her horn.

“You want to put a healer on a train full of criminals!?” Frost nearly snapped but was quickly calmed down by her Hired Arm that desperately held her in place.

“Criminals overseen by the Orange Disruptor. Meaning are not your typical criminals.” Galia read between the lines, realizing that this was the reason why they were a part of the Special Division.

“Yes. Precisely.” Descartes confirmed. “There is a deep regret we wish to exploit. It will trigger the Genesis Stones more readily than anyone else. Abigail will be there to keep them alive. No more, no less. The Orange Disruptor and my Blue Moons will ensure that your Black Wing is safe. There is no Impuritas foolish enough to go against a Blue Moon.”

Blue Moons were the embodiment of nightmares. Only a handful of them existed and possessed one of CogitO’s most prized item – the CognitO Phantasm. It allowed them to manifest as the nightmare of individuals that perceived, as well as to know one’s deepest terrors.

They were near identical to the Fractured Nilhim, for they both possessed similar abilities save that the latter were mostly apparitions of the mind rather than physical. However, because of the Blue Moon’s ability to invoke terror, not many Impuritas aside from the Fractured Nilhim dared to go against CogitO.

Frost wondered if she could ever incite enough fear herself to ward them away. She asked if it was possible to create one for her, but unfortunately for her, this was not possible as it was created using the core of the Collection which was long lost.

This meant that no Blue Moons could ever be made.

“The Fractured Nilhim are a stain to living.” Descartes unexpectedly spat, her brows furrowing. “The sanctuary we created for the ill trapped them in a century-long dream of torment. I fear that even now, those still part of the core of the Collection are at their mercy. We are both groups that attack and manipulate the mind. Neither of us believe we are righteous. But we have values dating back to the day that we were born. If the mind can be understood… if this ‘Elysia’ can be reasoned with… then none of this mental agony would ever exist.”

Emotion overcame Descartes for a split second before her eyes went dull again. Something was suppressing her emotions, likely for her own good. From her words alone it was obvious that she harbored incredible trauma, as did all Beholders.

But unlike them who wore it on their sleeves, she relied on that suppression as the only way to cope with it.

“I am asking you again, Amalgam. Can we proceed with the plan?” Descartes reverted to her cold manner of speech again.

… I don’t want a healer to suffer. This plan sounds beneficial, but I am not going to let a healer get caught in the middle of it.

“Would it be wise to assume that Abigail has also been informed of this?”

Likely. But how come she hasn’t told me anything?

“Perhaps because you would forbid her.”

Tch.

In the end, Frost promised to not impose her will on the decisions made solely by her healers. With a deep sigh, Frost reluctantly agreed with the plan at one condition.

“Abigail will confirm this to me. Alone. Mimicry will too. When I personally hear it from her mouth, then you’re cleared to begin.” Frost’s body was suddenly engulfed by darkness, only her golden eyes visible like the two last stars in the night sky.

“But if so much as a single wound is found on her body, then the entire Lament Cycle will be brought into my own hands. You will both answer before me and the Arbiter when that day comes.” It was impossible to look Frost in the eye. Her warning came across as a wrathful vow as the two agreed with her conditions.

“There will be no flaws in this plan. G-Z7 must be found before the White Wing.” Beholder Descartes assured, pleasing the Arbiter who also wanted to keep the White Wing away from it.

“If it comes to that, then I’ll be punished by Lucy too. She has a thing for healers.” Satania exhaled, smiling at Frost. “You don’t need one of those Phantasms with a presence like that. If it’s you, then I think the Fractured Nilhim might come face to face something incomprehensible. When that time comes, I suggest you ‘cage’ them.”

“Cage them?” Frost immediately diffused, wondering what the term meant.

“Keep them bottled up. They’ll take the form of your terror or mirror an unpleasant side of ‘you’ when they try to dig into your mind. If it scares them shitless, then imagine what the other Impuritas Groups will think once they see it.” Satania said this like Frost knew how to bottle them up in the first place.

But just as she was about to ask for clarification –

– Nav blared out a warning, causing Frost and Jury to stare in disbelief at the prompt.

Her eyes were peeled wide as her heart sunk into the recesses of her gut. Her body was plunged into an arctic sea as ice ran through her veins. She trembled at the news as all eyes fell onto her.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< UKNOWN RISK-CLASSIFICATION LEVEL >

 

< Frost! Everyone – Rabbit holes! So many of them! Ber’s watching everyone being swallowed up by rabbit holes! >


 

Frost and Jury immediately threw themselves from the table as Frost shouted at the top of her lungs.

“GATHER THE BEHOLDERS! GATHER EVERYTHING YOU HAVE! H5 IS UNDER ATTACK!”
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                < Ten Hours Before Disaster >

 


“Look at that!” The voice of a child remarked as many tiny hands found themselves plastered against the train windows.

“The buildings are all red!”

“So many love hearts everywhere!”

“It’s so huge! I’ve never seen so much green!”

“Plants! Fruits! They have farms! They’re so much bigger than the ones we had!”

Small knees barely sunk into the cushions as they gathered along the sides of their carriage. Twinkles shone in their eyes as they stared out at the passing city scape beyond the dividing walls of D10. They were fascinated by the architecture of the small towns near the border of H3 where rural life thrived. Canals stretching far across its vast green expanse drew their eyes to distant cities, and plantations where phallic-shaped fruits were grown.

Unsurprisingly, the owners and workers of those estates were perpetually frustrated Elves.

One of the supervisors, who was a member of Objet D’Art, was about to point this out until the Train Conductor swiftly wrapped a hand around their mouth.

“Please remain silent while on board our trains.” He whispered into the Impuritas’ ear, causing a bead of sweat to drip down their forehead.

The children of the Derma Layer and several more from their local district embarked on an excursion sponsored by the Golden Index. Excursions were a monthly event conducted by schools across the Golden Index where children would go out on a fun, educational trip to learn more about their world.

Safety was their number one priority.

Because they were residents of the Golden Index, losing even one was seen as a tragedy. To put things into perspective, 100% of all casualties from the recent Atelier War were found in the Outskirt Sectors. Not a single death was recorded to have occurred within the ivory walls of the inner cities.

As bright as the world appeared to the children, they were unaware of how sheltered their lives were. But for those who had already seen hell had their eyes shine the brightest, for this was a new part of the world unseen to them.

Less than a quarter of the children present were from the Derma Layer. There were roughly a hundred in total. It could have been more than a thousand, but parents were fearful of lingering threats following the aftermath of the war.

There was no safer place than home.

The Express Trains had returned just a week prior, and there hadn’t been any disasters since. It was seen as a good sign, although the injury rate had increased by tenfold now that the Trains were no longer allowed to carry a mandatory on-board healer.

As a result, Caldera Industries finally employed safe departures and stops to prevent people from having their bones snapped from the whiplash. It was seen as useless by the greater part of Caldera Industries who were result orientated.

However, the Train Conductor wore a pleasant smile on his face as he made his rounds, happy to see that things were slowly changing. Of all the personnel within Caldera Industries’ hierarchy, they were the most down to earth because their job allowed them to interact with people.

It was how they knew people by name and why even the Triplets were able to befriend the late T.C Gral, whose death still haunted Sana who found herself seated with Stella, Aster, and Revy. She watched Revy toy with a red card cover between her fingers as she lost herself in thought.

She couldn’t find it in her to be excited about the trip, aside from meeting up with one of the Moons of the Amalgam that promised to meet them at their destination. Still, she wore a façade of innocence. Like Aster, she was among the tallest present so naturally, she was seen as a big sister by a lot of children.

“What do you see Aster? Sana? Everyone’s saying it’s different from the yellow roofs of the Golden Index!” Stella was ecstatic, imagining the scenery as she looked down at the table, unaware that the window was to her left.

Aster relayed everything she could to her, now serving as her eyes and the sole ‘star’ as she promised.

“That’s right. The color scheme has changed entirely.” Sana added, causing Stella’s face to beam. “Once we go deeper no one’s going to be wearing noble dressed.”

Aster brought Stella’s hands onto the skirt of her vibrant, yellow dress to feel the cloth.

“I heard it’s going to be frilly.” Aster said, describing a skirt that had a wave-like patten.

“Just like something Revy used to wear when she worked around Carpal Tower.” Sana found a way to bring the shy girl into the conversation.

Revy was also entertained by the sight, but she was far too timid to initiate a conversation. She felt awkward now that none of her Demi-Human friends were with her.

“M-Mhm. L.S said everyone wears maid outfits there.” She said, patting her legs which were covered by knee-length trousers. She ditched the maid outfit because she didn’t know if L.S was pulling a fast one on her, but she quickly realized that this was true the deeper they entered the City of Hearts.

“By the way, why do they call it the City of Lust?” Stella suddenly asked, causing all three of them to freeze, with Sana choking on her spit.

“Argh… Well –!”

“I believe it is because of the aspirations of the arts~!” A male voice announced as the carriage doors slammed open, revealing a tall figure with a canvas for a head. This man was none other than Ayle Aun Canvas, the leader of the Objet D’Art who offered his protection as well as his painting services.

Though it was mostly limited to just Stella.

He painted a quick sketch of the landscape along a canvas that was brought to life in his bare hands. The textures of the oil painting allowed Stella to feel what the world was like as she glided her hand across. The painting was larger than her, but she was able to carry it like it was made of paper.

“Lust has as much meaning tied to it as greed! I hope this painting is to your liking, dear Stella.”

“Mister Canvas! It’s wonderful. You made the frame too.” Stella was happy as she felt the rugged, false picture frame that surrounded the painting.

“Thank you, Mister Canvas.” Aster also acknowledged him. “You’re also here with us! I thought you were still in the Derma Layer!”

If Ayle could imagine it, then he could bring it to life with the mere stroke of his trusty paintbrush. A painted, childish smile formed on his canvas-head, causing Revy to nearly burst into laughter.

“Mister Canvas. Oh goodness.” Ayle was ecstatic to be called by such a name, wiping off a painted tear from his eye in a melodramatic manner. “Now if only others would call me that! It’s not Oil on Canvas. It’s Ayle Aun Canvas! But yes. I am here! It has been a while, Aster! I last remember you surrounded by a beam of light!”

“It still feels like it was only yesterday.” Aster said, having only just recently brought to the present. “Where have you been?”

“H5’s Academy of Arts, Literature and Music! I’ve been recruiting more like-minded people into our collective. Objet D’Art is thinking of going beyond just arts!” He exclaimed.

“Not in the way I think you’re doing it.” Sana said innocently, her words laced with suspicion.

“Oh, certainly not. We don’t even have a Heart of ours to turn people into Impuritas. We are nothing like the Maestros of Flesh.”

The reason why Sana was somewhat wary was because the Object D’Art were similar to the Maestros of Flesh that kidnapped and tortured her. Even if they were polar opposites and held the trust of the Amalgam, she couldn’t help but to feel uncomfortable in their presence.

“Very well. It was a pleasure seeing you all again~! I am passing on some artwork of the soldiers of the last carriage to their captain deeper into the train!” As if sensing her discomfort, Ayle immediately pardoned himself, but had his hand quickly snatched by a clumsy Stella.

“U-Um! You won’t stay?”

“Fear not, Stella. I will be close by when we’re in H5. I hear that the Eye of the Head will be with us too! Res was her name I believe?”

“Res?” Stella wondered who this person was.

“One of the wolf girls that came to help us. Remember? The one who you brought to give our apples away to?” Aster laughed at the memory, finding what was once painful to be silly now.

Stella, however, unexpectedly stiffened as if overcome by fear.

Because she remembered exactly who Res was. Everyone knew she was the one who saved them; who fought beside Frost for days on end; and who brought down the Blind Paw.

She remembered Res as the one she tried to betray to save her friends, and equally as the one who murdered countless. Memories of calling out to friends that were reduced to mush terrified her as she latched onto Aster for comfort.

“Res…” Stella whispered out the name of that cold-voiced wolfwoman.

Soon, they arrived at a station in H5 near the Main Strip. All one hundred children departed from the train, each guided by heavily armed Golden Middle Soldiers. And there, standing at the far end of the station beneath the glow of the red-tinted skylight were the Moon Triplets; the Eye, Fang and Claw.

“Alright little ones. Forget these two. If you want a trip of a lifetime, then you’re gonna want to come with me!” Cer barked, pointing a thumb at herself.

“There’s a lot of awesome food stores on my route!” Ber tried to buy more of them, declaring war on Cer.

Res however announced:

“Please distribute yourselves evenly and remain close to us at all times. We cannot guarantee your safety otherwise.” She directed her words to the adults that led the children. They were teachers but were also high-leveled ex-Adventurers that found respite in the Golden Index.

As expected, Res was as cold as Stella remembered.
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                A black swan casually swam down a large canal, followed by her adorable hatchlings. They emerged from a watery underpass where commuters crossed, and where musicians harped at their violins.

Across the canal was another black swan followed by an even larger hoard of hatchlings. This swan was not an ordinary swan, however. It had two legs, wolf ears and a giant black tail with an arctic-white tip. Its feathers were replaced with an elegant, black dress that hovered just above her knees, exposing a pair of legs where knee-high socks were worn.

It was beyond casual wear, harboring a glimmer of pale blue, interlocking threads that appeared like chainmail. When plunged into the shadows, her dress emitted a faint glow like moonlight.

The woman wore a coat over her shoulders, the sleeves unworn as its large feathers brushed against her cheeks. She wore it like a mantle which became her wings. Golden feathers were found between the bouquets of feathers, with red feathers found frequently at the tail end of her coat.

Paired with her peerless beauty, it was hard for people to not stop and stare in awe as she passed by. Couples slapped their partners for leering for too long. They were possessed by an unnatural compulsion, for they knew that beyond her beauty that this person held unfathomable authority.

This was Ber, and she paid no heed to the stares as led the group of children with their guardians around the city, watching as fellow black swans followed as if recognizing her as one of them.

Of the three triplets she was known to be the strongest, but little did they know that she was also the most tender. She wore a smile and matched the energy of the children, imparting pieces of her knowledge of the world as she kept an eye on her surroundings.

Past the baroque-styled architecture, the crowded streets and the waterways that cut through H5 were a mix of Atelier personnel. ARU Type-B forces stalked the groups on rooftops, carrying long range weaponry as they were accompanied by the Peace Flocks.

Justicers could be seen stationed in key locations, such as intersections and any major roads leading deeper into the designated excursion area. Twelve of the purple-armored men were deployed, guarding the perimeter.

Civilians flocked around them in utter reverence to the sheer size of these living statues. Justicers were considered as Angels by some, believing them to be the bulwark of the Nexus.

Justica Arms’ Branches were seen as an extension of the Nexus by the greater part of the world. This explained why they were seen as a sacred group, and why their members were highly devoted to the Nexus.

Peace Flock that passed by offered a prayer as they knelt before the Justicers, their decorated weapons held above their heads like an offering. With a deep, venerated voice, the Justicer waved a hand over the weapon, reciting:

“By Galia’s Will. Justice will not stray behind her judgement.”

They never spoke about themselves. They only ever spoke of Galia and attributed all their actions and decisions to her righteous will; blessed by the Arbiter’s endorsement.

Following Ber was Sana, who couldn’t take her eyes off the wolfwoman she remembered being smaller than her. Imagine her shock when the same wolves that gulped down rotisserie one after another became one of the most prominent figures in the Nexus.


* * *


Elsewhere, an obnoxious Cer kept Revy close as she led the children like the leader of the pack. As much as she thought of herself as the Alpha, the attending guardians couldn’t help but to believe that she was one of the children. It didn’t help with her height too, nor the fact that she couldn’t give a solid answer without pridefully boasting about something else entirely.

If a child saw a cake shop, then she knew a better cake store.

If someone was awed by the music, then she knew a better musician.

If someone had a bigger packed lunch, then she had to buy a bigger one.

And if someone happened to find a stick, then she had to find one larger.

As annoying as it seemed, the children enjoyed Cer’s goofy company. She wasn’t strict as they were expecting her to be. In fact, they had judged her wrongly based on her appearance.

Her eyes were blood-red, and her upgraded apparel that had the same hint of blue as Ber was intimidating if anything. Her suit bore the red and golden stripes found on the right side of her body, and she paired it with a trench coat bearing feathers from the One Thousand Eyes bird. It lined the tip of her popped collar.

Her buttons were golden, and a faint strip of yellow ran down the center of her suit. She wore trousers as usual, but these, like Ber’s were made from Quality VIII (8) cloth. For reference, the apparel most Moons wore hovered between Quality VI (6) to VII (7). The reason for this was because of the source of the material, as well as the difficulty in creating them.

Quality X Cloth was out of the question. The reason being was that for every strand that was made, another had to be taken. It was an equivalent exchange that robbed a life, and therefore weakened Act X and their hold on the Fate Mechanism.

An unexpected actor missing from the play was bound to cause major repercussions.

Quality IX (9) Cloth required extreme suffering to create, akin to that of Corrupting, which was due as soon as the Lament Cycle was in full force.

Quality X Cloth was easier to attain, but by far the riskiest. With Repenters and Condemned in their possession, Quality IX (9) would have to suffice.

As for Quality VIII (8), it required to be extracted from the flesh of those that endured tremendous anguish, sourced from none other than captured Impuritas.

This boosted their DEF bonus of a mere one hundred to 1,500 for both DEF and MAG DEF, putting both Cer and Res’ defensive stats at 3,400, making them invulnerable to other Moons so long as they weren’t hit in unprotected areas.

That aside, Cer kept Revy close. Since they were both Demi-Humans and Serum S survivors, Cer took it upon herself to lead the timid girl. Revy felt conflicted about Cer at times. The Wolfwoman was impossible to read. She remembered her being incredibly cold and that was true at times even now, yet she seemed freer.

Still, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was the ‘real’ Cer.

Revy gazed into the midday sky, waiting for the next phase of the moon tonight.


* * *


While Ber took to the north and Cer to the east, Res cut between them and headed northeast. They were within a three-kilometer distance from each other within a mapped segment.

This segment was overseen by the Floor of Civilization, where Anna and crew members of the now destroyed Eyes monitored their every move. With Nav stationed there, information could be relayed to Ber back and forth without delay.

CognitO Transmitters and Receptors did not work at this distance unfortunately, and the more perverse versions the Repenters possessed were not allowed near the children, let alone the Nexus.

Communication lines on the ground however, had never been better. It was a multi-Atelier effort to keep an eye on these children, as well as the greater part of H5. Alice was also kept under the watchful eye of the Stars of the Nexus, with Anna being spotted returning to Hellen’s store carrying a bottle of liquor.

With Revy and a secret Snap with Cer, Aster with Res and with Ber alone – Nav was able to communicate with all three groups.

Frost was not pulling any punches when it came to their protection. To fail here would be a humiliating defeat. Either that, or something unprecedented would have to occur to deal a gut-wrenching blow to their setup.

Res didn’t speak much at all.

She mostly followed and observed at a safe distance away. Her eyes never seemed to see them at all. To her, they were no more than a passing blur. If one offered food, then she’d politely refuse, maintain her professional boundaries.

It made Stella’s attempt approach all the more difficult. In fact, Res didn’t even recognize her face. It was not until they collectively passed by a confectionary store where Stella kindly asked if Res wanted to eat something too.

Despite having already turned down an offer to eat down, Res reacted to this, her ears twitching for she recognized this voice. Looking down at the little girl holding onto Aster’s hand, she finally realized that this girl was the one they met in the Derma Layer.

“I-I thought it’d be nice to ask you something. A-After… what I tried to do to you.”

Res was taken aback by the girl’s apology. It was weird to be the source of someone’s guilt this time around. Seeing the girl’s sealed eyes brought a wave of nostalgia to her as she suddenly smiled, wanting to wash her fears away.

Just like how Frost would.

“You were working under duress. It’s not your fault. You would’ve been in trouble if you didn’t do anything. Then again, the Impuritas would’ve killed you anyway.” Res slowly spoke, not wanting to frighten the girl.

“T-That’s… true. But I did something unforgivable. Even though you… tried to save us.” Stella couldn’t find it in her to blame or get Res to acknowledge her actions. Aster understood what Stella wanted, squeezing her hand as if to tell her it was alright.

Res however, stared blankly at her own reflection in the window as the guardians walked into the store, picking out snacks for the children.

“… ‘tried’.” Res unexpectedly murmured her hair hiding her eyes as Stella shuddered to her deepening tone. “It still amounted to us destroying everything to save you. Destruction follows in the steps of the Moons. And yet, the Amalgam proved that it doesn’t have to be that way.”

Her expression was unchanging. Ayle on the other side waved his hand, asking for what colored macaron they wanted. Aster pointed to a pink one for both her and Stella, while Res lazily pointed at a red macaron, stating:

“Give me the blue one.”

“A-Ah… Eye.” Aster cleared her throat politely. “That’s the red one.”

“They’re not all blue?” Res tilted her head, curious. “… the labels say it’s blue. Whatever. Give me the ‘red’ one.”

There was something clearly wrong with Res’ vision. But to Res, it was perfectly normal. Her confused face brought fear into Aster, who thought she was going to lash out but to her surprise –

“… Stella. Aster. How are you still ok?”

“Huh?”

“M-Meaning?”

– Res asked a sincere question.

Stella wondered what she meant by this, as did Aster. Res didn’t elaborate, her eyes avoiding the countless, tiny beads of the children that stared back like the plague before she pulled herself away from the window.

Suddenly, Res turned her head to something in the distance, pretending her sisters were with her. Her tail visibly twitched, as if afraid. Serum G had disappeared enough where they didn’t need to comfort each other any longer, but even so, Res had an urge to drop her guard and seek out their warmth.

Once they were alone outside, Res took a deep breath and clarified after a long exhale.

“It’s rhetorical. I’m just surprised you’re quick to forgive. And even quicker to forget about the people you lost. Maybe that blindness is a blessing in disguise.” Res couldn’t form a connection with the two at all, as if something was preventing her.

Aster was too shocked to reply. Sadness overcame Stella who despite being afraid of Res, clenched her fists and stared intently at her back with sealed eyes.

“It’s not.” She shook her head. “I wish I could see like everyone else. It’s not… something I’d ever want wish for anyone to have. People tell me the world is so colorful. The good and bad. I want to see that too.”

“… Stella. You’re still young. So listen. The world isn’t as colorful as you think. If it was then all you’d see is red. Just like the walls of the Derma Layer.” Res insisted, drawing her bleak depiction of the world from a gruesome past. “… I don’t know how you’re not on something, Aster. Are you chasing stars like how my stupid sister’s chasing moons?”

What Res wanted from them was beyond anyone’s understanding. Even Res didn’t know why she became like this…

No. She knew exactly why.

And for that reason, Res couldn’t forgive herself.

“Until this world changes, it will always be colorless. Everything is.”

The weight of unconfronted guilt sat atop her shoulder as she received her ‘blue’ macaron from Ayle.

Only that this macaron had the sour taste of unripe strawberries.

The half-eaten macaron fell from her hand, and she trampled on it as they continued their excursion through H5.

            

    
        456. A Paintbrush in Disguise?

    
    
    
    
                Res’ cold demeanor was expected from none other than a Moon of the Nexus.

People still couldn’t believe that they were blessed by the presence of one. Outside of the Train Conductors and a small percentage of Atelier personnel, the vast majority had never seen a Moon before, let alone breathed the same air.

So Res’ silence wasn’t seen as awkward by anyone aside from the children. The worn arrogance to be expected of someone from the upper echelons. Speaking to Res was difficult enough for the guardians, but for a certain painter Res was but another child in his eyes.

They approached a major intersection where stores selling musical instruments and art supplies lined up on all sides. Giant storefronts with magical, cursive writing hovered above the multi-storied buildings.

Children were a rarity in these parts of the main city of H5, named Greenbirth as a homage to the rise of the Green Composer. The buildings in this particular area of Greenbirth saw structures made from cobblestone and wood, with an architecture predating that of the Nex Megalopolis.

This was because Greenbirth was built atop an old city that predated the Nex Megalopolis, as did several major cities that eventually became major hubs for each Sector. These stores sold old-aged musical instruments from a time mostly forgotten by the world, and with strings made from animal sinew and gut rather than with steel cords or Act X’s strings.

Abandoned storefronts were not uncommon to find here. Due to the semi-dilapidated nature of this place, not many went out of their way to shop here. The reason the children were brought here was to learn of this city’s bloody history. It was by tradition to use live animals as a means of creating music. The fresher the sinew and gut, the richer the tune was until animals themselves were made into instruments.

At some point, the Maestros of Flesh perverted it into using people as instruments for their diabolical symphonies; a perversion created by the Hearts of the Impuritas. It was without a doubt a major influence to the existence of the Maestros of Flesh, but as will all things –

“The picture isn’t so clear for my deranged enemies.” Ayel said aloud, leading the way with Res as they felt the presence of multiple eyes on them. “You have friends in high places. May I ask something, old friend?”

“It’s necessary with the sightings and reports of abnormalities occurring in this Sector.” Res already knew what he wanted to ask, speaking quickly. “You are only aware of the Maestros of Flesh. There are another nine known Impuritas Groups out there. We’re possibly dealing with the Fractured Nilhim, or who we used to call the Scourge.”

“I see. Your brushstrokes are quite clear.” Ayel said to himself, referring to her method of explanation. “Never heard of the other groups before. Mainly because we’ve been kept in captivity for so long. Being deprived of seeing the world outside my brick prison next to that bleeding lunatic did make for some interesting mental painting!”

Res’ tail no longer moved with her every step, instead becoming still like a downward lever was attached to her back. In Demi-Human kinesics, this meant frustration, anger or even confusion. With Moons it was always a coin toss because they could easily manipulate their body expressions.

But Res was also the kind of person who had shown cracks through her cold demeanor in the past.

“In a world like yours? In the Derma Layer? A brick prison would’ve been paradise.” She shrugged; her eyes focused on the uncrowded roads ahead.

Ayel didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he stared down at the wolfwoman. A look of confusion appeared on his canvas face, and a question mark was drawn before it was replaced with a pair of red eyes.

“Freedom is more valuable to me than choosing to shield my eyes and hide behind a canvas of facades.” He said, tapping his head to the stoic Res.

She didn’t seem to be listening at all, but that was far from the truth. Her ears piqued, because it was the only other sense that wasn’t affected by the CognitO Filters she desperately relied on.

“Freedom is the same thing that leads to tragedy.” Res argued. “Moons like us can’t save people as readily as normal people. Give us that freedom and we’re bound to hurt more than we can save.”

“You are here, though?”

“Because things are changing.” She didn’t deny it and was happy that things certainly were moving forward for the better.

However…

… but I’m not.

Res’ thoughts were suppressed. Even with Serum G out of the way, the CognitO Filters did their job and restrained her inner ego.

“The world doesn’t wait for its denizens, as I’ve come to realize.” Ayel suddenly spoke up, drifting away to the storefront of an art supplier.

There, he painted every color displayed on his head until it became an unrecognizable collage of splattered colors. It was messy, chaotic and had no semblance of meaning.

“I longed for people to see me for who I was. I was incredibly happy when the Amalgam allowed me to show the children what we stood for. When we showed them the stars they had never seen…”

The paint mixed into a concoction darker than black. In the reflection Res’ tail appeared like a giant paintbrush, and he drew it along his face as he then began to dot it with yellow stars, and colorful galaxies.

“… I knew right then that people shouldn’t be deprived of the world. Whether the ugly or beautiful. Because both colors make up this world.”

He transformed a putrid painting into one that caused the children to point out and gather around him, amazed by the picture of the night sky.

“The blind can ‘see’ this too. I sincerely hope you will be able to. It may be rich hearing this from someone so lowly like me and with but a fraction of your time in this world, but I cannot help but to lend a hand when I see a child in need.”

Res’ fists curled into a ball. Just as she was about to retort, the children came rushing to Ayel.

“You made Miss Wolf Moon’s tail into a paintbrush!” A child exclaimed as Res ignored them all, marching forward on her own.

But not without stopping to look at her own shadow.

“So that Miss Wolf Moon can paint her own world!”

“Does that mean she’s a painter!?”

Stella was allowed to reach and touch the tail of the painting, her mouth curving into a bright smile as she remembered the warm sensation she felt while in the Derma Layer.

“It’s so fluffy! I remember this!”

Curious, Res turned to look at the painting, seeing nothing of interest. To her, the painting was a monotone black and white, with only her tail being blue.

Because that was what the CognitO Filter told her.

Her eyes eventually fell back onto the world ahead.

Suddenly, her eyes widened as she spotted something in the corner of her vision.

A fluffy, white tail slithered into an alleyway, the tip flicking up and down as if beckoning her to follow.

And attached to that tail was a dark-skinned body wearing a white dress.

An utter slipped from her lips before she could even think.

“… Jury…?”

            

    
        457. Res VS The White Rabbit

    
    
    
    
                One sighting became two. Two to ten. And ten to hundreds. Res was not alone when she saw the fluffy, white tail of a mysterious being flee from the corner of her eyes. It begged her to follow but she was not like a child to be lured away.

Even with her filtered eyesight, she was able to tell that something was terribly wrong. Jury was attending the Amalgam’s Summit, so there was no reason for her to be here. Not only that –

If that’s the White Rabbit, then how am I able to see it?

– It had somehow revealed itself to a 40-year-old woman.

Her senses were on high alert now. Every hair on her body was raised as commotion began to brew within the flock of children behind. Thinking quickly, Res turned to the group and shouted at the top of her lungs:

“Stay together! Don’t let anyone go anywhere! Aster!” Her gaze was drawn to the skies as the guardians of her group touched their ears, immediately mobilizing the nearby Ateliers to cordon off the area.

“Y-Yes!?”

“Relay a message to the Amalgam! Something’s here!” Res, in that moment, fired an electric beam from her eyes, splitting the air in half.

The scent of ozone lingered as civilians roaming this vacant strip ran for their lives after seeing such a destructive display of power.

That should get Cer and Ber’s attention –!

Suddenly, a flash of white passed her again. This time, it went straight for the children. Before she could even react, the children began speaking to themselves as the guardians were at a loss for words at what to do.

It was clear that the children saw the exact same thing as her, as their eyes focused on the entity that phased through the guardians, its tail wrapped around her leg like a spool of wire.

“IN FRONT OF YOU!” Res shouted, her eyes shifting from red to a glowing gemstone blue as the sound of conflict rang in the neighboring streets.

This was accompanied by the sound of rapidly growing hysteria, undoubtedly caused by an Impuritas attack. However, it was considerably less than she expected. Rather than terror, the screams alluded to loss, for it were mothers that shrieked.

“I-I don’t see anything!”

“What the fuck is happening to the children!?”

“Keep them gathered in the middle!”

“Don’t just – GAH!?

A man was thrown to the side by Res who came charging in to take matters into her own hands against Jury’s doppelganger. She never had a good look at its face, but the silhouette alone undoubtedly belonged to a child-like version of the person she arduously respected.

Just as Res was about to touch her; the tail unraveled and before she knew it –


“Why resist me?”


An innocent voice spoke in her head.

– Her body was swiped away to the side like she was no more than an insect.

“HOW DID IT –!?”

Her body crashed into the storefront, breaking through several walls before she appeared on the other side where she reclaimed her composure by thrusting her claws into the ground.

“… In a split second it intervened with my lunge. A split second. That kind of reaction time exceeds Moons…”

Was it prepared? Did it know I was coming? No. Even if it did, it couldn’t have swung its tail in such a stupidly short amount of time.

Surrounding her were the mobilized, combined forces of the Ateliers that began moving people away. Adventurers from a nearby Guild could also be seen joining the fray, likely from an order given by the Guild itself.

Children were amongst the evacuees, but none displayed any abnormal signs from what she could tell.

It was as if that entity was targeting her group specifically.

This was confirmed as she saw the tail beckon her again from the other side of the hole.

“Just what do you want from me?” The ground cracked as her hands dug deeper, her back arching animalistically.

Res couldn’t afford to allow confusion to overcome her. The children were in danger, and this alone was more than enough of a reason to focus. She leveraged her claws to throw her straight back through the hole, this time prepared to fight this unreasonably powerful entity.

However, by the time she made it back, she watched as the children were dragged into holes made specifically for them. They laughed, giggled, and waved at the entity who kept its back turned to her. Its hair was so long that it reached down its ankles and was messy compared to Jury’s straight hair.

Aster was among those who were unaffected. She clutched onto Stella who was not yet affected, for she couldn’t see this entity thanks to her blindness. But she could see that the entity had its gaze locked onto Stella, intending to drag her into the unknown.

“Stay… Stay away!” Aster could see it too strangely enough.

… But she’s unaffected. The children… Don’t you dare…

[Galvanic Current].

“MAKE ME GO THROUGH THIS SHIT AGAIN!”

Res’ speed dramatically increased as electricity clad her body, with her rage known to the false Jury. With the children out of sight, and with the guardians now huddled away to protect Aster and Stella, who were the only remaining ones standing.

[Electric Lance]. A concentrated beam of electricity struck the back of the entity, causing it to fling forwards just like how it had swatted Res away.

Res did not relent. Beam after beam was sent its way, obliterating everything in its path as the entity bounced, rolled, and crashed through the vacant strip. Houses collapsed on the side as its contents spilled into the street, creating a massive column of fog that was instantly dispersed by another dangerous beam.

“Go!” Res ordered. “Get them away from here while I deal with that thing! Aster! Let them know that it looks just like Jury! That… is probably an Aberration.”

The guardians didn’t complain or ask just what was going on. They complied immediately and began escorting the two away as Ayel led the charge. Worry filled Aster as she wondered if Res would be alright. But more than that was Stella who could tell that something was terribly wrong with Res if even she could see it.

Over thirty children were swallowed, and there was nothing they could do to bring them back. One of the guardians desperately attempted to reach into the hole but their arm was instantly eaten from the shoulder down, leaving them screaming in pain.

They ran through the hole in the walls and were immediately collected by a passing Justicer upon reaching the other side.

Res could breathe a sigh of relief. But people still lived inside of these storefronts, so she was highly limited with the magic she could use. Not only that…

... innocent people were dragged into this again because of me.

Splattered blood could be found within the rubble. Pools emerged through mounds of stone and splintered wood. Res, however, could not see the blood.

Not even the bodies.

The CogitO Filter kept them away from entering her mind, inadvertently censoring the White Rabbit who stood idly in the distance.


“Why are you resisting me?


 

It asked again, its voice shaking her skull as she clutched onto her head in agony.

“I don’t a reason to resist a monster that preys on little kids!” Res barked, unable to find the whereabouts of the White Rabbit.


“Why do you rely on the unnatural tools of man to chain you away from pain?”


“Man? Mankind? What the hell are you spewing? Humans couldn’t dream to make the Atelier Items.” Res growled, darting her gaze around her to find the source.


“Can you answer my question? Why are you treating me like a child?”


 

Suddenly, the censorship that covered the White Rabbit faded, as if she had total reign over its power. However, she felt a presence elsewhere. One that belonged to something equally as heinous as the White Rabbit.

“… then what the hell are you if you’re not a child? An Aberration of Elysia?”

The White Rabbit froze in place, recognizing that name as Res was able to zoom in to catch a glimpse of the entity’s face using her [Telescopic Sight].

And what she saw was a mirror image of Jury’s face. A younger, smaller, and far more innocent version of Jury. Her unkempt hair, long nails, and rugged appearance was unbefitting of an Angel.

But her senses did not lie to her. That thing was dangerous.


“… you are just like her… always being mean.”


 

Unlike Jury, her hands were perfectly normal. There was no blackened claw to be found, and her tail was far more vibrant if anything. The White Rabbit reached out towards Res, her eyes widening as she uttered:

 

“Let me make you better.”


 

“… if I can’t even make myself better, then what chances do you have?” Res grits her teeth as pebbles began to float past her ankles.

Her [Hypercharged Field] slowly emerged.

 

“I can do that.”


 

“By killing me. I know how you lunatics work.” Res’ eyes were filled to the brim with light as she prepared to begin her counteroffensive.


 

“I can fix your eyes.”


 

“Get out of my head… Get out of my head!” And with one last cry, Res opened fire, declaring her stance against the White Rabbit.

The beam met its target, but it did not throw them back this time. The tip of the White Rabbit’s tail blocked it as an impenetrable shell surrounded her.

“What…?”

No matter how many beams were fired, the White Rabbit remained anchored in place. She resisted her attacks effortlessly this time. Not even a strand of hair moved from its place. The White Rabbit’s eyes gushed with unexpected sorrow, eventually leading her to shut her eyes as if to see the same world that Res saw.


“… isn’t it dark? This world? I… can bring you somewhere where the colors are many. A place where dreams come true. I will bring everyone to my wonderland. That way, we can be free.”


 

“You just have to stop resisting –”


 

Res fired back, returning to her relentless assault, the beam becoming one continuous stream. Nearby walls crumbled under the immense pressure, floating in place as a powerful current lifted them. The entire street was no longer hospitable.

Anyone that remained was already long dead.


“… stubborn. But you have a scent of a special person on you…”


 

“Maybe they’ll know who stole my tail.”


 

It happened in an instant. Res couldn’t even perceive the movement of the White Rabbit. She appeared in front of her as a mysterious ticking played from deep within her chest. Res did everything in her power to throw herself away, but she was outmatched.

A single swing of the White Rabbit’s tail sent her crashing through the walls again. But this time, she passed through multiple streets. Were it not for her upgraded suit then she would have taken considerable damage.


Res | HP: 46,000 | 50,000


The undisturbed masses covered their heads as the buildings exploded. Nearby Atelier personnel prevented mass casualties by catching the debris before it could crush anyone using magic. Wings blew them away, whilst others resorted to outright destroying them.

At the apex of her trajectory, Res was suddenly struck upwards, then back down at an angle as she crashed through the rooftops. Before she could even touch the ground she was struck again. She became a living pinball, unable to resist its attacks.

A Moon… of the Nexus… I can’t even perceive it anymore! Is this the strength of an Aberration of Elysia –!?

“AAAAAAAAANGH!” her neck was wrapped by the tail high above Greenbirth. She was pulled into a devastating deathroll before she was thrown down to the ground. Her body sunk into the bricked road as a crater formed around her, leaving her dazed as she tried to recompose herself.

However –

“NGH – GET… IT OUT OF ME!”

– The tip of the White Rabbit’s fluffy tail produced a needle-like edge that was stabbed straight through her chest. Blood did not gush out to her shock, but she could feel something burning course through her body.


“Go to sleep. Wake up in our collective dream. Live freely in my blissful escape.”


 

Res’ body was rapidly shutting down. The RESIST stat of a Moon was no match for the toxin that was pumped into her body. She recalled Jury possessing such an ability too with her tail. With one final beam to warn the others, she mustered all of her remaining strength to ask her one last question.

“… Are you… Elysia? “

“No.” She verbalized with her mouth this time.

Her eyes narrowed in anguish, insulted that Res would even call her that. Dark spots invaded Res’ vision. She was only seconds away from succumbing to the toxin.

“Stop calling me by that name. I am me. Elysia is the evil person that took the lights out from my world!”

The world turned black.

But to Res, it was still the same world she had always known.

            

    
        458. A Reliable Fang!

    
    
    
    
                Elsewhere, the situation only intensified. Res’ beam was the warning Cer needed to immediately spring into action. Turning on her heels, she bared her fangs at the guardians and immediately ordered them to prepare for combat.

“That’s her signal alright. Got a clue what the machine in your head is saying!?” Cer asked Revy who she kept close.

Her eyes went astray as if someone else was in Cer’s place. Her lips trembled as “White Rabbit!” slipped from her trembling lips.

“Behind me!?” Cer’s instincts lied to her. Something was certainly there but she couldn’t perceive the entity. “… Tch. Only kids can see it, huh!?”

One by one, the children began pointing towards her, rejoicing at the presence of the White Rabbit.

“You’re here!”

“You want me to take your hand?”

“It’s fluffy!”

“M-My hand…?” Revy lifted a hand towards Cer’s face.

At the halfway point her body began to slowly sink as a hole made perfectly for Revy formed beneath her.

“What the – OI!” Cer shouted, grabbing onto her hand as she tried to pull her free but to no avail. She moved to her waist, levering her entire body weight but even that was not enough. “PICK THE CHILDREN UP! Hoist them like they’re sandbags! The ground is eating them!”

Her order was not just to the guardians, but to the people around their crowded path who also witnessed other children begin to sink. Mass panic ensued, but the appearance of the Peace Flocks calmed them down immensely as there was no other immediate threat present.

“Peace Flock! Get them to stop shouting over me already and start breaking the floor around the kids!”

Cer didn’t want to give up on Revy and tried everything she could as the girl blabbered on about the White Rabbit, and even called her Jury at one stage. Seeing that even picking the children up didn’t work as they’d suddenly be pulled to the ground like magnets – Cer began smashing her claws into the ground, carving away at the stone surrounding the pit only to find that it was no portal.

It was a real hole, and to her shock –

“TCH. That… FUCKING STINGS!”

– She lost three fingers by merely grazing it.

Her fangs bared a furious charge of electricity as she clutched onto Revy’s shoulders, her crimson eyes drilled into the delusional girl’s.

“White Rabbit this, White Rabbit that… Snap the fuck out of it!”

In a fit of rage, she slammed her head against Revy’s, and in that moment, the girl came to as the pit underneath her disappeared.

“Ouch – Huh!? Miss Moon!? You’re not… what was I…?” Before Revy could comprehend the situation, Cer shot out a giant electric fang into the air, gathering as much attention to her as she shouted:

“HEY! Smack them! Knock some sense into these little shits!”

“By the order of a Moon!” One of the guardians immediately complied, slapping the face of someone’s son.

And to his surprise, the darkness that ate at his legs disappeared, freeing him. However, his consciousness disappeared. Whether this was due to the slap or otherwise was not known.

“Sorry kid…” One of the guardians regretfully muttered.

“Their concentration needs to be broken.”

“No… It’s their consciousness!”

Cer would have burst out laughing if the situation wasn’t so dire.

“What kind of a coward goes after children?” A Peace Flock Captain could be heard muttering to his companions as people flocked to their street, realizing that it was the safest with the number of Justica Arms Personnel present.

They were, after all, the police force of the Nex Megalopolis. Caldera Industries, Act X and even the Golden Middle weren’t recognized at all. In fact, a street filled solely with them would have been seen as dangerous.

This was how respected Justica Arms was.

They would have rather to remain undefended than to immerse themselves with shirtless hammer wielders, the hollow Insectids, and people that brandished the middle finger as an insignia. If anything, the Golden Middle appeared like a Syndicate than a legitimate operation.

“The Head is going to head straight here to clean up after us. A few broken noses are easier to explain than a few missing kids!” Cer was an upstanding Moon. Even if these people were the unwashed masses, she had a role to play and was not going to betray Frost’s expectations.

This was why she didn’t resort to violence immediately.

Because as the Code of Conduct stated:

Innocent people can’t be dragged into this. It’s hard when the Impuritas or whatever this is has us by the throat. That stupid ‘no property is allowed to be destroyed’ rule is another bullshit one… but in this situation, people are going to get mowed down if the buildings start collapsing.

Cer has Frost’s interests in mind. If it were up to her…

… then she’d take the most efficient method.

Her fists clenched, the cackles of electricity instilling fear into Revy who was still held in place.

I can’t believe Frost has become my fucking moral compass.

Suddenly, she shot multiple electric fangs into the air, getting the attention of the Atelier Personnel.

“You. You. You and you.” She delegated with a finger. “Fuck off and get everyone out of here! Spread the news that domestic violence is going to be ok for the next twenty-four hours!”

“… You still have such a dumb way with words.” A Peace Flock Captain sighed, placing a hand on her ear. “Alright. You heard the Fang. Disobedience is a slight against the Head. Spread the news.”

Cer suddenly turned her attention to the Caldera Industries’ Footsoldier Protectorates, who were responsible for operation a coffin-shaped machine. It was used to detect seismic activity connected with the Impuritas’ movements.

“Caldera-scumbags! Are you getting a reading or not!?” Cer shouted as Justica Arms Personnel began herding people away. Revy was taken away from her as her surroundings became clear enough for her to finally breathe.

“No readings… There can only be one group responsible for the attacks. The Scourge.” A Protectorate concluded but was slammed for this by his own men.

“If it was the Scourge then how did holes appear on the ground!?”

“Then how do you explain that they can only see this White Rabbit!?”

“Treat it as the Fractured Nilhim and whatever this White Rabbit is.” Cer gave them the simplest conclusion, for her sole brain cell couldn’t begin to manage multiple complex leads. “The ‘Scourge’ is out of your scope. If there’s anyone that’s going to be of help in that field, then it’s CogitO and their Blue Moons. Good luck making contact with them first. I’ve never seen one show their face before.”

“The Fang can’t do anything about it!?” Just as a Protectorate questioned her, the ground before their feet bared the bitemarks of a giant, invisible wolf.

“Focus on what you’re good at before I take that jaw and bash your skull with it. Nothing in the Nexus’ Code of Conduct is stopping me from degloving you like a piece of fruit. So be a good fruit and help people get out of here.”

The Protectorates could not respond. Cer was not joking and would jump at the opportunity to execute them where they stood. Even with safeguards in place, the brutality of the Ateliers and the Nexus was never going to leave.

It irked her that they even questioned her abilities.

A savage veil of electricity encased Cer as she kept her eyes peeled for any abnormalities. Suddenly, her ears twitched to a strange ticking in the distance. It arrived from somewhere in the direction of her fleeing group.

She bared her fangs and slammed both hands onto the ground. She sank ankle-deep into cracked bricks as she assumed a sprinter’s form. To others, she looked like an animal ready to pounce at its prey.

“Something’s here… if it’s really the Fractured Nilhim, then there’s no point in anyone sticking around. This is a job for only a Moon. Oh… And if you see a giant golden spider roaming around, then don’t you dare touch it.”

[Galvanic Current].

“BECAUSE THAT BELONGS TO THE AMALGAM!”

Cer’s body disappeared in an instant. She flung herself forward like a lightning bolt, heading straight for the crowd as the ticking became louder. She was a slave to instinct, and she maniacally grinned at the prospect of combat as she sprung into the air, seeing a pale figure phase through the dense crowd.

“… Is that the tiny Jury you saw in the Black Forest, Frost? The hell is going on. It really does look like Jury!”

Cer had no way to fight it in this environment. However, she quickly noticed that the White Rabbit was ignoring children as it barreled its way down towards someone. It was clearly a child that was a part of her group.

Who the hell does it want? Is it mad that we snapped them out?

She ran along the walls of the buildings, using her grip to keep herself perfectly horizontal. Gravity was in inconvenience that struggled to take its hold on her. And like a cheetah waiting for its prey; she lunged straight for the White Rabbit, weaving through the crowd.

“Gotcha!”

Her instincts alone guided her to thread the ridiculously small needle.

            

    
        459. All Bark, No Bite Needed!

    
    
    
    
                “So you’re an Aberration of Elysia!” Cer tackled her to the other side, her arms wrapped around the waist of this Jury-look-alike as she sunk her teeth in to its waist.

… of course it just had to have high enough DEF to stop me from maiming it.

They both rolled along the street, left behind by the crowd as they bounced until both of them swiftly regained their footing. The White Rabbit turned its back to Cer, preparing to reach the crowd again in search of its target until suddenly –

“Who the hell do you think you are turning your back to a Moon?”

– A colossal bite mark devoured the street, destabilizing the White Rabbit’s footing which allowed Cer to deliver a follow up bite.

“What it with monsters and this dumbass arrogance that makes them think they’re top shit because they can tank whatever they want.” Cer immediately recognized that she was at a physical disadvantage.

So, she let herself run her mouth as a way to keep the White Rabbit on her for as long as possible.

The White Rabbit took bite after bite, sustaining little damage as a ten-meter crater formed around it.

“I’m frankly jealous of that. Because those kinds of people tend to attract the all-consuming maw of the Head! How about it. You’re an Aberration, so you’re probably looking for them too. Am I right!?”

Standing at the edge of the crater, she declared all sorts of nonsense to see which would stick. To her surprise, the White Rabbit’s avian, flappy ears twitched at one of the words, causing it to turn.

A pair of golden eyes glared through her unkempt hair, causing a dangerous chill to run down Cer’s spine.


“Aberration… Why… Do you always call me that?”


 

“Got a name then? The fact that you look just like Jury, who turned out to be like Elysia is no coincidence.”


“You talk so much little Wolf. That will you have is commendable… My wonderland is not for you.”


 

“I know right?” Cer gloated, a bead of sweat dripping from her forehead as she eyed the crowd.

This is just to stall… If this thing really wanted to, then it could kill me right here and now. I’ve never seen anything like this before. Tch… is this what it’s like to go against Frost?

“… So how about we drop what we’re doing and pretend none of this happened. I can even arrange to get the ‘light’ to come see you.”

Suddenly, another chill ran down her spine as an insane pressure was exerted from the White Rabbit.

Shit… Did I say something wrong?


 

“… how do you know about it?”


 

Cer’s tail stood straighter than her. Every hair stood on all ends as she felt its words grip her throat.


“How do you know about the ‘light’? That thing… Is all I ever…”


 

The world became dark all of a sudden. Uncertainty filled Cer’s heart as she tried to escape this veil.

However, she smashed against what felt like solid steel. She realized that this place wasn’t a void. It was a prison, and when she turned back down to see the White Rabbit, all she could see were two false stars.

… what is it trying to show me?


 

“… do you know why the stones fell from the sky?”


 

“Why my tail had to be harvested?”


 

“Why the stars were no more?”


 

“I am still searching for that answer. My first clue is to find my tail.”


 

“But right now… you are my second.”


 

“Come with me. If it’s you… then that ‘light’ has to follow –!”


 

A hole was suddenly blown through the dark prison. Light flooded through, painting the walls which were lined with the same drawings of the Star Child, only that these unanswered equations were answered and drawn over.

Cer didn’t have time to study them. Because in the next instance, golden fur engulfed her vision as she was tackled away from the darkness.

“SNAP!?”


“… You are –!?”


 

Snap escaped with Cer’s life, and on its back was a shocked Revy.

“I-I thought you were already…. Already…!?” Revy was in tears, unable to believe that Cer was still alive.

“What happened while I was inside!?”

“Everyone’s safe! But Snap’s been with me for an hour since you were left standing unconsciously!”

“AN HOUR!?” Cer couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’re… kidding me…? What the fuck. I was in there for an HOUR!?”

She was in there for less than a minute, yet an hour had already passed.

“It’s still chasing us!” Revy suddenly pointed behind them at the rapidly approaching White Rabbit.

If there was anyone that could surpass it in speed, then it was Snap. It took the straightest path across the rooftops. However, Snap could not move at its top speed as Revy struggled to breathe.

Cer as a result fired back at the White Rabbit but to no avail. It shrugged off her attacks like it was no more than drop of water.

“I’m going to ask you again – What the hell do you want, White Rabbit!?”


“The one beside you. I must… help her. She must be saved.”


 

“Huuuuh!? Fucking crazies every single time. Salvation this, freedom that, hope here, kill despair there – Why is that morons like you think you’re doing people a service!? Fucking Wandering Healer mentality…”

Cer utterly despised it when people imparted their selfish beliefs onto people. Frost was among them.

However…

“The only person who can do that… IS FROST! SNAP! I’M GOING TO BUY YOU TIME!” Cer was livid, but she also had a plan in mind.

This thing was not going to kill her with what she knew about Frost.

Therefore, she could afford to do the only thing to keep Snap and Revy safe.

Dammit Frost… look at me. Your heroism is sticking onto me. Heh. Fuck… Was I always like this?

Cer stood at the edge of Snap’s back as she loosened her tie and handed over her outer suit to the confused girl behind her.

“Revy. You owe me a new jaw as soon as I come back.”

“Hey – Wait –!?”

“BRRRRRR –!?”

“Shut the fuck up Snap. Don’t ‘Brrr’ when you should be ‘Zzzting’ to cheer me on. What’s an idiot with a salvation fetish –!”

She did the unthinkable and threw herself from Snap and straight towards the White Rabbit.

“– TO A MOON!?”


“… your Will means that you see the world as it is.”


 

“Is it not painful to see it all undisguised?”


 

Cer crashed into her. Expecting to be brutally shredded by the hands of this entity, she was unexpectedly cradled into her tail. The sensation was a mix of Frost and Jury. In that moment, she couldn’t help but wonder where the White Rabbit morally stood.

But even so… Cer couldn’t begin to bring herself to agree with her viewpoint.

“The only thing painful here… is knowing that I share the same world with the people that hurt us! Blinding myself isn’t going to help anyone but me! I’m not selfish like you! That’s why…”

Cer’s tail wrapped around the White Rabbit’s in a show of dominance.

“… I have to be the best Moon there is! That way… that way –!”


 

“… if it is not for yourself, and not for ‘her’. Then who is it for?”


 

“You seek to become the center of it all.”


 

“To rise so high that all will take notice.”


 

“Who is it that you want to see you?”


 

The White Rabbit sensed what lurked deep within her heart, and as a result –

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

– Cer instinctually lashed out before she succumbed to the White Rabbit’s embrace.


“… a shame that you can resist me. But the blind one…”


 

“She will enjoy my paradise.”


 

The White Rabbit said giddily, just like a child.

            

    
        460. Ber's Leadership

    
    
    
    
                “Ber. Snap’s relayed the situation about your sisters. Keep the children conscious for now until the Beholders arrive!”

The news about her sisters immediately caused her right hand to transform into a giant, blackened claw. She was two steps ahead of the curve having been warned by her sisters’ attacks.

During this time, she was able to gather a large mixed Atelier force, with willing Adventurers to fill in the gaps between. Her presence was insurmountable compared to Cer and Res, who only had major influence on people that knew who they were.

But everyone could tell just what Ber was at a single glance, and they took her words an order from the highest authority.

“Keep your children close and shake them up if you don’t want to lose them! Hit them if necessary! Keep spreading the word!” Her roar was like an eruption, heard as far as a kilometer away as her emotional state rapidly grew.

She was internally shaken by the disappearance of her sisters, but she had a duty to uphold until Frost arrived. Ber took center stage, organizing groups and delegating tasks as she kept the chaotic streets impressible ordered.

One of these tasks was to separate loved ones with children from people without them as they were not in any danger. They were not needed here and were frankly in the way. The more efficient method would be to kick all adults out, but Ber understood that the warmth of a mother was not something easily replaceable under any circumstances.

I’ll kill it. I’ll destroy that White Rabbit… Cer. Res. Just wait for Frost… Acting rashly last time was what got me into my mess. This time, it’ll be different. So Res… You of all people just need to close your eyes and keep holding out! If it’s Cer, then she’ll be just fine! I trust her!

“For the next six hours everyone will remain on guard until the Head arrives!” Ber announced with a raised claw.

“Cut the time down by five. The Express Train from H10 to H5 is going to use an experimental Isolation Sphere from Time Reverberation.”

An hour and twelve minutes!? That quick!?

“I’m more impressed that you were able to do the maths so quickly.”

What can I say. Maybe I really am I genius! Why can’t it be ten?

“Because it’s experimental.”

Ber’s face went from anger, to surprise, confidence then smug all in the span of a second. There were no enemies in sight, but the abducting of the children had already begun. From what she knew Cer was locked in an unbreakable daze according to Snap’s intel. Cer wasn’t taken yet, but it wouldn’t be long until it happened.

Still, she believed that Cer could get out of this alone.

More than that, it also confirmed in her mind that this was probably also the doing of the Fractured Nilhim. Between the screams of panic there were some amongst those that didn’t have children who exhibited symptoms of terror.

Their bodies moved wildly, attacking Protectorates, and refusing the healing Serums from the Liquidators. It was nothing major, but they were clear signs of an approaching adversity.

“Claw of the Head.” A Justicer approached, the ground cracking with each heavy step they took.

They did not lumber or walk awkwardly. They walked as though they carried no weight at all.

“There will be some resistance. Two Justicers have intercepted Specters of the Fractured Nilhim. By Galia’s Will, we are unyielding sentinels that will ward off terrors that shatter lesser Wills.”

“Liquidators! Serum B!” Surprisingly, red-haired healers could be seen amongst the crowd, pouting at the lack of injuries.

Ber was admittedly not versed in the dynamics of the Scarlet Healers. She knew they were Oboros Infinitas’ property, so why did they know the Liquidators too? Because they were healers?

Whatever the case was –

“Ahaha… Haha~! Stab me! Draw it out! How I’ve missed the Epiderma!”

– Several Liquidators flocked to the woman, their jagged claws deeply embedding themselves into a lumbar of her spine. They drew out a cloudy-white liquid.

It ran through transparent tubes and dumped itself into a large vial found on the belts of some, and in the chest cavity of others. It was a horrifying display of cruelty, but to the Liquidators it was just another day, and another protocol to follow.

Justica Arms were filled with contempt, and the laughter of the Scarlet Healer haunted the streets as they were forced to keep themselves from interfering.

“Serum B – Bliss drawn… 200mls. All according to Section 16.4. 16.2.1c in order. Minimal blood contamination.” The captain of the group, who possessed the most augmentations departed immediately as Ber ordered to have those displaying the symptoms to be brought to them.

“CogitO has made their move too then.” Another Liquidator sharpened their bladed fingers like a pair of kitchen knives. “Scarlet Healers on the surface foretell their presence.”

“Blue Moons have been deployed!” The Scarlet Healer said giddily, cracking her back as blood gushed from her open wounds. “Red complements blue, after all. Ahahaha. Finally… wounds. Open wounds~!”

Her permanent injury was two cuts along her cheeks, starting from her lips. It reached her ears, giving the girl an unnerving smile. A blue, bloodstained cloth hid this from the world. But if one looked closely, then they could see the carvings running down her exposed cheeks.

“Disgusting…” Sana’s gut wrenched. She stuck close by Ber. As a healer wearing the same-colored apparel as Ber, she was able to evoke further legitimacy to Ber’s authority.

As if it wasn’t already obvious enough.

She kept her hands ominously close to her chest as she followed the watchful eyes of Justica Arms. They saw things that others could not, tapping their ears every third second to relay the movement of something amongst them.

“Specters are here!” The Peace Flock Captain exclaimed and without warning, magical gunfire left their bullets to rain hell at something above them.

There were three rules when it came to fighting the Fractured Nilhim.

The first was that they appeared on an individual basis, often taking the appearance of a person’s nightmares. They were also able to infiltrate the minds of the weak willed. This meant that it was impossible for outsiders to intervene.

However, CogitO’s technology and individuals of higher wills could see fragments of them, usually in the forms of shadows or abnormalities in the scenery.

These were the only people that were able to intercept them.

The second rule was that if an outsider did intercept them…

… then they would manifest into reality for everyone present.

And the third rule?

The nightmares that spawned were only as strong as the fear of the owner. The higher the Trepidation Stacks, the more dangerous they became. The Specters were brainless entities that sought after victims to feed off their fears.

They did not require Biomass unlike other Impuritas Groups. Their weakness was one thing.

Their numbers.

Like CogitO, they relied heavily on external help and just as a flying blanket materialized above them –

“DUNGEON ACTIVITY BELOW US! SOMETHING IS COMING!” A Protectorate alerted as the coffin-like machine warned with a violent rumble.

– Their backup had come to aid them.

The flying entity was eradicated in an instant as crystal bullets shredded it apart. Once they manifested into reality, then they could affect the physical world. Although, this also depended on one’s fear and willpower.

As a result, multiple creatures that formed around the rims of the streets were easily slaughtered by Justica Arms personnel.

Fear was not an emotion they knew.

“… The Impuritas…” Ber emotional state rose spectacularly as the ground shook. People called for others to evacuate immediately.

But Ber had other plans.

“An Aberration of Elysia… of Elysia…” Her other arm transformed into a beautiful, bladed wing. Black jolts of electricity surrounded her as Sana was quickly snatched by a Justicer to safety.

However, somewhere along the chaos, Sana saw a beautiful white-haired entity touch her hand with its tail.

“… Is that… Jury…?”

            

    
        461. Ber, The Claw of the Head

    
    
    
    
                “Shit – GET AWAY FROM THE CLAW!” Voices run out as the skies began to darken. Crystal bullets, swung hammers, and metallic claws found their mark as they fought off the living nightmares with utter ease.

“Fractured Nilhim and what other Group!?”

“We’re waiting to find out right now! They’re desperate if they’re launching an attack directly on a Moon!”

“Can a Moon survive the appearance of a Dungeon…?”

“It will take some time! Prepare for an invasion force to emerge! Protect this strip at all costs –!”

“Wait… what if… she plans to take them all out on her own!?”

“A Moon certainly can! But we will still have to deal with the overflow!”

One reason why the Fractured Nilhim rarely fought the Ateliers head on was because of their absence of fear. Having worked day in and out in life-or-death situations tempered them to become near immune to trepidation.

The number of Trepidation Stacks needed to affect a regular Atelier Personnel was not worth the effort.

This was why the use of civilians was necessary for them.

It was unforgivable. Their discriminate targeting of the innocent caused Ber’s body to nearly reach its final state. Combined with the peril her sisters faced; and she was on the cusp completely manifested the full power of the Black Swan.

Their darkest day was filled with the light of a sole moon as the sheer intensity of her power caused her to hover in the air. Lightning bolts became the constant hissing of deadly plasma, erasing everything it touched as she reeled her winged arm above and pointed it straight at the ground.

“Color my world.” A voice suddenly spoke from the shadows as a pair of light blue eyes gazed at Ber. “What have I been missing out on as an invisible courier~?”

The appearance of the Blue Moon elixated the presence of the Fractured Nilhim in an instant. They fled with their tail between their legs, some shattering into invisible fragments of darkness, unable to withstand her presence.

Because just like them, she was able to manifest the terrors of people.

Dare one say even terror itself.

Noticing this, the Scarlet Healer clapped her hands widely like a seal, calling out the name:

“Azure~! You’re also here for the show~!”

“… Two moons.” A Protectorate uttered, right before a companion joined her.

“Ma’am. Remember when I asked if the Claw will be enough to take on a Dungeon on their own?”

“What about it?”

“I meant by all at once.”

The Protectorate’s eyes widened.

Impossible, she thought. A dungeon wasn’t something that could be destroyed in an instant, even by a Moon. A minute was still enough for potentially thousands of Impuritas to slip by.

But that was for a regular Moon of the Nexus.

Not for a New Moon.

“We’ve always struck back when it was too late.” Ber spoke with a voice of utter clarity as she relayed everything that occurred back to Nav.

She could no longer hear Nav’s voice.

But she knew that once Frost heard of their discriminate attacks.

Then they would be the first to crumble. A bulge appeared on the ground beneath. The entire strip lifted by several inches like a volcano on the brink of an eruption. Ber cared little for it, for she knew what to do.

[Resounding Voice].

“But not today… The Epiderma Layer will never be invaded be likes of you ever again! How much more do you have to keep taking away until you’re satisfied!?” Her mere voice was enough to cause the ground to shudder.

Metal objects lifted to join her. Scaffolding poles surrounded her like magical daggers as she did the only thing she could in this situation.

She took the initiative.

“Whatever group you are – I HOPE YOU’RE PREPARED FOR WHAT WILL FOLLOW!”

Ber threw herself at the bulge faster than anyone could blink. Her body collided with the ground as her ten-meter-long wing impaled the ground like a pile driver. An explosion of debris engulfed her, but her dazzling dress remained untouched.

It was shallow. Too shallow. However, as poles flew down to stab whatever lurked beneath the brick, she remined them all that before she was the Black Swan and the Claw of the Amalgam –

[Electric Claw].

– She was the Electric Claw.

The winged arm spiraled within, firing aberrations of electricity deep within. Despite the ground appearing solid, her arm had entered a fleshy bubble. Her instincts took over her as she activated her [Supercharged Field] and began striking deep underground with electrical attacks, to the point where it became one continuous electrical discharge.


< ABILITY: Serum S (Galvanic Blood) >

< Electrical generation becomes increasingly powerful at higher emotional states. Discharge will flow continuously as long as emotional levels are sufficiently high >


 

This was why Res’ eyes were able to emit a continuous beam. Likewise, Ber’s hands could output the same tremendous power.

And it was also seen when she was Unstable in her fight against Frost.

“It’s just a Dungeon. The aftermath is going to be easy to clean up. So why the hurry?” The Blue Moon – Azure – wondered to herself, stroking her foxlike tail in her arms like it was a cat.

Suddenly, she bared her fangs wickedly as the answer came to her.

“No. You’re sending them a message.”

The world beneath shuddered. The bulge suddenly expanded into several neighboring streets. What seemed like an inevitable invasion became nothing. The clouded skies parted as she slashed upwards, annihilating the clouds as the sun returned.

But even so, her radiance as a Moon could not be drowned out by a mere star. Ber felt resistance beneath as the ground shattered beneath her, revealing a red sinkhole – the remains of an emerging dungeon that was grounded up into pure, charred biomass.

She moved to the edge of the hole, standing over her thousands of instantly slain Impuritas. The cavity was ten times larger than the hole, and she realized that she must have destroyed the Heart before it was able to defend itself.

“Crimson Hunger…” Ber didn’t celebrate or throw a fist into the air.

The situation was too serious for her to kid around. If Cer was here, then she’d be tempted.

But as one could tell, Ber was no longer the same child she was just a month ago.

Everyone was rendered speechless at the sight. Even if she was a Moon, it was an unforgettable display of her power.

“It’s not over yet.” She spat into the hole as a cheerful Scarlet Healer came around to peer into it, gushing over all the blood. “Protectorates.”

“YES CLAW!” They were far more eager to answer this time.

Ber walked past them, fixing the collar of her coat with unrivalled elegance. Her now slicked back hair only further enhanced her image.

“Report all seismic activities to me. I will personally destroy them until the Head arrives. And Blue Moon.”

“So you noticed~”

“Do your job properly. The Head will not forgive a single mishap.”

            

    
        462. Where Did Alice Go?

    
    
    
    
                “Alice! Hah… hah… ALICE! Where are you!?”

Ara heaved herself along the streets, shoulder barging her way against the crowd in search for her precious cousin. She trampled on the feet of others, sweat dripping from her cheeks as she desperately bargained with the world for Alice’s safety.

“ALICE! Please… Alice!” Even when she was out of breath, she’d endlessly call out her name hoping to find her. Her body wasn’t as strong as it used to be, and this was the first time she’d engaged in anything more strenuous than a light jog.

Her body tilted forward. If she stopped running, then she’d collapse.

No. To begin with, Ara was never really that strong. A musician’s strength mostly came from their vocals, magic, hand dexterity and coordination. There was no such thing as a fit composer, hence why they were seen as a joke in combat until recently.

“Move! Get out of the way! I have to – I have to find her! Alice!”

She threw herself into alleyways as the crowd became harder to weave against. The long staircases and canals underneath were winding like a maze, but she had a better chance of finding her there since Alice was the explorative type.

During these afternoon hours Alice was supposed to be at the Academy. However, today was called off when Justica Arms personnel informed all educational facilities to shut down until further notice.

This was one week ago.

They knew something was up. The Ateliers were aware of this in advanced and yet –

“I couldn’t become a Moon. If I’m incompetent, then what the hell are you all!?”

– The ground quaked, nearly throwing her off a flight of stairs. She luckily grabbed onto the railing and flipped herself onto the other side. Although, her oversized chest got caught between, causing the buttons of her shirt to come flying off.

She wore a tracksuit far too large for her to wear, yet at the same time was too small to zip up due to her chest. Her face was flushed red after drowning herself in alcohol following her rejection to become an Aspiring Moon.

Frustration rattled in her head like pinballs. She found the nearest canal, collapsing over the edge as she vomited her guts out before dragging herself forward, puke dribbling down her chin.

“Alice… Please! Alice!”

As stubborn as she was, there was no way she was going to put herself before Alice. This wasn’t the first time Alice was stuck in a similar situation. In fact, most of Alice’s life wasn’t all sunshine and happiness that regular children of the Nex Megalopolis were so used to.

Because just like her, she was born in hell. Ara knew the eyes of a child that had only seen fake stars all their life.

And Alice was one of them.

S7 was one of the worst Sectors of the City of Spades, and Ara survived by sheer grit and by clawing her way into positions that rendered her safe, even if it was only temporary.

The children of S7 were no different to Alice who couldn’t bear to see the world for what it was, opting to paint the red in delusions as a coping mechanism. Ara moved like a rat in the sewers of H5, her strained voice reverberating through pipelines and vacant waterways.

The only answer she received were her echoes.

The skies darkened. Alice was nowhere to be found. Yet Ara didn’t give up no matter how much her legs wanted to fall off. Her tracksuit was drenched in sweat, and she brought a hand to her nose to wipe away a stream of blood.

No wonder they didn’t see me as a Moon Candidate. I suck at this… I have no one here to rely on or call. That wolf girl... she was just being considerate of me. That’s why she let me try to become a Moon like her. Dammit…

There were few people in Ara’s life who came to her rescue. Every single one of them were dead except Hellen and Alice. It wasn’t until her capture by ImpulseWorks did she made friends for the first time in this polarizing mess of a city.

Her attitude was too straightforward for normal people. Her presentation evoked the atmosphere of a gangster or worse, a member of a Syndicate. But in this body, she appeared as harmless as any other denizen of H5 her age.

If only she hadn’t changed.

Then she’d have a better chance of finding Alice.

… first me, now Alice. Just when we thought everything was going to be alright!

“Alice! ALIC –!?”

She came across an underpass hidden away from the light of the main strip. The recluse was buried behind a maze of concrete stairs and pillars. A scream here would be drowned by the stampede of hundreds above. Even then, that was if the sound could make it to the surface at all.

A canal separated her from five figures that had a short, white-haired girl surrounded. At first, she thought it was Alice and was about to scream out her name, but the moment she realized it was a healer, she took to the shadows.

“Tch. Did you hear that? I think someone’s onto us.” A man looked towards Ara’s direction, finding nothing out of the ordinary.

She hid behind one of the pillars, pinching her nose as she breathed through her mouth. People normally choose to clutch their mouths in similar situations. Ara, however, had the experience to know that breathing through the mouth was far quieter than through the nose.

It was one of her survival techniques she learned from living in the City of Spades.

“Who cares. The Atelier bastards are too busy on the surface. With this…” A blue, glowing object was inserted into the healer’s mouth.

Anti-healing rocks? Are they trying to disable healers or something?

“Ouch…!” The healer winced; her jaw forced shut to swallow the object.

“We have another healer on our hands. Funny how easy they are to come by now. That’s fifty now.” A woman grabbed the healer by the hair, flaunting her around like a prize. “Keep them tight-lipped. Cut off all lose ends. If not…”

She then dragged a finger along her wrist.

“Cut them off. All of them. You know how thorough we have to be.”

All the shit from my Sector is spilling all over the place. What are they? Solemn Paw? That’s one of their signs. No… Solemn Paw was destroyed a long time ago. So who are they?

This had nothing to do with Ara. As a matter of fact, her survival instinct told her to lay low and let them take the healer away with them.

No point in getting involved. I just want to see Alice again…

            

    
        463. How A City of Spade-Raised Musician Fights

    
    
    
    
                Living in the City of Spades taught her that playing ‘hero’ was a one-way ticket to hell. Cannibals in fact preferred the flesh of the determined to break free from the system. S7 was the second criminal dumping ground of the Nex Megalopolis.

… so…

Ara knew exactly what was running through the mind of the healer. Because at one point, she was in the same exact position. She looked down at her fist and saw it clench as the magical aberration of a violin and its bow hovered before her.

… why is my body so damned restless? I don’t have to care. There’s no way I’m going to win in a fight. I just need to find Alice.

“Stop… ouch! Don’t touch me like that!” The healer screamed.

“Boss. I like her face.”

“Keep it in until we’re back in the City of Diamonds.” Another woman hummed, dressed in non-discrete clothing compared to the suits her henchmen wore. “Buyers are waiting in line. To think Grandis still hasn’t moved on like the rest of the world.”

… Am I really going to get myself into this shit?

Ara’s heart raced. It jumped from her chest to her throat as they began to drag the poor healer away. Suddenly, before the healer could raise her voice, the heavy thud of a fist meeting with the back of the healer’s head caused her blood to boil.

If that was Alice… Fuck. I’ll be damned if someone else in my position didn’t at least try to help! In this situation – in this kind of city –!

The violin transformed into a giant, shoulder-mounted tuba. She deeply inhaled, immediately notifying them of her position as she blew into the mouthpiece with everything she had.

*Bwooooooooooom!*

The tuba mimicked the sound of a trumpet. In fact, it was indistinguishable from an Augerist’s trumpet call. She blew exactly five times as the group across the canal were momentarily confused.

Even the healer, which was supposed to be knocked out, couldn’t help but to flinch in response.

If there was one thing people would respond to, then it was the Augrists. With the Ateliers close by then the response was bound to be immediate. Suddenly, she heard splashing from behind her as she jumped from her cover.

A blade embedded itself right where her neck was just a split second ago.

“Didn’t think someone would be close by!” A hairless man swiftly removed his blade from the pillar, striking Ara with the blunt side of his katana.

Ara was able to partially block it with a bass violin.

It emitted a shockwave at the stroke of its strings, throwing her backwards as she skidded clumsily along her heels. The violin exploded into magical particles, emitting a violent cacophony of unharmonized strings.

“And I didn’t think there’d be anyone stupid enough to mess with the healers!” Ara was about to lift her hand defensively, however –

Broken…!? No way. Is this body really this fucking weak!? Is the mana capacity all it’s good for!?

– Indeed. Her right arm was bent at an irregular angle. A small protrusion could be seen near the elbow. Even breaking caused the exposed bone to brush against the fabric. She vomited again, the pain and exhaustion overwhelming her as she held a conducting wand in her other hand.

“A Syndicate posting up in H5 of all places… you must be out of your mind.” She croaked, maintaining her demeanor as the man ahead brandished his blade, this time with the sharpened edge facing her.

… I’ve gone and done it now. Fuck me for pushing my luck at every opportunity. First there was me bothering the ARU people which got me locked up. Then there was Cer egging me on to join the Moons. Now this… fuck. I’m still drunk…

“I think it’s the perfect storm to get business done.” Their boss hummed again, unfazed by the noise of her tuba. “Five blows. You’ve ordered an evacuation. No one’s foolish enough to come just yet.”

Suddenly, she raised three fingers, causing the man in front of her to sheath his blade.

“As you wish.” The man approached her nonchalantly, intending to capture her. What they saw wasn’t a human being or a threat, but a fruit ripe for the picking. Ara was frighteningly aware of the situation she brought herself into.

Her eyes moved to the other side where the remaining four watched on. Two went to scout their surroundings as another threw down a coffin that was decorated like a fruit container.

“It’ll be a tight fit.” He said, throwing the healer into it with no regard for her body.

Even with the Anti-healing stone inside of her, a healer could naturally regrow a limb if given enough time.

“So be it. Our carriage is not that far away. All surveillance systems are gone. The Nex Megalopolis will be as much of a Syndicate breeding ground as Emvita soon enough.”

What are my options? I can buy some more time with my magic. My only hope now is to wait for help.

Ara’s grip on her conducting wand tightened as she held it out towards the man’s face. He dropped his guard. Ara was nothing compared to her. She was small, exhausted, and broken.

… but if no one ends up coming…

She grit her teeth, muttering something to herself. She faked chanting a spell, causing the man to rush to shut her up. But the moment his hand touched her lips, she swiftly jammed the conducting wand into his throat.

“Gh – Ghaugh –!?”

Then it’s back to Spade street tactics!

At the same time, she created a wall of giant drums to cover her as she dragged the man straight into the canal, shoving it far enough where she could grab the other end and begin twisting.

She held her breath, dropping the drums into the water to create as much turbulence as possible as her legs wrapped around the man’s waist. With one last twist, his spine muffledly snapped.

Rule one. There’s no such thing as an easy target.

Even children in S7 were seasoned killers. Ara may have gotten the longer stick in her stay in S7, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have to fight for her life at every passing hour.

If his ATT DEF stat turned out to be higher than I thought, then I would’ve been screwed. Chances are that the others are at the same level. But that woman is probably higher –!?

Blades thrusted through the crimson cloud above, nearly slicing her face open as she sluggishly brought the man’s corpse over her shoulder. Using the ridges along the sides of the canal, she threw herself up, using him as a meat shield.

“That’s not her –!?”

“Slippery bitch –!”

“She’s – AAAAAAAAAGH! AAAAAAAAA!”

She jumped from the water, grabbing onto the hand of one as she shoved the conducting wand into his genitals. There was no such thing as playing dirty in a fight. All vitals and organs were valid targets. Honor meant nothing when one’s life was on the line.

Ara disappeared into the water again, summoning more drums to shield herself. Every strike they made on the drums only caused further commotion. Someone at the very least had to be curious enough to see what was going on.

… I can hide down here for a minute. Two down… three more to go. That’s if I can even touch them. They haven’t used magic either…

“Get the – Get the healer to – no wait… fuck…” The henchwoman rushed to his side, dragging him like a mop towards the healer before realizing their mistake. “Boss –!”

“Cut our losses. Go. Take the healer immediately! As for you – all you have to do is watch the water. Do whatever you want with that thing. Come in five minutes.”

“As you wish.” One henchman remained, waiting for Ara to resurface.

That healer… I can’t swim that far to the left or right or I’m fucked. The canal has grates for some fucking reason.

Indeed. A wire mesh was installed every five meters along the canal to catch waste. She rummaged through them finding nothing of use.

Not even a bottle. I fucking hate using my magic like a weapon… Hellen wouldn’t want me using it like that too. But if the healer’s gone, then I think I can do something. I just need…

Past the red clouds, and as her vision waned, she summoned a ring of violins to surround the figure above. The bows of the violins screeched as a reflection of her deteriorating mental state. Suddenly, the bows were drawn against the strings like arrows.

… to know what his MAG DEF is like!

The problem with composers was that accuracy was impossible to fine tune. Using a single instrument would alleviate that, but a composer’s power came from the fact that they could wield multiple instruments at once.

One could imagine how powerful an archer capable of wielding dozens of bows simultaneously would be. As a result, they were highly useful in largescale combat. However, those that could use it offensively like this were far too few in between.

But to use it like this? To use the instruments themselves as a weapon rather than the music? This was unique to her as the granddaughter of the Green Composer.

… moment of truth…

She rapidly threw herself to the surface, brandishing her conducting wand. Her heart dropped the moment she penetrated through the red clouds.

They’re still there!?

She flew out of the water like a shark, ready to fight for her life but to her surprise –

“Kid.”

– someone had arrived.

            

    
        464. Raoul And Ara

    
    
    
    
                “Where did you learn to fight with bravado like that?”

Ara flopped onto the ground like a fish straight out of water. She was ready to fight whoever this person. But that disappeared the moment she saw his black, white-tipped tail.

She wondered why.

Beneath him was the handless henchman, who whimpered in his final sleep as he bled out. He wore a spotless Receptionist suit and had familiar wolf-like ears that reminded her of someone…

“Does… that matter right now? There’s a healer… being kidnapped. And my cousin… she still hasn’t… come back home.” Ara’s exhaustion finally caught up to her.

She felt strangely safe around him for some reason. That tail was too familiar, and she tried to figure out just who it belonged to.

… white tipped tail. Reminds me of someone. No. Three people… Wait a second… Didn’t Res say she had a brother?

“That’s not a healer. They took the bait. You were better off watching. So.” He knelt down before her, slicking his hair back with blood. “Let me ask again. Where’d you learn to fight like that from? You don’t strike me as someone from the backwaters.”

“That’s cause I’m from the deepwater… lend me a hand already. I can’t feel my arms. Or my legs. Good thing I got these cushions to break my fall, or my nose would’ve been fucked up.” Ara patiently waited, confusing the wolfman. “Hello? Anyone home? I don’t have time to get interrogated by a Receptionist. If that healer isn’t a problem, then you could’ve at least bailed me!”

“Bail you and let them go? And let them become suspicious of the ‘merchandise’? It may be better to kill you right here and now –”

“Raoul.” She interrupted with a loud yap. “You’re Roaul, right?”

His perpetually narrowed eyes suddenly widened, causing her to smirk.

Bingo~!

“Cer’ll get pissed if you kill one of her friends. As a matter of fact, I’m close to the Amalgam. You know what killing me means right? Haha!”

His crimson eyes became like dots. An immense wave of bloodlust washed over her, causing her to stiffen.

“… ha… ha… Hey. You really won’t kill me, right?”

Then, it disappeared all at once.

Raoul shut his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. He then brought a hand to his ear.

“… Azure. A complication just came up. It’s…”

He twirled her hair between his fingers. Now that Ara noticed it, he was pretty tall. To be honest, she was expecting Raoul to be just as short as the triplets.

A look of disappointment overcame her, causing Raoul to tilt his head as an invisible question mark appeared above him.

“… A ‘green thing’.”

A vein popped on her forehead.

“HEY! I got a name! It’s ARA! Tell anyone up there and they’ll know it! So, you gonna help me up or what!?”

“It’s talking moss. Come pick it up. Turn off the CognitO Phantasm. This thing allegedly knows the Amalgam. Don’t scare it. Confirm it. I’ll leave the rest to you.”

He said this, but he couldn’t stop playing with Ara’s hair. He was like a cat infatuated with a toy. Or was a hunter playing with its prey. He was a wolf, after all. And she was no different to a maimed deer.

Except that this deer had connections that ran deep.

“Listen wolf, I appreciate you calling someone here, but I got another favor to ask you!”

“Please hurry over.” He asked in a monotone voice, finally standing to leave her.

But before he could take another step, a bloodied hand grasped onto his ankles.

“My cousin! No – Alice! Blonde hair! Blue eyes! A child! Have you seen her!?”

Despite Ara’s antics, her voice was filled with enough desperation to freeze the man. Unfortunately for her…

“No.”

“Fuck… Alice…”

… Raoul knew nothing.

“You’ll have better luck asking a Star of the Nexus for help.” He added, looking up at the clouded skies. “If they’re a family member of yours, then the chances of her being protected are high. Stars are all over H5 right now.”

The light of the sun didn’t faze him when it returned. His gaze naturally moved back to the Nexus as he took out a smoking pipe from his back pocket, patiently waiting for Ara to unshackle him.

Before he could light it up – Ara’s grip suddenly tightened.

“Ooooh~! So you’re a Star too!”

“No. I’m actually –”

“You were my bodyguard, huh! Aren’t you fucking lousy! I tooted the tromba five times! That’s like… wait – that’s Woe of the Fallen Star!? Oh shit –!”

“I’m leaving.” Raoul gave up, walking away but Ara wouldn’t let go of his foot. She was dragged along the rugged floor, her blood mixing with the handless man’s. her broken arm felt like it was going to fall off.

But she couldn’t allow her to give in.

“Please help me! Please… help me find my cousin!”

Raoul paused again. His ears reacted to an electric beam that blew the skies apart. His tail lowered down to brush against her bloodied face as he lit his pipe and drew a lung-full of smoke.

“Azure can’t help you to begin with. The most we can do is take you to a healing clinic and wait for the Head. Your cousin should be among the protected as I said.” His tone changed all of a sudden. It was cordial. Warm, like it came from the bottom of his heart.

But at the same time, his voice carried a hint of sorrow. Ara could hear this in people’s voices, and most importantly, from the instrument buried deep within their chests.

His instrument was the flute, an instrument symbolizing sorrow.

“You’re worrying over nothing. It’ll be good for you to focus on something else.” He turned around to face her, reaching down.

“A flute, huh… wait – hey!? Waaah!?”

She was swept into his arms before she knew it.

“Oi. Is this how you also carry your guy friends!? Like they’re a princess or something!?” Ara pouted, but it wasn’t like she hated it either.

“I’m happy to throw you over my shoulder. You never answered my question either.”

“Right… well, when I used to be a guy, I lived in S7. Does that solve anything?”

“So you’re not all talk. Noted.”

“You’re not surprised that I’m not actually a girl? Weird. People like to yell at me when I tell them that. We have all the magic in the world and gender changing is apparently impossible.”

Raoul let loose of a long sigh, climbing up a nearby staircase.

“Oi. Green thing. I really couldn’t care less. Fuck this job… I sincerely hope that I won’t have to deal with you again.”

“Really? I think we’d make a good pair. I could make an intro theme for you every time you jump into battle! How cool would that be!?”

“If you can still talk, then you have the energy to walk.”

“I hate people that say stuff like that. You think talking uses more energy than walking!?”

Raoul mentally shut down as Ara barked more than any wolf he had met in his life…

… aside from one other blood-related wolf.

And for that reason, a small smile formed on his face.

“Hey. And, er… thanks. I guess. You should’ve helped me sooner, but I guess I’m still alive. So there’s that.” Ara sheepishly thanked her savior as they left Azure to clean up the mess.

At the same time, the ground wildly shook as Ber went around Greenbirth destroying Dungeons before they could even emerge. And later, the mechanical groan of a colossal train rang out across the city.

The Head was here.

            

    
        465. Onboard the Behemoth

    
    
    
    
                There was a name for the giant trains and their weight classifications. The normal everyday trains were called were called ‘Commute’, with the larger, luxurious variants called Cruisers.

The slightly larger and highly armored variants used to imprison people were called Leviathans. But there was another lesser-known category of trains.

The Behemoth.

What the Amalgam and nearly all Beholders of the Nexus boarded was one of the largest trains created by Caldera Industries. It was a moving fortress the size of multiple Cruisers combined. The length alone was roughly six hundred meters in length and was easily twice the width of a normal Cruiser.

Yet this was one of Caldera Industries’ smallest variants just barely able to fit within the Nex Megalopolis. It was encased in an alloy using one of their special building blends, used to chemically reinforce the structure. Therefore, unlike the Leviathans, Behemoths did not use rebar or other reinforcement aside from the building blends.

It was a masterclass of engineering, with the insides as pristine as a regular Cruiser, boasting more than five floors rather than three. However, this was not a ship tailored for respite. Within were battlements that controlled cannons and all manners of weaponry.

Controlling it was a sophisticated team of Train Conductors, each carrying the Train Core on their chest. It was strapped onto them. Holding it in the palm of their hands would spaghettify their fingers. It was not a structure that could be controlled by one Core due to the number of moving parts.

The pistons that would work on steam were powered by gravitational attraction and powerful orbits. An orange and blue color theme brushed everything within, from the seats to the walls, to the kitchens and even the bathrooms. Floating chandeliers lit every spacious room. An auxiliary armor peeled open, revealing rays of light from beyond tiny portholes.

A crew of two hundred was required to adequately man just one of these. Few were what Caldera Industries considered valuable personnel, with the rest being mere fillers to keep the machine running.

A discrete line designed specifically for the Leviathans and the Behemoths was used. Buildings were kept out of reach from its immense span as it chugged down the rail at lightning speed.

The nearby crowds were dwarfed by the size of the object, and yet not a single person batted an eye when it blitzed through. This was because it was encased in an Isolation Sphere.

“It only works on the move if it’s anchored to something big enough. I think the Isolation Sphere synergizes with Aspects of the Gravity Engine.” Jury suddenly spoke.

Frost and all Beholders stood around on the roof of the Behemoth, watching the sun above remain in the same place as it had an hour ago. The Isolation Sphere did not project the world outside accurately. At times it felt like they were stuck inside of a frozen bubble.

Likewise, what was within an Isolation Sphere was invisible to the rest of the world unless someone passed through its boundary. This made travelling with the Isolation Sphere extremely difficult, because at times they’d be engulfed by a tunnel of darkness, which would then be all that existed behind them.

No. It was more mind-bending than that.

“Terrell-Penrose Rotation.” Nav explained but one of the phenomena.

Objects in front of them were shorter than usual, giving them a curved appearance as they passed by. Frost interpreted the buildings as contracting in length, but also seemingly rotating into itself.

Soon, their field of view beyond the Isolation Sphere ahead contracted as if everything in the world was coming together.

“You are not moving at any percentage of the speed of light. Yet a similar phenomenon associated with immense speed if on full display as Jury describes.”

Could it also be because of the gravity the Behemoth has?

“Very possible. But this phenomenon is more based on speed. You are seeing aberrations of light. Or in simple terms, displacement of light. I’m more impressed that you are able to observe this without losing your mind.”

Believe me, it feels like we’re travelling to another galaxy.

The scenery ahead then shifted towards a bluish tint.

“Infusion S never showed me such a scene. This is extraordinary.” Beholder E. was amused by it all.

“That’s the result of the doppler effect. Everything’s blueshifting because we’re receiving so much light at once.” Jury explained casually, using her finger to draw a wave in the air with increasingly shorter intervals.

Frost had forgotten that Jury was secretly an outspoken physics genius having read books that even she would have difficulty understanding. Not to mention that her understanding of time was also a skill she could put into practice.

“Oooh~! I don’t get it.” Enoch approached, clapping her hands together with childish enthusiasm.

“Don’t try to wrack your head, Enoch. It’s knowledge from a time beyond mine.” Galia hummed, appearing from behind Jury’s shoulder. “But I too would like an explanation. It seems that Earth has undergone drastic scientific revelations since my untimely departure.”

“Assuming that it comes from Earth? The old world carries more knowledge than the ‘big blue’.” Satania said, appearing over Jury’s other shoulder. “You should forget about your home planet already.”

“I’ve dealt with worse.” Enoch shrugged, looking for a way to join in but gave up with a disappointed sigh. Her eyes then moved around the deck of the Behemoth, her eyes sparking with glee as she closed her fists and wore a face of ecstasy.

“Isn’t it fantastic?” She began. “The Beholders are moving as one now. It feels like we’re on our way to declare war on the Impuritas.”

“That’s a certainty.” Knalzark spoke over her, barely acknowledging Enoch as he kept his gaze onto light ahead. His mere presence caused the incredibly resilient metal beneath him to groan. “This will not bode well for them. The Amalgam vowed for a counterattack as soon as we amend the situation.”

“Odd to hear you excited to save lives.” Beholder E. jabbed.

“It’s my gateway into entering their territory. I will not give it up.” Knalzark assured.

“So meaningless. Not many of us will be of use. They’ll disappear by the time we arrive.” Beholder Umbra said with a dreary tone.

“It’ll be our statement. I’m aware that not all of you are on board to lend a hand, and you’d rather be elsewhere.” Frost’s voice resonated across the deck. Her tone was low, but all could hear her. “However, this is the perfect opportunity to show them that we are united. An attack on one is an attack on all. I hope you all understand the value of our unity.”

“But we are on board.” Beholder Marionette jokingly hummed, approaching Frost from behind like a specter. “The cuts we agreed on has unfortunately allowed the Impuritas to gain the upper hand over us. However, one thing confuses me.”

“What is it?”

“The Fate Mechanism does not predict. It only attempts to drive fate into the intended direction. Therefore, I find it strange that the Sect of Gears were able to find the one perfect time to strike with how infinitesimally small their influence is compared to ours.”

“Let’s not underestimate them.” Frost urged. “They’ve done enough damage to us all. The sooner we treat them as world-ending threats, the more prepared we’ll be for them. Beholder Knalzark.”

“Yes, Amalgam.”

“How confident are you with directions?”

“Flawless.” He crushed the air with a surge of gravity.

“Good. I have something that you might like. How does paying a visit to the Derma Layer sound?”

A black hole formed in the palm of his hands, and he extinguished them with a mighty clench. And with a rugged voice yearning for blood, he prepared himself to finally let loose in the domain of the Impuritas.

“Exemplary.”

            

    
        466. Declaration of Unity

    
    
    
    
                The presence of the Behemoth alone caused H5 to fall into silence. The Sector of music was deafened by the sound of a blaring horn as Augurists blew into their trumpets, playing a tune that signaled the arrival of Galia.

It was tune that many did not recognize, but the elderly Elves who had lived during the time of Galia’s rise to supremacy immediately dropped to their knees in total subjugation. They fell on the streets, watching as the crowd brushed by as they held a hand to the sky, with some carrying white bead bracelets.

They knew that salvation had come to them. There was no need to fear anymore.

All trains of Caldera Industries were silent, but the Behemoth made itself known to all.

The train towered over all buildings, appearing like a giant, moving slab of steel that emitted a mechanical groan which could be heard as far as two kilometers away. It slowed down considerably as it entered a trainyard surrounded by murky moats. The Behemoths were not designed to stop. If it did, then the sudden deceleration would kill everyone aboard.

It was a mobile weapon, and the moment a giant insect mound was spotted in the center of one of roads leading to the main strip –


“This is Train Commander Exal. Release all limitations. All aboard are free to engage until the suppression of all Dungeons.”


 

– It was annihilated by a barrage of cannon fire. Heavy metal rods and balls the size of a small house was fired from the barrels of the giant cannons. At the same time, an array of cubes carrying hundreds of tiny barrels fired accurate volleys of spears.

A dark cloud loomed over the mound one second, and in the next it was utterly destroyed.


“Heading west following a clockwise loop. Right-side engagement only. Engage at bearing 135 degrees True. South, 35 from East.”


 

A deep, masculine voice similar to Knalzark’s spoke from an invisible intercom.

Within the heart of the Behemoth was a chamber where the Train Commander resided, observing all through magical screens linked to Scrying Crystals. These crystals surrounded the Behemoth, both orbiting the train externally and fixed to its outer shell.

They were close to the Greenbirth Main Strip, the Beholders watching on from the deck with amused faces. Never in their wildest dreams did they believe they’d one day stand on the same side of the battlefield. Standing in the center of them all was the Amalgam in her Black Dove garbs.

“Barbaric as always. The might of machines never fails to amuse me.” Galia chuckled, raising a hand to the sky.

Hundreds of shooting stars flew overhead like a meteor shower. The low-orbit crystal bullets did not strike at anything. It was merely a telltale sign of her advent; a warning to the Impuritas and a sign of sacred hope to her personnel.

“Our ordnances are accurate enough to not level the city.” Knalzark explained. “Furthermore, our friend Descartes has already issued a warning. Amalgam. One Beholder is enough to stabilize the situation by our presence alone. To bring us all to the forefront may cause unwanted deaths.”

“I just need your presence. No need to intervene.” Frost said. “They should be realizing that we’re here. My Fang tells me that the seismic activity has ceased.”

“You can also listen into the Transmitters?” Descartes wondered, seeing that Frost wielded some of the powers of the Beholders.

“No. I just have trustworthy informants of my own.” Frost solemnly answered.

“So we are here to watch?” Enoch happily wondered.

“My intention was just to reveal our unity. I don’t intend for anyone to take matters into their own hands.”

“It would be a tragedy if I were to walk amongst them. Good choice.” Marionette said, weaving string between her fingers. “I don’t plan on harvesting tens of thousands of poor souls.”

Frost was wary about the Beholders. For a lot of them, just being within the proximity of people was dangerous. Marionette can turn them into strings, Knalzark will crush them into a pulp along with their homes, and Umbra emitted a certain radiance that made normal people divulge their depressive thoughts, with a high likelihood of ending their own lives.

Having them so close to the Train Crew caused a few incidents where people stuffed themselves into the barrels of the cannon, and another lost half their hand as a result of Marionette’s power.

The string she played with was indeed made from that person’s flesh.

Thankfully, there were healers on board this train. Indeed, Frost had brought along several bands of Black Healers and Greater Healers to aid in their cleanup efforts.

“It will be an experience to resort to my fists. There are enough Dungeons to share.” Galia despised the thought of getting her hands dirty. She slipped on a pair of black gloves near identical to Frost’s before she stepped towards the edge. “Our best choices for this are Descartes, Enoch, Satania and myself. Jury is a given. I should pay my Justicers a gesture of thanks from time to time.”

And with that, Galia walked off the edge, falling into the barrel of a cannon. An ear-shattering explosion sounded, and they watched as Galia rode the giant heap of metal straight towards a Dungeon.

“I’m recommended!? By a Beholder!?” Enoch was beyond elated to hear someone acknowledge her as she walked up to the Amalgam, her right-hand bleeding all of a sudden.

Her nails dug deep into her palms, running down her elbows before it rapidly congealed, then solidified into a distorted blade.

“Amalgam. Please let me show you why they call me the Artificer of Rupturing –!”

“Let’s go already.” Satania growled. “Deploying Beholders and telling them to stay put is impossible. We’ve avoided a head on confrontation like this to avoid an escalation. Oh. And don’t blame that on me. I’m just a wrathful Demon doing what she’s told to do.”

“Now that we’re personally getting involved it is possible that we will see drastic measures be taken in the future.” Descartes 3 added. “… and it only took a few hundred years for us.”

“I’m more than happy that we are on the same page at the very least. It took an Archetype more than 300 years to find their voice. It’s too late to blame anyone.”

Frost was understandably frustrated to hear Descartes speak so casually about their failure to fight off the Impuritas. But at the same time, she was thankful that they were more than willing to engage in what she predicted to be an all-out war against them.

She wondered if their show of unity here would one day be matched by something similar from the other side. Only a handful of the lower and higher-ranking Impuritas members had shown themselves, but not once had they seen the real masterminds.

Because they’re still weak. All the more of a reason to take the fight to them.

“They can take all the drastic measures they want. We’ll be cleaning up H5. Jury and I will deal with the White Rabbit. My Hired Arm and the Black Wings will focus on healing and public security.”

“Black Wings. This will be a first.” Beholder Umbra hummed, eager to watch everything unfold from the safety of the Behemoth. “Healers that go against their nature… how envious.”

“Now then – It’s time. Knalzark. When I return, it will be your turn to pay them a visit.” Frost entered her First State immediately as stray strands of white hair formed on her head. “The White Rabbit is likely an Aberration of Elysia. I’m unsure if it’s working with the Impuritas. Nevertheless –

– We must seek it.”
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Grappleshot – Cer

“When you ate the Disciple of Nilhim’s arm with your mind, what did it taste like and was it filling?”


 

Cer: “That thing couldn’t be called a meal. It’s like bitting into a chunk of meat only to find out that it’s just cleverly packed fairy floss. For taste? Like licking the wheels of caravan. Seriously, I know they’re thingies of the mind and all that, but do they know what a bath is? What, why are you looking at me like that?”
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TheLord999 – Jury

“What would you think of a taller Frost? (Like as tall as you for example).


Jury: “Frost is Frost. Any Frost is the perfect Frost. But between you and me, a smaller Frost has the edge. Otherwise how else am I supposed to hold every inch of her? Is… this something I should be telling another Beholder?”
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Remnant_Empire – Frost

“What would you think of a mini Jury?”


 

Frost: “I wouldn’t be able to contain myself. But to be honest with you… I kinda like being overwhelmed. Smothered if that makes sense. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love a mini Jury. But is it going to beat normal Jury in terms of cuddling? Not a chance.”
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TheLord999 – Frost et all

“If there was something(s) from earth you would like to bring to Elysia then what would it be?”


Frost: “A mobile phone. But I guess Nav seconds as one.”

Galia: “My research notes of course. I was a major mind in scepticism over established beliefs that once defined our understanding of the world and its mechanisms. Although, my coffee set is a close second. No. The coffee set. Oh how I miss it.”
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TheLord999 – Frost, Jury

“Would you play gacha games (especially if Jury/Frost was in it)?”


 

Frost: “Absolutely. But I’d be more concerned over how we ended up in a gacha game of all things.”

Jury: “What’s a ‘Gacha’ game?

Frost: *Briefly explains it to Jury*

Jury: “YES! It’s like a gamified version of what we’re doing right now!”

Frost: “Huh?”

Jury: “The Alter Frosts! I can have them in real life and virtually!”
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TheLord999 – Frost

“So, when’s the wedding?”


 

Frost: “When Iscario dies. But honestly, whenever Jury wants. I mean… I feel like we pretty much are married sometimes.”
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TheLord999 – Jury

“It would be funny to make a Beholder forum or something.”


 

Jury: “Certainty! I feel like the Beholders would be completely different online. Like Galia might have a profile picture of herself with wolf ears. Marionette can easily be the forum moderator banning people before they can even break the rules. And I can picture Satania being the type of person to write back another Beholder’s IP address as soon as she starts losing an online argument. At least that’s how I imagine it!”
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Yui? – Frost, Galia, Nav, Cer, Ber, Res

“Someone (Bobple, a Star of the Nexus) said coffee is just bean soup. What are going to do or think about it?”


 

Frost: “I mean… I guess it can be interpreted like that. That’s implying that coffee beans are actually beans though. To each their own. It’s kinda like the glass half-full half-empty argument. That is an accurate comparison, right?”

Galia: “Star of the Nexus? I’ve heard there is room for one more in the Lament Cycle. It would be a shame if they happened to find themselves in there. You believe I’d do such a thing for something so petty? Nonsense. That being said, I would like to have a cup of coffee with this Star. Perhaps they could tell me more about this ‘bean soup’.”

Nav: “Actually, that is inaccurate. Coffee beans are not actually beans at all and therefore equating it to ‘bean soup’ is false.”

Cer: “I dunno. It’s way better than boiled water with leaves. I know that much, cause of course a Moon like me is going to have superior taste buds to know what’s tasty.”

Ber: “Yeah, that sounds about right. Dirty bean water. Only lunatics like that stuff.”

Res: “I couldn’t care less.”
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Bobple – Frost, Galia, Nav, Cer, Ber, Res

“I need advice, recently some people have been saying I said something that I haven’t. It has only been minor stuff so far, but I’m worried it could get out of hand. I’m not sure why they are doing this, but I’m wondering what my response should be?”


 

Frost: “Talk it out. If they’re intentionally trying to get you in trouble, then let us know. There will be no slander against members of the Nexus.”

Galia: “So it was false. I see. Very well. I heard the Nex Quota has been hard to get by. I think I have found the perfect battery.”

Nav: “Eliminate them.”

Cer: “Destroy their entire existence.”

Ber: “Punish them.”

Res: “You’re a Star. Why are you coming to a Moon for guidance for?”
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Yui? – Frost, Galia, Nav, Cer, Ber, Res

“So someone I know has just said coffee tastes so bad that they wish they didn’t exist and now they’re claiming they didn’t say it even though I heard it clearly. What do I do?”


Frost: “It’s coffee. If they don’t like it, then it doesn’t really matter.”

Galia: “Perhaps I should wish that this person didn’t exist. Allow my Justicia Scale to determine the truth.”

Nav: “Is this the same Star you accused?”

Cer: “You again? How about you just fight already!”

Ber: “Set your differences aside in a face off!”

Res: “There is no way Galia is going to personally judge this petty case just because it concerns coffee.”
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TheLord999 – Frost, Galia, Nav, Cer, Ber, Res

“I’m very sorry that people go to you six just to ask how to resolve their problems.”


 

Frost: “Don’t be sorry! I guess it comes natural to me considering my profession on Earth. Since you see it like that that must mean I’m still approachable. I think that’s a good thing. I’d hate it if people were too afraid to come up to me.”

Galia: “A Beholder that is empathetic to another? This is a trial by fire. When it concerns the things I adore, I will use maximum force to see it through to the end. Whether it be the fate of the world, or a single grain of grounded coffee.”

Nav: “I am designed to be useful.”

Cer: “Well of course! You might not know this, but I gained more fame in the few days I spent as a Receptionist than those that worked as one for half their lives!”

Ber: “Sis, I don’t think that’s a good thing.”

Res: “Idiot. What you gained was notoriety, not fame!”
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TheLord999 – Everyone

“What are your favourite drinks?”


 

Frost: “Anything that isn’t blood. But if I had to say something… I guess… maybe something milk based? Sweet as well. Like chocolate milk? It’s a bit hard for me since I don’t remember much from Earth. Not to mention that I haven’t drank anything memorable here either.”

Jury: “Milk based too!”

Ignis: “Milk. I am part cat. ‘m-meow’.”

Cer: “The blood of my enemies – Ouch! I mean… water is kind of cool.”

Ber: “Blackberry infused water. It’s amazing.”

Res: “Anything sweet and warm.”

Snap: “Bzzzzt~! (Juice).

Galia: “Coffee.”

Anna: “Tea.”

Magnus: “Delicately brewed, old-aged whiskey! Cocktails are not bad choices either!”

Star Child: *Draws a cup filled with an unknown liquid as she smiles innocently.*

Arbiter: “Justice.”

Sana: “… Apple juice…”

Revy: “Apple juice!”

Mimicry: “Bodily fluids.”
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Smiles – Frost, Jury, Ignis, Cer, Ber, Res, Snap, Anna, Nav

*Shows a recording of the entire musical Hamilton and then a recording of the entire musical Six* “Which one is better?”


Frost: “Is this an accurate portrayal of Earth? Woah. I’ve never heard of these places before. Is this really from Earth? Hm. I liked both. Can I keep this? I might want to cross check this with Galia.”

Jury: “The Six one. It seems more fun!”

Ignis: “Six because it’s livelier. Lots of Colors too.”

Cer: “Hamilton. What kind of music is that cause I like it. The rhyming stuff.”

Ber: “Six. It’s more elegant. I want to try one of those dresses.”

Res: “Earth has some weird tastes. You’ll be hard pressed to find dramatic mockery of the past in Elysia, less you wanted to get drawn and quartered.”

Snap: “Bzzzt. (Both because everyone looks like they’re enjoying themselves).

Anna: It’s cliché, but both. They talk about aspects of history and bring it to a modern audience. Our worlds would never allow that kind of thing. Elysia has very little plays now that I think about it. Everyone’s so caught up in fighting for their lives that they’ve forgotten that passions like this exist.”

Nav: “I don’t understand. Can I read the historically accurate version? I do not want to corrupt my data banks.”
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Smiles – All Beholders

“Who do you think is the best Beholder besides yourself?”


 

Jury: “Carpalis!”

E.: “That would have to be Descartes.”

Knalzark: “Carpalis and Umbra. Both are interesting.”

Galia: “Umbra without a shadow of a doubt. Descartes comes close.”

Carpalis: “My old friend, Galia.”

Descartes: “Lucifinia.”

Marionette: “The Abyssal Mother.”

The Abyssal Mother: “Umbra.”

Umbra: “Marionette. She understands much.”

Lucifinia: “None.”
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Smiles – Frost, Nav

“What do you think of Anna and the Big Frost getting together?”


 

Frost: “Considering the Hired Arm takes after Sinder and Anna has feelings towards him – I think it’s a perfectly reasonable conclusion.”

Nav: “When I understand love then my opinion will carry weight. I can only say ‘yes’ for now.”
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Mini Boss Tank – Snap

“What was your favorite moment?”


 

Snap: “Bzzzt! Brrrr~! (When Frost helped Realize Ignis. An epiphany came to me at that moment! It was… special enough that it allowed me to Realize what I wanted when all I could do was aimlessly print the memories of people.”
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Zecir – Frost

“Can you be my mom?”


 

Frost: “What’s it with everyone wanting me to be their mom!?”
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Yui? – Frost

“You’ve been distracted from it for a while and while it’s not as major compared to all that has happened, but how is it like living as the opposite gender?”


Frost: “It’s still a work in progress but I’m much more comfortable in it than before. It’s my body right now. The fact that I don’t have to use the bathroom made it much less of a shock to me, since I don’t have to actually expose myself to how my body works. I also wasn’t really the type of person who cared how I looked.

I’m getting off track. Sorry. What I meant to say is that I don’t mind it. I still have an aversion to wearing certain things, but overall, I like it. I feel swifter. The only issue I have is if my chest gets any bigger. Now that would be a problem. For combat reasons of course.

ALSO – Muscles. I cannot for the life of me form any muscles! That’s… so sad.”
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Yui? – Carpalis

“How was it like living with one arm?”


Carpalis: “I constantly required someone to lend me a hand. Hehe…”

[image: A1QDNmH.png]

Yui? – Archivist

“Do you have perfect memory? And were you formally planning to propose to Sinder?”


 

Anna: “Shhhh! Sinder… was a colleague I looked up to. I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t love him. He was the reason why I was able to escape from the streets and burnings of my part of the city. I wanted to give Sinder a gemstone in return for the diamond brooch he gave me. At the time I never considered it as a proposal, but in retrospect, I think my intentions would have been just that. Though he wouldn’t have known. And I wouldn’t have said anything. Because I always felt like we were two worlds apart.

… for my memory, it’s partial. My memory is quite advanced. But not perfect. If it was, then I never would have forgotten about Sinder. I’m happy now that Sinder is free from his guilt. Thankfully the Hired Arm likes to keep me company whenever I’m feeling lonely!”
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Yui? – Galia

“What’s your favorite blend of coffee and what do you eat alongside it as an accompaniment.”


 

Galia: “Before the blend, the bean must be considered. On Earth I enjoyed robusta over arabica. I was a contrarian. In this world I follow the same philosophy. The Spirita is an inferior bean to the rare Demonia, or the extravagant Ruina. Spirita is not even in the same conversation as the widely appreciated Scaldara.

All blends are considered equal to me. People are like coffee beans. Their origins matter not. It is the journey of how they become a cup of coffee that overcomes the impurities they are born or have accumulated in the past. The Spirita is bitter. It is disgusting on its own. But with proper care, it can shine even as the bold black coffee.

Pairing coffee with a meal will tamper with the outcome. I do not intent to sully the purity of my blends.”
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Yui? – All Beholders

“Favorite color and best color? And why?”


 

Jury: “Black and white! Because that’s me and Frost!”

E.: “Grey and blue. The blessing of my eternal mechanical chassis, and the miracle that is Liquid Nex.”

Knalzark: “Gold. The color of a star.”

Galia: “White. It’s a color I’ve grown fond of.”

Carpalis: “Gold. Blue. Green. Red. Pink. The colors of my Atelier and the gemstones of my Faustian Bargain.”

Descartes: “Blue. It just makes sense.”

Marionette: “The color of fate.”

The Abyssal Mother: “Undetermined.”

Umbra: “Darkness. We will all succumb to it.”

Lucifinia: “Pride.”
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Yui? – Frost, Snap, Jury, Ignis, Nav, Anna

“How would you get someone out of a depressive state?”


 

Frost: “Talk to them. If it doesn’t work out, then Hora Therapeutics can help.”

Snap: “Bzzzzzzt! (Show them their happiest moments).

Jury: “I can check their Nex to figure out why they’re depressed. An intervention can be found after that.”

Ignis: “Find family. Don’t ever forget about the people around you.”

Nav: “Mentally fight it like it is a Corrupted.”

Anna: “I have plenty of motivational books I can give. I too went through the throes of depression. The only way out for me was to take a step forward and ask for help. It took me 300 years. How silly is that?”
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Yui? – Frost, Whoever Can Answer

“How would you feel if your life was caused by someone’s writing? Like your life was a book? Would you resent the artist or writer or what would you feel? Rethinking about this question, no harm to the Archivist.”


 

Frost: “I doubt that the person writing my hypothetical life would be aware that I’m actually experiencing it. Hey. Listen. Are you a Librarian? Only a Librarian would ask something like that. I’m kidding. I guess… I’d resent them. Since all of my misfortune is because of them. But at the same time, all these good experiences are because of being. It’s a mixed bag for me, but resentment is absolutely on the top of my list. Either way, it’s not like that’s actually happening… right?”

Jury: “… I’d ask them ‘why’. I had to wait in the dark for twenty-six years. People are always suffering. If there really is someone pulling the strings, then why do they write a world where there is nothing but suffering?”

Ignis: “I will kill them. They could’ve stopped papa’s Corruption.”

Cer: “As if. We dictate our own lives. We can go blaming the invisible for our tragedies.”

Ber: “Cer’s right.”

Res: “I’m not one to believe that our world is written down as a story in the Eternal Library.”
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Yui? – Cer, Ber, Res

“Milk or cheese?”


 

Cer, Ber, Res: “MILK!”
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Smiles – Frost, Jury, Ignis, Cer, Ber, Res, Anna, Nav

“Favorite animal and why. Least favorite animal and why.”


Frost: “I like dogs and cats. They’re cute. But honestly, I think spiders are growing on me just because of Snap. Animals I hate? Fucking koalas. What do they even do? I’m pretty sure if you touch one you’re guaranteed to catch some flesh-eating disease too.”

Jury: “Cats! Like Ignis! I don’t think there’s a bad animal. Are koalas really that bad?”

Ignis: “Cats are cute. I hate dogs. They’re too noisy.”

Cer: “WOOOOOOOOOOLVES! AWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO –!”

Ber: “– OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO –!”

Res: “SHUT UP! Wolves are by far the worst animals! Now if you want something cute, then a Tanuki is the perfect animal!”

Anna: “Dogs. Because they’re so cool. I hated cats because they’d always rip my books.”

Nav: “Wolves and cats. Because my friends are of those same species. I will remain neutral for everything else that isn’t like them.”
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Smiles – Ber

“If your sisters would also undergo a Corruption and then get saved by Frost, what do you think their abilities would be?”


Ber: “Something to paint Res world, I hope. It’s not as colorless as she thinks. As for Cer… Maybe something to humble her. She’s so fixated on being a Moon sometimes.”
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Smiles – Cer, Res

“If you were to undergo a Corruption and then get saved by Frost like Ber, what do you think your abilities would be?”


 

Cer: “Control the literal moon! Hah!”

Res: “Rationalize myself. So that I can carry on as I always have.”
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Smiles – Snap, Descartes

“Favorite Food?”


Snap: “Bzzzzt! (Ber’s cooking).”

Descartes: “Crawlberries. When I used to live in the recesses of civilization. They were berries with tiny legs that would try to crawl away when you approached them. I was always fascinated by how a fruit which is supposed to be consumed can evolve to have an autonomous response to avoid being eaten. Then I remembered. It was the Curse of the Well.”
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Yui? – Kissaria

*Show an image of Kaela Kovalskia* “Do you know this person?”


 

Kissaria: “Eh!? Sis!? That you!? How in the hell did ya get a photograph of my sis!? Nah, I’m foolin’ around. Never seen a person as pretty as that. Those goggles. Those eyes. That hair. Prettiest thing I’ve seen all year! She looks reliable. How much for her? You are sellin’ her to me, aren’t ’cha?”
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Jibi – Frost

“Have you tried eating your own magic and all your friends magic? If so, what does everyone’s magic taste like?”


 

Frost: “I’ve never tried eating magic, but I’m pretty sure I have unintentionally done it before. I can’t say there is a distinct taste aside from what the magic itself is. Like water is going to taste like water. But I have no doubts Cer’s water magic will taste like a wet dog. I can imagine Jury’s tasting sweet and bold!

… please forget what I said.
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Elituni – Frost

“Whose fluff do you like more? Snap’s or Jury’s?”


 

Frost: “Snap’s is smoother and almost like a cloud. Jury’s is better for cuddling because there’s a certain firmness to it that Snap just doesn’t have.”
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Elituni – Galia

“What is your favorite legume?"


 

Galia: “Robusta if we’re talking about Earth. Spirita if we are talking about Elysia. They are beans grown from the Spiritas Region. Across the sea of Brandar’s far coast to a land where the Magicalis dominate. Spirita are grown in the dark. They are seeds that are hide themselves for they know they are unwanted. My Elven friends are the only merchants of that neglected seed. A pity. People should put more attention into the process of brewing rather than judging the predisposition of a seed.”
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Elituni – Snap

“Bzzt?”


 

Snap: “Bzzzzzt! Brrr! Bzz! Bzzzzt! *Whine* Bzzt! *Waves* (Hello!).”
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Smiles – Cer, Ber, Res, Galia, Carpalis, Arbiter

“What swear words do you know that aren’t also on Earth? (Ask Frost if you don’t know).”


 

Cer: “AWOOOOOO! No, I’m not kidding.”

Ber: “A wolf’s howl can mean a lot of things. At the right pitch, it’s one hell of a cuss!”

Res: “You’ll know it even without knowing it. That’s how iconic it is.”

Galia: “Tea. It is a swear word by how putrid it is.”

Carpalis: “We are Blessed. Swear words of alternating origins will sound the same regardless.”

Arbiter: “My vocabulary does not consist of such crude things.”
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BINd47 – Frost, Nav, Jury, Satania, Ignis, Arbiter, Carpalis

“What is the thing that you value from individual/people the most?”


Frost: “A good heart.”

Nav: “The ability to listen.”

Jury: “Determination.”

Ignis: “People that can understand others. That also have the bite to match their bark.”

Arbiter: “Conviction.”

Carpalis: “Hope. This world does not have enough of it.”
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BINd47 – Frost

“Did you ever have an impulse to punch someone you shouldn’t? Apparently even a kind person I know wonders what it would feel like to punch a nun.”


 

Frost: “Four times I believe it’s happened to me. The first was with Iscario after he touched my head. The second was with the Wandering Healer. I really, really should’ve thrown one. Third was with L.S, except I did end up hurting her. And fourth… were the innocent people caught up in my rampage. Never again. Other than that, I’ve never had the impulse to hit say for example, a healer of all people. Please keep an eye out for your friend.”
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Smiles – All Archetypes, Jury, Galia

“What do you think of the Arbiter and Galia?”


 

Frost: “Suspicious, but I trust them enough.”

Jury: “I think they have good heads on their shoulders.”

Anna: “A little scary, because the Arbiter’s been getting too touchy with me lately.”

Magus: “My most esteemed friends!”

Director: “…?”

Star Child: *Draws an umbrella with them all standing beneath it, shielding them from the rain.”

Galia: “The Arbiter is my judge, my jury and… I shall leave the rest to your imagination.”
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Yui? – Frost, Anna, Cer, Ber Res

“Rice or bread?”


 

Frost: “Both.”

Anna: “Bread. It’s all I used to ever eat. Just the crumbs were so delicious! And now I can eat huge loafs with my tea!”

Cer: “Bread. What’s rice?”

Ber: “Bread. This isn’t the Demis Continent where everyone eats that bird seed stuff.”

Cer: “Right? The Avians can keep their bird seeds. We’re about the only good think that came out of that continent – Us Demi-Humans!”

Res: “Rice. I like it when it’s cooked properly. The only reason my sisters hate it is because they’ve only eaten it raw. Of course they’re going to think uncooked rice is like bird seeds.”
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Dragon_God – Frost

“Yes or no?”


 

Frost: “Yes…?”
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Dragon_God – Frost

“Did you know that we’re trying to contact you about your car’s extended warranty?”


 

Frost: “A Corrupted born from Earth’s collective woes!?”
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Smiles – Frost, Galia

“Favorite meme.”


 

Frost: “The cat stuff. I liked those rage comics too. They made a comeback if I remember correctly.”

Galia: “Memes? Explain. Hmm. I see. Even during my time there were unwanted fellows that used various mediums to create what you call a ‘meme’. I recall the painted imprint of a man’s behind on one of my colleague’s doorsteps. Does that count?”
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Smiles – Frost

“If you were a total outsider viewing everything happening to you like a TV show, which Corrupted would you say is the coolest?”


 

Frost: “Thematically speaking, the One Thousand Eyed Bird. The Black Swan would also rank high, right next to the Heart of Ours. Hell, even Mimicry is another good candidate. The Crowned isn’t bad either, but not as good as these ones.”

[image: 2T7DHnJ.png]

Elituni – Frost

“If you were hypothetically the main character of a fantasy novel in which an author by the name of Syringe comments on the societal issues by manifesting sins as physical monstrous entities, what would you say to the reader and author?”


Frost: “To the readers I’d tell them… well, I hope you’re cheering me on. I can’t really blame the readers for liking my hypothetical story, since I’d probably read it myself. As for the Author… ‘Syringe’? First of all, I thought I had terrible naming sense. They sound like some kind of villain from the Authors of Existentia. That weird name fits in with the likes of Stircube.

In all seriousness, I’d ask them if they could change things for the better. If not, then at least give me some comfort knowing that things will be ok. Even I worry about the future. If things were ultimately up to some author’s whims, then all I want is the suffering to stop. Are you happy seeing people suffer? Are you proud of the book you’ve written? Do you smile when we cry? I hate it when I’m not in control.

Sorry. I felt like venting. I know that’s not the case. I just felt like throwing my voice out there. In the end, it’s up to us to pick up our pens and write our own stories. We are the authors of our tale. Nothing is going to change that.”
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Witnessen – Cer, Ber, Res

“Would you adopt a cat or a dog?”


Cer: “Dog!”

Ber: “Maybe a cat. I want another Ignis!”

Res: “It depends on whether or not we stick as Moons or decide to retire. I’d get both because of these two numbskulls.”

Cer: “We’re only numbskulls because our DEF stats are so high!”

Ber: “No I think she means it as a bad thing.”
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LoafOfBread – All Beholders

“If you had a hobby then what would it be?”


Jury: “A professional Frost sitter.”

E.: “… an author... should these hands ever be able to pick up a pen again.”

Knalzark: “Farming...”

Galia: “Coffee brewing.”

Carpalis: “Dealing hands. Hahaha.”

Descartes: “Dreaming.”

Marionette: “Creating puppets.”

The Abyssal Mother: “???”

Umbra: “Reverse therapy.”

Lucifinia: “Nil.”
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LoafOfBread – Arbiter

“Favorite animal?”


Arbiter: “Humans.”
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Smiles – Cer, Ber, Res

(Describes the entirety of Minecraft, even showing videos of gameplay). “Would you want to play this game?


Cer: “What’s with this blocky game? Wait, look! You can tame wolves!? With a bone!?” *Cer’s tail wags furiously*

Ber: “Who made this game? What kind of Demi-human Wolf slander is that!? We’re not that easy! Life imitates art. Look at how fast they’re breaking that red rock! We can totally do that too!”

Res: “Wow. This looks like something I can see myself playing. Wait, did they just fall into lava?”

Cer: “They died? Idiots. Imagine dying to lava. That’s something Res would do. Heh.”

Ber: “I feel like Res would probably be the leader of the group.”

Cer: “Over me? In this blocky game?”

Res: “Who knows. The graphics look pretty good. They’re so good that I thought that dumb ass wolf that fell with them was you Cer.”

Cer: “W-Where did that come from, Res!?”
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BINd47 – Everyone

“What music genre do you usually listen to?”


 

Frost: “Anything, and I’m not kidding either. I like anything as long as it’s good and doesn’t hurt my ears.”

Jury: “Something catchy.”

Nav: “Whatever Anna has playing in her library sometimes. It’s quite atmospheric.”

Ignis: “Flute music.”

Snap: “Zzzzzt! (Music that makes people happy).

Cer: “Something hardcore with lots of screaming and instruments!”

Ber: “Ball music. I love it when violins are on the scene. Ah… I can picture myself dancing in a long dress~”

Res: “Songs from a bard. I liked hearing how they sung their stories.”

Galia: “Orchestral. Music of my era on Earth spoke to the soul.”

Arbiter: “Nothing. The only music is silence.”

Anna: “Nothing with a voice. Nav things I have a recorder playing, but don’t tell her that’s actually me humming to myself.”

Ara: “A great symphony! Is there anything better and an orchestra!?”

Hellen: “Opera~!”
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Bobple – Cer, Ber, Res

“If you could have one additional power/ability what would it be?”


 

Cer: “Make myself irresistibly tasty!”

Ber: “The ability to Realize. Like Frost.”

Res: “A way to numb the gravitas of our burderns.”
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Bobple – Frost

“So someone I know has been recently called mommy a lot. So I was wondering, if you were in the same situation where a bunch of the people you helped started calling you mommy, what would you do?”


 

Frost: “The triplets partially do that, even though they don’t outright call me it. I honestly wouldn’t mind it. I guess it’s not so different from someone calling me ‘darling’ or ‘honey’, or ‘sweetie’. People called me that all the time on Earth. But the line gets crossed if some Elven pervert comes up to me calling me that, because the context is no longer just playfully fawning over me. That’s some serious sexual frustration.”
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Bobple – Jury

“If you could take Frost on a surprise holiday, where would it be?”


 

Jury: “… Back to Grandis. To the same sight she showed me when we finally came out. It doesn’t sound like a romantic place, but it was the first place we settled before we travelled the world together.”
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Bobple – Ignis

“What’s your favorite thing about each of your friends/family?”


 

Ignis: “Frost is like the mother I never had. Jury is the same. I love them both. Cer’s annoying but funny. Ber is… my favorite. Res is smart and knows what to say, but she can be really cold sometimes. Nav is Nav. She’s always been with me. I like how funny she can be. Snap is fluffy, and Carpalis is a kind person. Anna… is really cute too. She’s shy, but she’s always trying her best. She’s like an inspiration to me sometimes.”
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LoafOfBread – All Characters

“Have you considered going outside of the planet or world?”


 

Frost: “That’s too far into the future.”

Jury: “Nope. Can’t imagine going out there.”

Nav: “We have not explored the reaches of this world. It is unwise to think of the stars.”

Ignis: “Too high. Can’t reach.”

Snap: “Zzzzzt! (That is not for us to tread).

Cer: “I always wanted to visit the moon. But no need, because I am a Moon!”

Ber: “Someone used to say that rabbits lived on moons. I want to see that.”

Res: “… I think staying here is the best course of action. What lays beyond the void is not something we should seek. That’s… what I think.”

Galia: “The stars are an enigmatic thing. Physics has defined them… and yet I can’t help but to feel reverence in their presence. Something extraordinary is beyond our reach.”

Arbiter: *Gives a sly grin* “Tame your ambitions.”

Umbra: “Beyond? Past the Ocean? Into the Expanse? To the Veil? Haha…” *She places a finger on her lips asking you to remain silent*
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< IMMINENT THREAT DETECTED >
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“The Stars and Glimmers…

… must not be disturbed. The Ruins of Deep Time have not yet been uncovered. Yet your set your sights to a place beyond understanding?”
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        467. A Piece of Satania's Mind

    
    
    
    
                The presence of the Ateliers provided enough security to keep the Impuritas in check. Unfortunately, there were not enough of them to cover every inch of Greenbirth. As a result, the Hearts of the Crimson Hunger, Maestros of Flesh, Blood Festival and even the Librarians took root and began their indiscriminate acquisition of material.

Essentially, they invaded the streets in search for people.

However, not a single innocent person was dragged into the unwashed nests of the Impuritas. The fleshy hearts of the Crimson Hunger, the termite mounds of the Maestros of Flesh, the circus tents of the Blood Festival and a library in the form of a spire for the Librarians were struck almost as quickly as they appeared.

In instances where they were not, the areas they invaded were already vacant. The high-density streets were oddly empty. Meatballs ran along the lanes like bowling balls, as books flapped around, finding nothing in their surroundings at all. The Reorganizers – the fleshy, organ-snatching bags of skin – crawled into alleyways and open windows, oozing past bedroom doors to prey on the restful.

And just like the bouncing hearts that splattered joyfully against the bricked paths, they were confused by the absence of life. In fact, no matter how high the Librarians flew they could not find anyone, as if the entire city had been sterilized.

Suddenly, a pack of Meatballs exploded one by one by the mere presence of a highly decorated individual. The intense light of the sun shone in their hazel eyes, their garbs matching the flawless color of the Nexus fluttering behind them like wings.

There was no sign of sapient life. Not even the quasi-sapient Impuritas entities were present. They were all cannon fodder, slaughtered mercilessly by a group they failed to consider.

The Stars of the Nexus.

“The foresight of the Amalgam to deploy us in advance. My blood chills at the thought.” The voice of a young man was the cause of endless Impuritas deaths. He casually strolled towards a Crimson Hunger Dungeon, which was just a heart suspended by sinew and surrounded by a nest of Creeping Ivy.

The walls of the surrounding storefronts were dyed crimson. Every Meatball sent his way exploded, their blood cauterizing as they steamed along the walls and windows. The books that dared to fly in too close to the sun instantly caught alight, raining embers over the unstoppable figure.

“To have been summoned by Her Will to protect the little Alice. Oh how we have failed. We must atone by drawing the blood of the most impure.”

One of the Abilities of a Star of the Nexus was [Stellar Domination]. All living things were susceptible to its cleansing power. So long as the creature in question had a considerably lower Soul Rank compared to the Star, then they had no feasible way to prevent themselves from gaining [Stellar Rupture] Stacks.

When enough of this was accumulated, then the entity was pulled apart at the atomic level.

Where Moons excelled against powerful enemies, Stars dominated those beneath them. Their powers were rarely used due to their small numbers, and the fact that lesser enemies could be dealt with by the Ateliers and Adventurers. Their role as combatants was unnecessary, but when they did lend their hand in combat…

… then it usually resulted in a massacre.

This was why the inhabitants of areas occupied by the Stars were evacuated beforehand.

Were they here, then the death toll would have been innumerable.

“A sole heart belonging to that of many.” The Star muttered to himself, drawing near to the heart. The Creeping Ivy fizzled into nothing with each step he took. No matter how many Meatballs were vomited from the Heart, they all immediately perished.

A noxious steam filled the site, caused by the superheated blood of the Impuritas.

“One heart that speaks to so many. There can only be one. Of course. I see it now. You’re impurities because the Nexus is the only ‘heart’ that should be listened to. Yours... is an endless wailing of hatred.”

The Star did not look up at the Heart. Rather, he stared down at the ground.

There was no such thing as a Star that looked up, for they stood the highest.

His body disappeared, a crater forming where he once stood. The ear-shattering whip of the sound barrier being broken was immediately met with the squelching of shredded flesh.

“Let it be known that we Stars of the Nexus have been reinstated. I am miserable that we cannot show our face to the Amalgam again. But nonetheless – We believe in the decision.” His body appeared within the chamber of the Heart.

Rays of light pierced through the Heart. They spun like giant blades as a waterfall of blood gushed from ever opening.

“Your masterminds sent you to your deaths. To think that others can be subservient to beings that are not of the Nexus. I find it deplorable. There is only one master. Therefore, imitations should be put down.”

Multiple flashes of light similar to his own appeared across the city. There were a dozen active Stars within H5. One was more than enough for the Dungeons; however, their prideful conduct made them far too sluggish to be useful, unlike the Moons who fought ravenously and with such prowess that none could compare to.

The corpse of the Heart collapsed, swinging on the still attached webbing where it crashed into buildings like a wrecking ball. The Star stood atop the corpse; his hands tucked within the sleeves of his apparel as he stared at something through the fog of debris.

“Dog of the Nexus. Arrogance breeds monsters with large mouths and over-inflated egos.” A Demon emerged from the smoke, stroking her ram-like horns as her crimson eyes glowed like embers. “Good to see that the Stars are still as lackluster in combat as usual.”

“There can be no better way than to maintain our image. We are, after all, the ones who survived the War in Heaven. Have you forgotten already, Satania the Wrathful?” The Star entertained the Demon.

“Heroes die on the battlefield. Cowards will die later in a less spectacular death.” She said matter-of-factly. “No Memory Bistro? And here I was thinking that this was a serious attack.”

“You’re in a pleasant mood today.” The Star complemented.

“Am I? Hardly. The Amalgam’s too short sighted. I suppose that’s why she made the Amalgam’s Summit for our input.”

The Star’s eyes suddenly narrowed in anger.

“May you explain before you come to such a disrespectful conclusion?”

“She believes this is an all-out attack.” Satania stomped on a piece of the Heart, crushing it like a pomegranate. “In reality, the Impuritas are testing the waters. But I’m happy we’re also on the same wavelength. To meet them with the Beholders, Stars and Moons will tell them exactly where her mind is at. It’s akin to dipping a toe into a pool, only to find that the water is boiling hot.”

“The Amalgam can do no wrong.”

“Speaking of which, are there any other Impuritas Groups present?” Satania took a seat on an invisible throne, speaking casually to the Star.

Although the Star spoke defiantly, a bead of sweat dripped from his forehead.

Satania was an infamous Demon, known for her brutality. In the distant past she was responsible for numerous deaths amongst the Stars, as were the other Primordial Demons. The survivors of the War in Heaven were vindicated Stars in their eyes.

Unbeknownst to many was that there were two sides to the Stars during that time. One that fought to keep the Nexus beneath, and the other that sought to uproot it. The Primordial Demons slaughtered many of the former Stars.

The Stars that wished to keep the rot of the Nexus, like the thorns on the brambles of a rose.

“Who specifically?”

“Do I need to splatter your brain over the pavement? You know exactly who I’m looking for.” Satania’s eyes drilled into his, her sclera becoming blacker than night. “The Broken Thorn.”

“None. They haven’t appeared for many years –”

“Inside of your insignificant circle of influence. The Stars know all but the places their light can never reach. That’s why we must harrow hell. Cowardly Stars like you should tread carefully.” She warned with a foreboding tone, dusting her knees before she began walking back in the direction she arrived from. “Don’t get caught off guard. The Broken Thorn may break away from our front and spill elsewhere.”

And with that, Satania left like she was no more than a figment of the Star’s imagination. A surge of relief came over him.

“That is a bizarre way of saying ‘be careful’. I will never get used to it.”

            

    
        468. Deities Walk Among Us

    
    
    
    
                Beholders were deities in the eyes of the world. Galia was the only one known by name, but her visage was lost to the ebbs of time and the purge of all records. Her victory against Beholder Knalzark came at a steep cost.

One price she paid was the elimination of the old Galia who graced the world with honorable virtues. No history book knew of the old name she once wielded like a blade. It was a name that inspired hope in the depths of despair, for it was one that vindicated the innocent from extreme prejudice.

That name was uttered as a figure in black coat walked past stragglers caught in the mayhem. Debris showered from the second floor of the buildings, falling onto fleeing civilians. Magical barriers were cast by students of nearby Academies.

Galia walked confidentially through the carnage towards a ravaged circus tent. The canvas that covered it was nowhere to be seen, revealing a pole with a heart suspended in the center like meat on a skewer.

“Ma’am!” A small, young man dressed in black robes approached her. He took off his pointy witch hat out to see the face of the tall woman before him. “You can’t be here –!?” Suddenly, a cold chill jabbed his neck and ran down his throat.

His voice betrayed him the moment he gazed into the cosmos that were her eyes. Saliva dribbled down the side of his cheek as Galia paid him no mind, moving forward as her presence was known to all.

“That’s the Black Dove, isn’t it!?”

“Her skin color is different. But she might be related.”

“Do you think she’s the same as that person with the winged arm?”

“W-We’re safe…”

She was seen as a symbol of hope. However, none of their words reached her ears until she passed by a collapsed storefront. There, personnel from Caldera Industries upheaved rubble to retrieved buried victims. They were not used to the gratitude shown by the people they saved and wore cold, blank looks as they worked hard until they unearthed a green-haired elf.

“Thank you! Thank… you! There’s more of us down there! And…” Suddenly, their eyes fell onto the passing Galia.

“That’s… That’s the Colorless –!”

Her voice was the only one she reacted to.

The Elf was youthful. But despite her appearance, the fact that she recognized the passing ghost was a testament to her age. Galia merely looked in her directly, smiling solemnly as she clicked her fingers, silencing the Elf as she clasped onto her lips.

“Blood-bound promises must be kept. Protectorates are doing what my people did during your past tyranny. How nostalgic.”

She spoke to herself, embracing the light of the sun as she savored the heartbeats of the Heart perched above. Her hands curled into fists.

“Now then, shall I stretch my old wings?”

She would not be fighting it with her Beholder powers. Instead, she planned to use her bare hands just as she did so long ago. If only the Protectorates knew the extent of the destruction Galia brought to Caldera Industries.

And this was before she gained the Warped Stone.


* * *


“Hm. Hm. Hmhm~ You’re not really that much different from the Big Red Heart. And here I thought that we were up against some kind of aberration of it.” Elsewhere, Enoch had her fun impaling the Hearts. “As if those exist.”

Blood dripped from her palms as she smeared it across the air. The blood instantly congealed, transforming into a web with eyes that spanned multiple streets. A crimson, thorny hedge soon formed, impaling the Hearts that tumbled from the bowels of a green Heart.

It groaned like a pipe bag, emitting a discordant symphony as she watched Justica Arms shoot down orbs of light.

“Micro Luminaire. Pretty annoying that those things can keep your kind alive. Just like Carpalis’ rings.” Enoch poked at a rack of hearts that quivered along her barbed blood.

They were impaled and incapacitated. Normally, the hearts would lunge at any living thing, but they instinctively tried to avoid Enoch at all costs.

This was because her heart was not easily replaceable.

The tempering of G-Z7 had caused her heart to forever be her own, and like the halls of that Site, there was no street that was left untouched. She moved casually, strolling without a care in the world.

But her crimson eyes were filled with absolute bloodlust. As her namesake as the Artificer of Rupturing, it was only fitting that she fought in a messy yet clinical manner. Her prey was never killed immediately and were instead left to bleed.

“Bloodletting is good for the soul. I’m upset that the musical insects didn’t decide to show their faces. I’d love to get my hands on another one again.” She patted all the hearts along the way, taking some into her arms as she cradled them like children.

And when she had enough, she crushed them all in her arms down until they became nothing but red pulp. They had the consistency of crushed cherries, and she used their blood to further stretch her crimson web.

“For musicians that see people as instruments, it’s ironic that they make the most beautiful sound of them all. Desires shouldn’t be imposed on others. A desire…”

She dropped to her knees, giggling to herself as she scooped the grounded hearts in her hands and began smearing them across the pavement like a form of haruspicy.

“… should come from one’s heart. It’s otherwise unfair if it can be so easily exchanged. That’s why –

She reared her head back and shouted at the top of her lungs:

– I FUCKING LOVE THE AMALGAM!”


* * *


“Descartes. Why are you making that kind of face?” A Blue Moon asked the short woman.

Her normally emotionless face had distorted unexpectedly, amusing the blue, short-haired woman who too was dressed in a blue suit.

“I thought I overheard something despicable.” Descartes 3 replied, glaring down at a handless body. “Raoul was warned against severing hands again. What ticked him off?”

“The Green Thing. A relative of the Green Composer. Imagine my surprise when the big bad wolf turned out to have a semblance of a heart left.”

“I see. As long as he’s operating on Descartes 2’s leash.” She turned her attention to the Blue Moon, able to see through her CognitO Phantasm. “The Fractured Nilhim have disappeared I take?”

“I believe the White Rabbit played a hand in their efforts here. Either that, or it was by pure coincidence.” Azure, the Blue Moon answered. “The White Rabbit has some frightening similarities to our enemies. Two of the Three Heads of Security were dragged down into one of the holes that had been randomly swallowing children. I witnessed both fight something extraordinary.”

Azure licked her lips, elaborating with: “I couldn’t even see what it was. Is that what we call the Aberrations of Elysia? If so, then I’m beginning to wonder if we survived because of their mercy, or if they’re specifically looking for something.”

“The two Moons were the only ones taken. So I’ve heard. The confirmation concerns me.” Descartes then peered into the bloody waters, staring at her reflection. “The Eye was among those taken. As was the Fang. But the Claw has remained untouched. Any abnormalities regarding the two?”

“The Eye suffered the most causalities by far, all by the doing of her hands.” Azure folded her arms. “My conclusion: the CognitO Filters were tampered with. The Fractured Nilhim’s appearance and the disappearance of the two is no coincidence. I’ve never watched someone rot away as quickly as Res.”

Descartes fell into deep thought all of a sudden. Azure noticed her sudden fixation with the color of the water and remained silent, daring not to interrupt her train of thought. Descartes, like Carpalis, was seen as a non-threatening Beholder.

However, it did not change that they possessed the physical might of one.

Suddenly, Black Wings began rushing along the canals. The sound of rustling equipment and the patters of small bodies emerged from behind a pillar, revealing a group of heavily armed, black-stranded healers.

Talons were cradled close, and a secondary miniature version was strapped to their waists. Their black uniform made it clear to the uninitiated that they were far from normal healers. The leader of the group, whose hair was cut short and carried a shortened version of the Standard Talon noticed the body and shouted:

“One body! Excuse us! If you’re not Atelier people, then you shouldn’t be here!” She also wore a peaked cap far too large for her head. It seemingly covered her eyes, but by some miracle she could still see clearly.

“It’s fine. We’re here temporarily.” Azure urged them to keep it down as she brought a finger to her lips, watching as they brought out a retractable shield made from composite metal.

It was this world’s equivalent to a riot shield, but it could be lengthened and used as a ladder. They were about to throw it across to create a bridge, but Azure soon announced:

“Don’t waste your time with a Syndicate corpse –”

“Yeah, we can see that they’re dead. Let us announce our own thing and get on our way.” The leader of the group couldn’t care less for what they had to say, crossing the canal, and marching their way past them. “If you have time, go send him to a Verdanian. They could use him as a fertilizer for crops. Syndicate bastard.”

“*Spits* I can’t wait to raid their base.” Another growled with excitement.

Azure could never get used to the polarizing nature of the healers. They were cute, cuddly, and adorable. Even she couldn’t say no to a healer’s honest request. But to see them like this caused her to grin to herself.

It only made them cuter in her eyes.

“Do you know why Res relies on the CognitO Filters?” Descartes suddenly asked, her voice nearly drowned by the passing Black Wings.

“No, I don’t. Even I find it odd for a Moon to limit their senses, never mind a Demi-Human.” Azure patiently spoke, her eyes moving to the red waters.

“You’re aware that unchosen Moons are destined to die in battle.”

“Glaringly.” Azure nodded, her hands curling into fists. “We’re constantly at risk of Corruption. That’s why Serum G was given to us. The more fortunate ones like me never needed an intervention. But that was because of special circumstances.”

“Res was included in that special program to become a Blue Moon. Of all the Moons she was at the highest risk of becoming a Corrupted. The color red was enough to nearly break her. Serum G was evidently not enough in their encounter against the Stuffed Teddy Bear.

She ended up refusing because we never included her sisters. At that time, we thought it was a shame, but it was what ultimately kept her sane for these past 30 years. Our Filters were an intervention, but also her one fatal flaw.”

Descartes explained in thorough detail.

“But evidently not risky enough for the Eclipses to take them out?” Azure was suspicious about the story, finding it odd that such high-risk Moons were left to run around in the Nexus.

Color suddenly left the Beholders eyes.

Descartes suddenly reminisced about her fateful meeting with a desperate Galia. It was the first time she had seen her make such a face. The stone-cold Descartes, who cared only to understand the mind, was left perplexed for the first time in her life.

Because Galia of all people had come to her asking for help like a mother seeking medicine for her children.

“An unlikely friend asked me for help in exchange for one small favor. That favor became a leash for a certain Star.”

She didn’t say much at all, and her tone evoked little other than disinterest. Yet Azure could only grin to herself, as if understanding her boss at a fundamental level.

“I always think that I’m lucky to be close to a Beholder like you.” Azure hummed as color returned to the eyes of the Beholder. “So, what do you need me to do?”

“Inform the Amalgam in my stead. The chances of the Fractured Nilhim using Res’ Atelier Item as a vessel is too high. In all likeliness, they were aiming to enter wherever the children ended up.” She answered, looking ahead at a winding path.

“Then what will you do?”

“Gather my thoughts. You know how I feel about the Amalgam. I dislike their approach because it makes no sense to me. I’m blamed for things I have not done. My efforts look like a sin in her eyes. Yet she has saved people from Corruption. I have not…”

There wasn’t an ounce of jealousy in her voice. She was just saddened that despite how long she had been in power, not once was she able to reverse the Corruption. To her, Frost was an anomaly that erased decades worth of effort, but even so, her ego stayed out of it.

“This not just for the triplet’s sake, but for my friend’s sake too. So – I hope she can also save that blind wolf from her hell. Get the Amalgam into the rabbit hole. We’re fighting against the clock… also, did you happen to come across a blonde-haired girl?”

“No, unfortunately. The Stars are desperately searching for her.”

“Report the site to the Amalgam when it’s found immediately. Act X predicts that the girl will become our first point of contact with the White Rabbit.”

            

    
        469. The Tears of a New Moon

    
    
    
    
                In contrast to the Beholders who were ignored by the populace, Frost was recognized no matter where she went. The mere pair of golden eyes and a black feathered coat was usually what convinced people of the fact.

However, the people of Greenbirth were shown another telltale sign of the Black Dove. Her presence was unlike any other. Even the Beholders could not draw as many eyes as she did. Stealth was but impossible for Frost. If she was an RPG character, then she would have zero in stealth and have her charisma stat maxed out.

Contrary to her overbearing presence, Frost wore a pleasant smile as she strode through the streets of the aftermath. The Dungeons had stopped appearing ever since the arrival of the Behemoth, and the remaining ones were already destroyed.

Right now, all she had to do was provide assurance to the lost, and her healing to the injured. Frost was accompanied by Jury and a brigade of Greater Healers. Further ahead and behind were the Black Wings. More than seventy scattered around H5, with seven acting as guards for the Greater Healers.

“Mister, it’s almost done. Please don’t move around so much.” A Greater Healer kindly asked a man with a lacerated arm, healing his wounds as people gathered around in awe.

Watching a healer at work was always fascinating.

“Hey, don’t ogle at them or you’re going to need a mortician instead of a healer to fix you up.” One of the Black Wings warned, as another pointed her gun at an injured Protectorate.

While Frost and the regular healers treated the civilians with kindness, the same could not be said about how the Black Wings treated the Atelier Personnel.

Loud burst of explosions broke out like an array of fireworks. Injured personnel were shot indiscriminately by a pale bullet, both healing them immediately but at the cost of causing a brief second of immense agony.

“Sorry friend, but you’re getting a healing bullet – and oh, she passed out.” A Black Wing scratched their head, watching a Public Defender collapse after a single shot.

“Maybe don’t aim for the head?” The one beside her advised.

“Something, something center mass. A healing bullet can kill someone if placed incorrectly.” Despite this, the Black Wing gave her partner the thumbs up. “But nice shot!”

“Aww~! Do you mean it?”

“Sorry Peace Flocks, but we ain’t got other methods.”

They casually shrugged off knocking out an Atelier Personnel. A healer no less. Suddenly, an old man fell to the ground clutching his chest before passing out.

“Hey! This one’s in the Healer’s Dilemma thing! A heart attack! You got the Shock Crystal!?”

“Right – HERE!” One piece of additional equipment found on the Black Wings was a Shock Crystal. Like the Fire and Water Crystals, it could discharge electricity only when brushed against fabric.

They were tiny, blue, uneven gemstones that worked on people with considerably low RESIST. The higher it was, the stronger the electric charge needed to be. Unfortunately, such a thing was unavailable to be produced at a large scale.

“STEP BACK! This is how it’s done, right! First time doing this on the field! Alright, break his ribs – I mean, do the compressions while I get this charged!”

“Right!”

“Here! Three, two, one – Let go! How did they say it? Clear? Clear!”

The old man’s heart was brought back to a stable rhythm as his breathing returned. He was still rendered unconscious, but the miracle of CPR and basic life support brought him back from what was once believed to be unhealable.

This further cemented their legitimacy in the eyes of the public.

Witnesses were left speechless by their crude but helpful attitude as people had to wonder if they really were healers or not. The Nex Megalopolis was attacked by fake healers during the last Atelier War, so there was another reason for the Black Wings to be feared.

But unlike last time, these healers were dressed in an easily indefinable uniform and from what gathered, were associated strongly with an entity called –

“Don’t approach them. You don’t recognize them, do you?” A Liquidator placed their hand on the shoulder of a Protectorate who was about to approach Frost.

He rolled his shoulder, briskly distancing himself from the mechanical monstrosity.

“That’s the Black Dove. What could else could you possibly know about them?”

“Black Dove only in name.” A Justicer interjected as he was greeted by Greater Healers and the Black Wings with elated smiles. “Internally, she is the Head of the Nexus. That Archetype is the one we all answer to. That person beside her is the new Beholder of Time Reverberation.”

“That’s a Beholder!? Here!? And that’s person is supposed to be the Head of the entire Nexus? Enough of your jokes! That… isn’t true, is it?” The same Protectorate exclaimed, his face turning pale in terror. His reaction was shared by many others. Beholders were seldomly, if ever seen on the field.

People immediately questioned if this was true. But at the same time, Justicers were bound by a blood-oath with Galia. They were incapable of uttering lies, less their tongues were to be ripped out.

“Times have changed. Dwarves don’t have particularly good eyesight. Did you see the Behemoth?” The Liquidator asked.

“It’s here?” The Protectorate was genuinely surprised to hear this.

“It is. And onboard are nearly all the Beholders of the Nexus.” The Justicer responded with great reverence. “Sharpen your conduct. They are likely watching.”

To begin with, many Atelier Personnel didn’t even know the faces of their own Beholders. Even to them they were worshiped as deities, so to see one in the flesh was surreal. The expected reality to warp, for the ground to break with every step or for the world to catch fire wherever Jury roamed.

But nothing of the sort happened.

If they didn’t know any better, then they would have believed her to be a mere bodyguard of the Head. There was just one question they had in mind. When one thought of the Head, they imagined a nightmarish entity, one that could not possibly walk among other. And yet the person who knelt to lower herself to the same level of the common folk was the Head.

“[Area Heal]. Are you ok? Please speak up and walk towards me or any of my healers if you’re injured!”

This is a good opportunity to farm some levels for it.


 

< Area Heal III >

< Replenish 350 HP to self and chosen targets within 15 meters. Minor wounds are healed instantly. Major wounds are only healed instantly if Area Heal replenishes more than 50% of a target’s HP. Lethal Wounds will begin the process of rapid granulation >

< Cost: 200 MP >


 

Area Heal was only useful on normal people unfortunately.

200 MP was a drop in the ocean for Frost who sported a whopping 180,000 MP, not to mention that her regeneration rate was 500 MP per minute. Healers heavily relied on mana potions. Greater Healers required them far less frequently as while their Mana capacity was not as large as most, their regeneration more than made up for it.

The lowest of the Greater Healers could restore 300 MP a minute. It didn’t seem much at all, but one had to remember just what kind of a monster Frost was. 300 MP easily meant that they could provide healing at least once a minute.

Frost used [Cleanse] as much as possible at the same time, removing blood and sterilizing wounds for a hopeful level up. All she needed was one more level to reach a Skill Mastery with [Cleanse], and she hoped it would allow her to remove unremovable Conditions like what Poena did back when they fought the Heart of Ours.

A crowd built up the closer they approached a site where plumes of smoke rose over the city.

“Pardon us.” Frost uttered and the sea of heads parted ways. They reacted on an instinctual level, her voice possessing a Pavlovian element. It caused one’s fight or flight response to flare up as she passed through with Jury by her side.

Her healers by now had dispersed, leaving only the two of them alone. They eventually reached the other side where a distant Ber was found with a winged arm impaled into the ground.

And in the next instant, the ground lifted as a shockwave ran throughout the city. A sudden burst of electrical power obliterated whatever was underneath as the air smelt of ozone. Ber’s eyes were glued to the ground as gore gushed from the ground like a geyser. When the crimson rain subsided, and as the red mist fizzled away, all that was left was a colossal sinkhole filled with churned innards.

“Good work, Ber.” Frost greeted pleasantly as Jury immediately created a miniature Isolation Sphere to hide their conversation. “We got here as fast as we could.”

“You say that, but didn’t you just stroll all the way here?” Ber wiped the blood away from her mouth, rushing towards Frost with widened eyes. “Never mind that – you’re finally here! It’s a big mess! No one can see the White Rabbit at all!”

“I know! Ber – before that, are you ok!?” Frost was more concerned about Ber for the moment now that her sisters had disappeared. She knew how close the triplets were, and how susceptible they were to breaking down whenever they were separated.

Ber however, shouted at the top of her lungs:

“We’ll get to them! No – you will! I’m not like the crybaby I was before! Trusting them right now is the least I can do! But that idiot Res still hasn’t… She still hasn’t changed!”

“What happened to Res!?” Jury questioned, holding onto Ber’s clawed hand as Frost took her winged arm to calm her down.

“You know both of them have already disappeared to wherever that White Rabbit’s taking the children to. I know they are not dead, because my blood would have reacted.” Ber briefly explained that her blood would have shocked her till unconscious if her Charged Blood Tether was severed.

As it turned out, that Ability transcended the physical realm. It was not just an ability that created an electric link between them but was a blood-link that reminded them that they were inseparable.

Ber’s fangs were bared for the world to see as an insurmountable pain washed over her body.

“That idiot doesn’t know that by pretending she’s fine, she’s still hurting people around her! So many already died because of her! She doesn’t know it, but she’s still just a child pretending to be an adult! That’s why those two morons were caught!”

Anguish filled her eyes, but even so, she did not break because she trusted her sisters more than anyone else in this world.

Yet not more than a certain Black Dove.

She was about to say something but was suddenly stopped by Frost who stared up at her with nothing but assurance. No. Beyond that was a rage that matched Ber’s.

“Don’t blame yourself for something you couldn’t do.” Frost spoke in a solemn tone. “The White Rabbit is an Aberration of Elysia. We’re certain of it. If they couldn’t deal with it, then it’s likely something none of us have ever faced before.”

“Cer and Res won’t go down so easily.” Jury added.

“I know Cer won’t. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was immune to the Corruption. Nah, she’d probably somehow break out of Corruption by herself. I don’t think she’s in trouble. But Res… Her CognitO Filters were failing, and the repairs weren’t until tomorrow. The fucking timing pisses me off!”

Ber was surrounded by flying sparks of electricity, a tear suddenly tumbling down her cheek.

“Res… is so stubborn. To the point where she can’t think about herself. I was wrong when I thought that she’d start to change but if anything, it’s only gotten worse! That Res… is suffering. Cer can be there for her but as long as I’m not there… then… then –!”

Frost wrapped her arms around Ber’s neck, drawing her into an embrace. Her motherly warmth caused Ber to whimper as she buried her face in her neck, calling out the names of her sisters.

“Leave their rescue to me. I won’t stop until they’re both back with us.” Frost tenderly spoke, her touch putting Ber’s heart to ease. It was always difficult to see someone like Ber cry. Even after overcoming their personal anguish, they still had the heart to weep for others.

“Hey… you three always referred to me as you mom. At the time, I didn’t know to feel about it. But after everything we’ve been through, I think I get it now. To me, you three might as well be my children.”

Frost then continued:

“So just like you, I want to get them back at any cost. Ber. Tell me. What happened to Res in the past?”

“… everything… I’ll tell you everything. You have to know. Because you’re the only one who can reach her…”

“Jury. We need to find where Alice was taken. Marionette said the gateway to meeting the White Rabbit is there.”

“I’m on it.” Jury said. But before she left, she said something in a soft voice. “Ber… Be ready to scold Res when she comes back. And be ready to give her lots of love. Res wouldn’t want to see you cry.”

“… You’re right. But at least… let me stay like this for a bit. Let an old wolf who never knew the warmth of a parent to borrow Frost.”

“Of course.” Jury patted Ber’s head.

            

    
        470. Alice In... ?

    
    
    
    
                “When you step into this world of wonderful wonders you’ll never want to leave.”


 

“In hell we live. As below, so is above. We can never escape it.”


 

Two voices spoke to Alice. Her mind drifted away absently as she was surrounded by an impenetrable darkness. Her body roamed an empty purgatory. The last thing she remembered was running away from a White Rabbit.

She did not chase after the creature as per Frost’s warning.

However, the White Rabbit instead followed her. She recalled running around the alleys of Greenbirth. Her breathing seized at the violent memory of losing her breath. Corner after corner, Alice cut wherever she could to escape the creature.

Her legs eventually led her to a memorial park. Tombstones surrounded a sole, ancient oak tree. Names of loved ones were etched across its bark. She tried to hide behind the tree, but upon reaching its base, a pair of hands wrapped around her eyes like a blindfold.

And before she knew it, darkness consumed her.

Air was not needed here, not that her mind understood why. No matter how hard she tried to move, her body would not respond.

The warmth of a hand cupped hers as she helplessly wandered the strange place, unable to speak or see a thing. Terror filled her heart for she knew that this warmth belonged to the fake White Rabbit, and not the real one who she believed was Jury.


 

“Nothing will hurt you here so long as you take my hand.”


 

“Hold onto the thread of hope and willingly wrap it around your eyes. You will see the things you want to see.”


 

The first voice belonged to the White Rabbit. It sounded just like a child, but there was an air of mystique to it. She knew the inflection of an adult, and this entity had it.

So why was their hand so small?

The second voice belonged to another woman. It was sultry, with every word spoken like a slow dance. They were tantalizingly playful, like that belonging to a cat. She heard hisses in between her sentences, feeling a warm breath wash over her ears.


 

“So follow me into the rabbit hole.”


 

“Join me through the reeds of illusions.”


 

Both tugged against her. The paranoid Alice didn’t know who they were, let alone why they wanted her. And so, just like the child she was, all she could think about was her mother.


 

“Into a place where dreams come to life.”


 

“There, you will find nothing but twisted aberrations of memories painted to hide the pain.”


 

The world turned into a well as she felt the wind blow against her back. But she did not fall. She gently glided down like a feather. The walls of the well were black, obsidian bright with a red, pulsating outline. They seemed to brim with an unconceivable power.


 

“Where you can find what was lost.”


 

“The husks of the dead will be drawn from repressed memories like puppets.”


 

Candy fell into the well beside her. Pieces of gum and tasty treats rained from the emptiness above. The candy was oddly icky, and when one splatted against her cheek, what she smelt wasn’t the sweet scent of a treat.

Rather, it was the bitter scent of metal.


 

“All for you to live in this beautiful world as the real you.”


 

“The idealization of oneself, created by a fabric drawn over one’s eyes.”


 

An image appeared in the back of her mind. It was that of an egg. But upon closer inspection, the egg was no more than a white tail curled into itself. Though no more than a figment of her imagination, the object resonated with her as her body succumbed to a tingly sensation.


“You’ll come, won’t you, Alice?”


 

“You’ll do it because I’ll help you.”


 

Pins and needles. She felt hands looming around her face even though she couldn’t see them, and she felt the fuzzy egg touch her bottom lip.


 

“Consume my tail –”


 

“Just take my hand –”


 

Suddenly, her voice returned as ice ran through her veins. She shut her eyes tightly, violently shook her head and screamed at the top of her lungs:

“GET AWAY FROM ME!”


 

“– Alice.”


 

“– My Alice.”


 

The gliding aura that surrounded her disappeared as did the voices, causing her to free fall hundreds of meters. She didn’t even recognize the danger she was in as her arms dangled in front of her, failing to bring them close to her chest.

By some miracle, she landed safely with a silent thud. For a moment, she wondered if she could survive a fall from the roof of her mother’s store. In world of logic, both falls would have killed her.

But here, logic did not seem to be in order.

Alice’s body seized as she found herself surrounded by shelves of books. In the center of it all was a simple table made from a leather unlike any other. Stuffed teddy bears sat along the seats, dripping with colorful liquid from their eyes as they smiled with exaggerated joy.

She jolted, now fully in control of her body as she roused, panting profusely. She clutched onto her knees, terrified of the unfamiliar space as she quickly recessed to the corner of the room, sobbing to herself.

“Mother… Mother… I’m sorry. *hic*. The White Rabbit caught me! I’m… I don’t know where I am anymore. This isn’t my home. This is… No… No…!”

Alice shuddered uncontrollably, speaking out loud to distract herself from reality. Soon, her trembling subsided, almost fading away when she whistled one of her mother’s tunes to herself.

A veil of ignorance was wrapped over her eyes, and she willingly gave into it. An unknown amount of time passed before she was able to muster the courage to stand. Her legs were still shaky, but she knew that she couldn’t stick around here forever.

“… why does it feel like I know this place? Ugh… A-Ara must also be worried about me. He came home drinking bottles of liquid bliss. I don’t want to see him so miserable like that again.”

Alice was not normally a talkative person. It took an incredible amount of time and trust before she could open up. Her mind wandered elsewhere to another room where she sat with Ara, asking her why she needed liquid bliss.

“A-Ara would always say that I’m not allowed to drink it. Mother would scold Ara every time he brought back such things. ‘What would a kid who lived with their eyes closed know about liquid bliss?’. Dummy. My eyes are always opened. What does that even mean?”

She argued with an invisible Ara, eventually laughing to herself as she explored the small, circular room. Her eyes wandered to a jar of marmalade, but unfortunately for her:

“Empty. There’s a ball inside.” The jar was larger than her head, and she struggled to reach it. She had to grab an old, rickety chair from the table. “Nnn. There! It looks like a worm is eating the ball. I wonder if this is a new kind of sweet.”

She put it back into the shelf and hopped back down. Her knees didn’t buckle, and neither did she feel the impact of her landing. Alice scratched her head, wondering why this place felt so familiar to her before suddenly –

“T-The White Rabbit!” She exclaimed, catching a glimpse of a white tail slipping between a gap in the shelves. It was invisible from her angle, and she instinctively pressed her back against the wall.

However, she suddenly phased right through, falling into a long corridor lined by doors. Terrified, she quickly tried opening each one to hide in as she heard the rustling of something approaching in the distance.

            

    
        471. Alice In Nightmareland

    
    
    
    
                The shadow of a man appeared, causing her heart to sink. Why was she so terrified of it? Alice did not know, and desperately tried every door possible until she came across a table that was not in the hallway before. Desperate, she ran towards it.

The table was made from glass. On it were a variety of items, but her anxiety caused her to focus on only a silver key. The sound of shackles and a whip caused her to seize up. The Pavlovian reaction nearly caused her to submit as she defensively held out her hands to protect her face, as if she was about to be struck.

“I-I’m fine. I’m fine. I have to run. I have to go. Open. Please… please open –!” The worked immediately on the first door, and she shoved herself through its wooden frame and carefully shut it.

She looked back at the door, walking backwards towards a curtain. Heavy footsteps passed as liquid oozed from underneath the door. Alice held the hems of her long dress up as if to not let it touch her.

The liquid smelled bitter, just like the liquid bliss that Ara drank used to drink himself to a weeping sleep. Glass shattered from outside and she clutched her ears, watching as the liquid turned into a smiling face as if to comfort her.

But all it did was terrify her even more.

“Nightmare. It’s a nightmare. I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to be in this place.” Alice reached for the curtains, expecting to find a window but to her shock: “A door? It’s so… tiny. Is it for mice?”

She constantly peered over her shoulders before lying down on the floor, dirtying her blue and white dress. Past the door was a garden. She was far too large to fit. She even tried reaching a hand through the door but to matter how hard she tried; the rest of her body couldn’t follow.

The warmth outside caused tears to fall down her cheeks.

Why was this all so familiar to her? It repeated in her head over and over before suddenly:

The sound of shattering wood caused her heart to sink so incomprehensibly deep that all thought disappeared from her mind.

“Breaking the doors… it’s breaking the doors…!” She whispered to herself, holding onto her mouth as she crawled towards the door, desperate to find a way out of this place. “The table. Something on the table has to help me. Someone is chasing me again. I don’t want to be chased.”

Alice heard the figure smash into yet another door. She needed to time it properly to snatch something useful before she could make her escape. But what could help her? She peered through a creak of the door, spotting the shattered table where broken tableware lay scattered on the floor.

There, she spotted a blue potion labeled ‘Drink Me’. It reminded her of a medicine she took because people thought she wasn’t…

… “Wasn’t what...?”

Alice didn’t remember why she took it aside from her headaches, but that didn’t matter now. She prepared herself to sneak out as soon as the next door was broken through. She held her breath and heard another door break, but she hesitated and clawed at the wooden door.

“I can’t… I can’t… I-I… C-Can I really do it? Mother… Ara… Help me. Someone. P-please –!”

Another door broke. The figure was close to reaching hers. Alice was on the verge of breaking down, before suddenly, she heard a voice whisper to her.


“Do you remember Dinah?”


 

“D-Dinah…? That was…”

Alice’s head throbbed. A powerful migraine overtook her as she tried to remember the name. Suddenly, she recalled something fluffy. Something long, warm, and would purr when scratched.

“… Dinah…?”

For some reason, this name gave her courage. On perhaps the final door before the figure would enter her room, she snuck out and collected the bottle. The broken glass didn’t make a sound, defying logic.

She downed the bottle without a thought and returned to the room, and much to her surprise, her body began to shrink until she was the size of the tiny door. She rushed towards it, barging through where she was greeted by the warm sun.

The horrors of the world behind her disappeared when she tripped on a blade of grass, finding that it had disappeared entirely. A mysterious world resembling one she was already so familiar with surrounded her in this strange place.

But she was not in the same beautiful garden she saw through the door.

Surrounding her were tall trees far too large for even a normal-sized Alice to wander through. Hanging from above were stuffed teddy bears on ropes, all waving down at her as candy dropped from their mouth and eyes.

“I’m free… but what… is this place? Am I inside of the forest with the big crawlies?” She wondered, unconvinced that the way forward was the correct choice.

Alice wept again, feeling powerless before she scolded herself to stop crying. Suddenly, she caught sight of a cake on top of an eight-legged table. It was a giant table, but just small enough for her to easily take the cake for her own.

“’Eat Me’… Will it help me again just like the potion? I think so. T-This place… maybe I’m being helped by someone. I don’t know…”

Despite her hesitation, she powered through and devoured the cake. It was a chocolate cake but did not taste like one. Rather, it tasted like something else entirely. A flavor that she could not put her finger on.

The texture on the other hand, was like that of coconut husk and crushed cherries. The table began to ooze with liquid chocolate. She was tempted to drink from it but wanted to see what effects the cake would have on her.

“A-Any time now…” Minutes passed but nothing happened. Deeper into the forest was what she could only describe as a nest of tables, each with a different number of legs. These tables moved, some violently charging into stuffed toys.

Many were dragged back into hollowed segments of the trees. Many strung-up toys had their bellies busted open, revealing the cotton filling. Sticks also dribbled out.

Suddenly, a warm, pale tail brushed against her chin as a voice spoke from above.


“Embrace the world you have always seen. Why are you so anxious?”


 

The White Rabbit spoke, but as soon as she turned around, the entity disappeared. Alice was confused. Was it not the White Rabbit who brought her here? The one who sent her to the lair of the scary figure?

Why would it ask such a thing?

Alice shivered. Not because she was frustrated or afraid, but because she felt a strange tingly course through her. Suddenly, she began to grow until she reached past the canopies. Up there, she was met with an endless forest where colorful birds flew above, and where the clouds were a soft shade of pink.

They made all sorts of faces, and she could have sworn that the sun even smiled at her.

And yet despite how pleasant everything appeared, she couldn’t help but to feel an overbearing sense of terror. It was not towards the world, but instead, towards herself.

“This… Who… Is this…?” She began to weep, depressed over her bodily transformation, dropping to her knees. Her shoulders toppled entire trees as the ground quaked. “Is this… how Ara felt… that day when he came back…? All those bottles…”

Alice felt like a stranger to herself, unable to shake the alien feeling away. Lakes were created by her falling tears. She kept comparing herself to Ara, who openly despised himself because of his unwanted changes.

“I don’t want to be like this! I don’t want to be big or small! I just want to be me! Who… am I right now!?” Alice began testing her knowledge to prove that she was ‘Alice’, reciting the names of family members.

However, the people she recited belonged to no one she recognized. Alice was shaken, the lake becoming an ocean.

“Th-That can’t… I’m not –! I’m Alice! I’m Alice!” She desperately tried to convince herself.

This place was no wonderland. The White Rabbit lied when it said it was a paradise. If anything, it was hell, but Alice still couldn’t understand this. She was only a child and was confused by everything around her.

She just wanted to go back to being Alice.

To being comfortable.

To be in control of what she sees.

Suddenly, her body began to shrink again. The more tears she shed, the faster her body shrunk. Soon, she was back to her normal size. That was until she shrunk further, and before she knew it, she found herself underwater.

When she swam back up to the top –

“Pwah! W-Where… Am I now…?”

– She found herself in the center of a great lake.

            

    
        472. A God of Cognition

    
    
    
    
                Alice had nowhere to go. The ocean stretched as far as the eye could see. The madness of the world’s logic nearly drowned her as she paddled herself to stay afloat. She quickly lay on her back and floated on the lake’s calm surface like a starfish, staring into an empty sky.

“I’m scared…” The only thing that could keep herself calm was her own voice. She divulged into imaginary conversations again. The scenery she experienced was all too familiar. The first she couldn’t put her finger on it, but the second was definitely from the Anid forest.

Alice didn’t know what the Anids looked like. She had seen them but it never registered in her mind. No matter how hard she tried to remember, her brain would throb and keep the memories locked away.

“The medicine helps me.” She echoed the words of someone she couldn’t remember. “… it helps me. It always helps me. Like Ara and her liquid bliss.”

Now that she realized it, the water was unnaturally blue. It looked just like the medicine she took for her headaches. She sipped on a bit and quickly spat it out.

“Salty! It tastes like tears!” This was because this lake was created by her tears, and she was drifted away by an invisible current.

Suddenly, the shadow of an approaching figure loomed over her. A person with an exaggeratedly large head with giant mouse ears emerged on a small boat. It was a man from what she could tell, and their body was thin as if they hadn’t eaten in months. He wore a perpetual smile, grinning with no lips like that of a character mascot.

He spoke in a foreign language. But she had heard of it before. It was the dialect of Grandis but spoken in a way that made it sound joyous and filled with excitement. She almost believed she had left the nightmare now, happy to see a face just as happy as her own.

“I’m… I’m Alice! Do you know how I can get out of here?” The mouse-man seemed to understand her but could not properly speak back. “You can’t understand me?”

He suddenly began to write in the air. Words written in red floated above his head, his teeth chattering like that of a nutcracker doll.

“Be not afraid.” It wrote as she heard whispers from all around her.

While the past two memories were likely those of her own, this was not. The Mouse invited her on board. With no other choice, she accepted and took his hand. He handed her a red towel before he began to row the boat in a seemingly random direction.


“It all began with Cognition.”


 

The voices eventually became a unified whisper belonging to the White Rabbit. She didn’t know if it was speaking to her directly, or to someone else. A thick fog rolled in from seemingly nowhere, causing the Mouse to pull out a lantern made from the head of a smiling eaglet.

It warded the fog as her head began to ache. The fog seemed to be the source of the whispers. It was an entity. One that attempted to devour the boat. The lantern was the only thing keeping them safe as the Mouse stared absently at her with its giant, black eyes.

“Do not listen to the voice.” He warned in writing. “The owner of this reality speaks to all.”


“Because she has been seeking for someone to answer her curiosities.”


The other voice from before interjected, causing Alice to look all around her. This person must have been close if they were able to see the man’s writings.


 

“Thought propagated from the rivers of the Miracle of Cognition – The Source. Where creation streamed and flowed to all edges of existence.”


 

Alice had no idea what the White Rabbit was talking about. Creation? Cognition? Existence? She was overwhelmed with it. A mere child could not begin to comprehend things, nor were they expected to be exposed to it. Of all the things her imagination hid from her mind, this was not one of them.

It was the rawest piece of information she was ever given, and her vivid imagination caused her mind to swirl.


 

“Humanity struggled to grasp them.”


 

“You don’t need to listen to this. This does not concern you, Alice. The White Rabbit speaks to someone from the Outside.”


 

“My head… It hurts so much…” She whined. The Mouse paid no attention to her, only smiling at her agony as he began to pat a red, colorful hammer that looked like it couldn’t harm a soul.


 

“There was no logic involved with its mechanism. It always has, always been and always will. From its river’s creation began, and its children drank from the same rivers, strands, and wings; bearing the gift of cognition, conception and wonders born from fleeting Stars and Glimmers.”


 

“Just like this weird world… It makes no sense. No logic.” Alice said, causing the Mouse to turn his head with an audible creak. “Can I ask you what this world is supposed to be? I don’t want to stay here anymore.”

“You’re a denizen now.” It wrote. “No logic applies. For instance, my absence is missed by those I’ve turned into lanterns. How can that be so?”

“… Are they ghosts?” Alice groaned, seeing the silhouette of an island behind the man.

He didn’t say anything more. Instead, he slowly revealed the plush heads of multiple animals that were turned into funny lanterns.

The head of a dodo, a duck, and finally, a lory.

“They don’t want me to leave. We’re together forever…” Each head had a strange dent on the side of it, right near the eye. Alice’s blood chilled, yet she did not know why. All she knew was that this man was probably not as friendly as he appeared.

She knew that as soon as they reached the shore, she’d have to run as far as she could.


“Yet humanity was unsatisfied with only existing. It was not enough that they could deform themselves into beings no longer resembling those of humans. Miracles were used to create profits. To sate avarice and gluttony.”


 

“Are you afraid?” The Mouse asked, cocking his head to the side eerily.

“N-No! I’m… I’m just –!”

“Medicine.” He suddenly wrote, grabbing the handle of his hammer as they neared the shore. “The doctor said its your turn. Alice. Why has it healed?”

He reached for the same spot on the heads of the lanterns on hers, finding that she no longer had a wound hidden beneath her hair.

“Do you want to make everyone angry again? We have to punish you again.”


 

“So they created the Miracle Catcher. No longer sated with miracles from the rivers, they sought to reach into The Source.”


 

Alice rocked the boat as soon as the man stood, knocking the lanters into the water. A hideous, inconsolable wail sounded from within the Mouse-head as he reached into the water, desperate to grasp them. Alice pushed herself as far away from him as possible, shivering in terror as the fog quickly surrounded them.

He luckily caught the dodo’s head and held it high like a trophy.


 

“And from it, they acquired a speck of light.”


 

He placed it down and took hold of his hammer again, the fog growling in anger for they had nearly reached them. The shore was only meters away now. But still too far for Alice to jump towards.

Waves rocked the boat, the tempest matching the rhythm of her heart as she stared at the plush hammer, knowing well that it would hurt.


 

“The last star in a world devoid of stars, all from their own doing.”


 

The words then appeared beneath the man’s face:

“You ate it didn’t you? You ate the king’s –”

Suddenly, just as she blinked, the Mouse’s head disappeared. His body flopped lifelessly in front of her, revealing a black-haired girl with cat-ears.

“A-Are you okay! I’m Revy! I’m a good person! You can trust me!” Her face was bloodstained, and in her hand was a garden scythe. As heroic as she seemed, the self-proclaimed Revy trembled and held tears in her eyes. “Come on! Quickly! This place isn’t what it seems!”

She took Alice’s hand and dragged her off the boat just as they heard the pattering of many footsteps approaching from the surrounding fog which now rolled onto the sandy shore.


 

“And from the apple that was eaten, a God of Cognition was born.”

            

    
        473. Burning Memories

    
    
    
    
                “This place isn’t showing you what it really is!” Revy shouted as the footsteps grew tenfold.

She dragged Alice by the hand through a field of colorful reeds. The haze became unbearably thick, clouding the girl’s eyes. Luckily for her, Revy had the keen senses of a feline, expertly weaving her way through the field until they arrived at a large, wooden house.

It was spotless and appeared newly built. Surrounding it were similar homes, but nowhere near in the same condition as it. A red river colored brightly like candy flowed between, and a forest could be seen in the distance. The smoke came from its direction.

“Inside!” Revy exclaimed, barging through before barricading the door with whatever furniture she found. “… There’s so many bodies in this place too.” She grumbled, staring at the many stuffed animals around.

Alice was confused.

“Bodies?”

“I… It’s better if I stop talking. Look. J-Just stick with me.” Revy had a strange, red card on her body.

It was the same card that was used to dispel illusions by the Golden Index. The item worked even in this place much to Revy’s surprise, although a part of her wished she remained as ignorant as Alice. However, it was not like she wasn’t used to the sight.

Alice on the other hand? It was better to spare her from the horrors.

“All this world shifting reminds me of a dream or a fairytale. I can’t tell if this is real anymore.” Alice trembled, no longer able to separate the two.

“This world isn’t real. It’s a place with a bunch of evil monsters wanting to eat us.” Revy said plainly, hearing the footsteps outside. She took Alice to move towards the top floor, where a balcony overlooked the foyer.

She peered out from the window, her ears flattened to not give herself away. Before that, she ensured that they were swathed in darkness. A mob carrying torches entered the village. Unlike the usual stuffed toys or those with giant animal heads, they were regular humans.

Alice saw the same thing, but the torches were giant sticks of glowing ice cream. They all wore dull, faceless masks. In their pockets was a scroll with many names, all guilty of one sin.

Revy’s heart wrenched at the sight; her eyes widening as she recognized them.

“… The 3rd Order… How does this place… Isn’t this place…?”

Revy had a stroke of realization as Alice remained ignorant to the cruel reality before them. This place, just like Alice, was too familiar for her to call a coincidence. Seeing the torches they carried, she quickly turned to Alice.

“Don’t go anywhere. I’m going to deal with them.”

“You’re going to go!?” Alice clutched onto her sleeves, paining Revy.

Long ago, Revy had a little brother before she was taken away.

In fact…

… this place was a recreation of that exact same moment.

“They’re not going to leave us alone. Those people… will do anything they can to ruin your life.” Revy couldn’t tell what face she was making right now.

All she knew was that Alice shut her mouth, her eyes wide with fear. Bloodlust filled the timid Revy. A hand clutched onto the red card as she bit her bottom lip.

“I wanted to forget it too. And this place tried to show me it like it was just a joke. I-I’ll… be back. I promise!”

Alice was reluctant, but she agreed. There was nothing she could do to say otherwise. She didn’t even feel like the girl was talking to her specifically, but to someone else. Revy armed herself with nothing but a short garden scythe and retreated through another window.

Alice quietly peered over the edge, muttering “I’m alone again…” as she watched Revy stalk the men and women through the reeds, dragging them one by one where she –

“Huh!?” She cried out in surprise.

– A pair of hands hid the bloodshed from her.


“Why do you resist it, Alice? You are afraid of it, so why do you look so intently?”


 

“No. Why are you showing me this!?” Alice responded, trying to pry the hands away from her face but to no avail. “Let go! Let me go! You’re a hypocrite!”


“Yet these depictions belong to you.”


 

“What do you want!? I didn’t do anything wrong to you or anyone!”


“Because you are perfect. You conveniently paint the world as you see fit to hide the real colors. This wonderful world will do it for you. No one will hurt you here.”


 

“Lies! I was… I was nearly hit with a hammer!”


 

“No. You were already hit with that hammer.”


 

“… huh…?”

Something trickled down the side of her head. She touched it and found a large gash. Her attempts became desperate now as she tried clawing herself free. The smell of smoke grew stronger, and she began to hear the voices outside.

“You’re the one who ate the apple!”

“Look at her hair!”

“She’s not even the daughter of that woman!”

“You’re a bastard child of that traitor!”

The illusion was dispelled, and Alice nearly broke down. Her tears couldn’t fall, accumulating in the palm of the White Rabbit who breathed into her ear, sweetly uttering:


“I can keep the illusions alive forever.”


 

“You will never have to hear them again.”


 

“All you have to do is listen to my voice. It is better for you that way. Because you cannot even rely on yourself.”


 

“NEVER!” With one final attempt, Alice managed to break free, suddenly tumbling down the full flight of stairs. Her body lay limp on the foray as smoke rose to the ceiling. Heat surrounded her, and she began to drag herself along the floors.

Broken glass littered the ground. Torn papers of precious memories were burned in a growing fire that consumed the front doors, trapping her inside.

“… People blamed me for something I didn’t do. I’m mother’s child. I know I am…” She whimpered. “… I have dad’s hair. That’s why our hair is so different… I didn’t do anything wrong…”

Pieces of memories returned to her. Her head ached like never before. Clarity filled her mind despite how dazed she was. The darkness in the corner of her eyes threatened to claim her as Alice looked absently at the flames, croaking with tears in her eyes.

“… so why did everyone hate me?”

Like the healers, people with blonde hair were heavily targeted by people in Grandis. Even following the fall of Paradise, groups of the 13th Order and the Kingdom of Puritas continued their hunt for the one who devoured the apple.

Alice’s was one of those people. It was fragment of her past she would rather keep buried and pretend that didn’t exist. The White Rabbit forced it to resurface, and then offered to hide it again.

“I was already ok being blind. Because I can’t do anything.” Alice lamented, her vision about to succumb to darkness.

Suddenly, a voice called to her as hands urgently cradled her.

“KID!” Revy shouted. “Thank goodness!”

She was genuinely thankful to see her alive. Even though they only knew each other by mere circumstances, this person was warmer to Alice than nearly everyone else in her life.

“You’re a kid too… dummy.” Alice groaned.

“Who… How did… Hold on. I’m with you! I… don’t know how to help your bleeding, but I’ll do my best! First we gotta get out of here! The 3rd Order…”

“… Is this your memory?” Alice wondered, seeing something dangle from Revy’s waist.

Items like a comb, hairclip and glasses were kept close to her. They were mementos belonging to her long lost family. Revy didn’t know it herself, but she was mentally strong. Alice saw the determination and despair in her eyes, and yet Revy stood defiantly in the face of her worst memory.

“… it is. This is my fault. All of it. I’m sorry.”

“… Hero…”

“Huh?”

“Hero.” Alice affirmed with a soft smile.

Revy could only smile in response as she carried Alice. Revy wasn’t that much bigger than her, nor older for that matter. But she was incredibly strong.

“Moon.” She thought about the triplets and Ignis. Revy was surprised she knew she was a Moon, but she didn’t want Alice to waste her breath and nodded with affection.

“Yep. The First Aspiring Moon of the Amalgam.” She said, bringing her away to safety. The two went on foot to escape the burning village. Alice could only watch as everything burned down.

The illusion was still ever present. But it was also equally as visceral as reality itself. Her thoughts were still clouded, and Alice had to wonder if there was a meaning behind all of this.

Would a drink fix this all? She wondered about that.

Perhaps drinking things to drown one’s sorrow was not the best course of action after all.

            

    
        474. The Blue Caterpillar

    
    
    
    
                Revy did not stop. The burning reeds turned to a field of wheat before becoming trees. Deeper within the trees grew to an abnormal level. Even the giant trees of Grandis paled in comparison to the ones surrounding them.

Giant mushrooms sprouted from the ground in clusters. A second forest of fungi extended before them. Here, stuffed toys were seen huddled around the base of mushrooms, their bodies half-integrated into it. Vile tendrils took root into their bodies, forever anchoring them in place.

“We’re in a new area.” Revy noted quietly. “The mushrooms look dangerous. I don’t remember meeting the Mycelli. What about you?”

“Mushrooms? Neither.” Alice said. “It’s pretty.”

“What do you see instead of mushrooms?”

“Giant umbrellas. It’s raining.” What Alice saw was entirely different.

“… no wonder people are gathered underneath it.” Revy solemnly lamented, paying her respects to the deceased. Strangely enough, most bodies did not belong to children. Rather, Revy didn’t think that the corpses belonged to people that were taken here but were derived from twisted memories instead.

During her fight she saw the bodies of old friends scattered around the village. There was no way that they were taken here. So, she had to wonder whose memories were causing these stuffed toys to appear everywhere.

The stuffed toys were arranged in many different positions and took upon a large variety of forms. From animals to monster, from the small to the large, there were no two same stuffed toys in sight.

The ground became narrow as they entered a thicket where skinny mushrooms served as trees, with vibrating tendrils reacting to every sound. A single exhale was enough to stimulate them. Revy moved with caution as she kept Alice held in her arms.

Serum S gave her unnatural strength, and the unique ability to read the status of the entities surrounding them.
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The things in this world were weak. They were only truly dangerous to people that couldn’t lift a knife. Revy was shocked to find this. She thought that the reason why she slaughtered the enemies and broke through the walls of the house was because of her strength, when it’s true, it was just that everything in this world was artificial.

The strength fluctuated, however. Some things were far more powerful than others. She theorized that their strength was associated with how much the memory resonated with a person.

“Maybe even affecting prevalence.”

“Hmm?”

“Uh… Nothing. I’m talking to myself.”

“You can talk to me.” Alice kindly hummed, reminding Revy of her presence.

“Y-Yeah.” She relayed her train of thought to Alice, and the girl also dabbled in deep thought as they wandered on a path, driven only by necessity. “I’m thinking that it takes children because they can’t fight back. But even then, it’s weird. Er… I-I’m not really good with my thoughts. Anyone could think of a better reason than me… W-Well…”

Revy looked down at the injured Alice, whose head and hands had cuts all over.

“… Maybe my problem is that I’m looking for logic in a place where it doesn’t exist.”


“In truth, the White Rabbit does not seek to harm.”


 

“Lies…” Alice hissed, causing Revy to wryly smile. “S-Sorry! Not you! I mean the voice in my head!”

“Ahaha. Don’t worry about it. Haha…” Her shoulders slumped as her ears collapsed.

“This is an evil place.” Alice affirmed. “It makes people go crazy.”

“That explains the voices in your head.”

“No, not that.” Alice gripped Revy’s shirt as they stopped by the entrance of a cave. “The voices… it belongs to the White Rabbit and someone else.”

“Is… that right? Ask it what it wants from us.” Revy wore a serious face all of a sudden. “Ask it why it’s doing this! Ask that rabbit what it’s trying to get out of –!”

Suddenly, before Revy could finish, a voice originating from within the cave spoke.

“You first must answer this: Who are you?”


* * *


Alice couldn’t think of a response. The cave within was warm, and along, blue caterpillar could be seen munching from a pink cupcake. They were captivated by the creature, and their bodies were commanded to approach it.

It was twice their size, with many tiny, stubby hands wriggling individually like a colony of worms. It sat on a giant slab of stone, where a pile of cupcakes was piled next to it. But what shocked them the most was not this talking insect, but the fact that its face looked like a certain person.

“… Blue Caterpillar.”

“Agate…?”

Alice and Revy respectively spoke, causing the entity to frown.
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“My name is not as such. I asked for who you were.”

“… Me?” Alice pointed to herself. “I’m…”

Something was wrong. While Revy was able to answer immediately, Alice couldn’t say her name out loud. Her bodily changes had left her confused on who she currently was. The dried blood and cuts on her hands did not help remind her either.

“Alice.” It answered for her. “You must be confused about yourself.”

Shocked, Alice nonverbally asked Revy to place her down. With some hesitance, she allowed her to stand on her two feet as she wondered how the Blue Caterpillar was able to know what she was thinking.

“I know as if you had asked aloud.” It answered again. Alice’s thoughts were no longer those of her own, terrifying her immensely. “But we are both the same. Confused in a body pre-metamorphosis. This place is not what you think.”

“Is that supposed to be a riddle?” Revy asked but was ignored entirely by the Blue Caterpillar who spoke again in a drawn out, authoritative voice:

“The silk we spin creates a cocoon of the world around us. But the last thing we think of is always the perception of ourselves. Identity broken. Illusions become a crude splint to maintain who we are, and why we are here.”

Progress wasn’t made even when faced with a denizen of this wonderland that could speak. It replied only in cryptic, carefully woven language that while aimed to dispel her confusion, only cast her further into the deep end.

            

    
        475. The Cheshire Cat

    
    
    
    
                “Then do you know who you are?” Alice asked.

The Blue Caterpillar took another bite from the cupcake, mentioning:

“I don’t particularly like cupcakes. But the illusion I have taken form of desires it. We are all protagonists of our own tale, but we often seek to change the world but never consider ourselves.”

“… because we didn’t do anything wrong.” Alice answered. “Why do we have to pretend to change?”

“Because time stops for no one. but in this world of merged past, present and future, the world shall stop for your guilty leisure. In here, it is a capsule of combined memories and fragrant imagination.” The Blue Caterpillar stirred curiosity in them both as they wondered whose memory did it belonged to.

It was likely theirs since they remembered the face, but its mannerism was unlike that of Agate. Suddenly, it pointed in a random direction with all its many hands.

“Realizing oneself is futile. We have many colors to paint what we wish over us before the rain washes it away. You should meet with the Cat. It seeks you, and so, you must seek them.”

“A Cat?” Alice looked up at Revy who shrugged in response.

“A cat with the broad grin. It is one of the denizens of this place.”


“One of the first may I add.”


 

“The one speaking to me…?” Alice was shocked.


“Correct.”


 

“Will you help us find the way out?”


“I can help you. Because it is what I owe to you.”


 

“You owe me?”


“I see. You don’t remember me.”


 

Suddenly, just as Alice was about to speak, the Blue Caterpillar pointed at the entrance. The world shifted immediately, returning them to the wheatfields. The yellow crops were greener here, and a vast, grassy plain could be seen in the distance.

A barrier seemed to separate their two worlds apart. The other side seemed so much brighter. The skies were dark, and countless stars shone in that place’s night sky. But it glowed a dangerous red, like a great flame was burning everything there.

“So this is what your side of the story looks like.” A voice spoke from in front of them. Their eyes shifted downwards where they saw a purple-furred cat-woman, whose paws and feet were that of giant cat mittens.

Unlike Demi-humans who only had ears and tails, she had fur in various places around her body, including her chest and pelvis which acted as clothing. The cat woman’s grin was broad as the Blue Caterpillar described, if not wider. The mischievous smile was familiar to Alice as she watched the cat woman carefully approached them.

“One side deals with teddy bears, and another deals with a weird wonderland with a queen of hatred. It’s always shifting one way or another.” She spoke with a giddy, exuberant tone that Alice instantly adored, whereas Revy found slightly annoying. “I’ve never seen one side leak to another. It’s dangerous over there, so let’s focus on your story! Cheshire Cat here! Happy to make your acquaintance~!”

“Dangerous? There?” Revy wanted answers, not more questions. “… you look dangerous. Alice. Stay close.”

“How do I put it? I know! Hehehehe~! Let’s just say that someone’s going through the ‘trial’. You’ll have to do it too, Alice. I’m surprised you passed, my fellow kitty!” She took Revy’s hands into hers, shaking them wildly before Revy claimed them back.

“Answers!”

“I’m just saying what I’m supposed to. It’s not like I understand it myself.” The Cheshire Cat wracked her head in mock pain before suddenly picking her ear with a pinky. “No point in finding reason in madness. To question it makes you both mad in comparison. This is the kind of world where you go along with its whims, or it’ll seriously hurt you.”

“So. Let’s start from the top! I’m the Cheshire Cat! You’re the… half-cat? And this one’s the girl that ate the apple!”

“NO!” Alice shouted, as Revy simultaneously growled:

“Alice, I’m going to fight this one!”

“Alright, alright! Geez. Cat got your tongue – Ok! I’m kidding! It’s… Alice and Revy. I can help you both escape!”

“HOW!?” They both cried.

“It’s easy! Completing Alice’s trial since this portion of the Escape is governed by Her’s truly. The White Rabbit is a weird person. I’m just thankful that I’m not dead yet!” The Cheshire Cat giggled, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement.

“… I don’t get it?” Alice blankly blinked.

“You’ll get it eventually! I’m here to help! Think of me as a guide! Or the anti-White Rabbit bodyguard! Inevitable self-destruction? Grasping onto the strands of futile hope while simmering in despair? Not while I’m around!” She beamed.

Revy’s eyes narrowed as she pulled Alice aside.

“One second, Alice. I don’t trust this thing.”

“Neither. But she smells familiar.”

They both looked back at the Cheshire Cat who swatted at a low-hanging strand of wheat. Her mouth went from a grin to a cute ‘w’ shape if that made any sense. Upon hearing Alice’s words, her ears perked up as she looked over at them with adorable eyes.

“Awww~!” The Cheshire Cat purred.

“It’s a terrible smell.” Alice coldly remarked.

“Ahh…” Her ears then collapsed.
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“Hardly a bodyguard.” Revy was suspicious of the creature. “What are you really after!?”

“Like I said, I owe it to Alice.” The Cheshire Cat assured.

“Owe what?” Revy desperately needed answers. Unfortunately for her:

“… I can’t say. Because I want Alice to figure that out on her own. I’m sorry. But it is what it is. I’m your best shot at navigating through this place. It shifts on its own, but I know all the shortcuts and how to get around. So –!”

She spat in one of her hands, holding it out for a handshake.

“– Partners!?”

“… Lead the way. If you get any funny ideas, then it’s off with your head.”

“Ahahaha. Like I haven’t been threatened with that before.” The Cheshire Cat giggled.

An unlikely friendship was born. It was impossible to tell if they were Corrupted or not. Revy knew enough about the Corrupted that they weren’t exactly capable of holding a conversation like her or the Blue Caterpillar. Still, that didn’t excuse them from being dangerous.

It was a shame that they didn’t have any other choice.

The Cheshire Cat threw a fist into the air before pointing in an arbitrary direction. Then, with a voice as bright as the colors in the other world behind her, she announced:

“Towards the last tea party!”

            

    
        476. Have You Heard of The Tale of The White Forest?

    
    
    
    
                The Cheshire Cat led the two down a stream where giant fish-mascots littered its clear waters. They were anchored to the bottom of the streams, with many being dragged along the sediment by a powerful, invisible undercurrent.

Alice had heard that one had to be wary of still rivers. The largest river that cut through western Grandis, beginning from the heights of Mount Saris was the Still Brook. Despite its unthreatening name and the maximum width of the river being no more than half a meter, it had claimed countless lives.

Looking further down into the river beside them, they could see various complex tunnels that littered the undercut. This meant that what they walked on wasn’t stable ground, but rather a deadly platform.

Stuffed toy-people wandered to the river for a drink. Where half was swallowed by the river, the other underwent a gruesome transformation. The cotton within burst from all orifices as Alice watched with wide eyes, all the while Revy held her mouth to stop herself from emptying her stomach.

“Does this have something to do with the river the White Rabbit was talking about earlier?” Revy croaked.

“I don’t personally know about it.” The Cheshire Cat said, walking dangerously close to the edge of the stream. “There are features of the Escape that are permanent. These rivers for example.”

She explained further that its existence was linked strongly with the White Rabbit’s personal memories. And despite the White Rabbit being the sole authority in this world, she also plays by the same rules. Her memories were also twisted and repainted in a way where the truth would be obscured.

The card that Revy carried could not completely dispel what the river truly was, because the White Rabbit herself according to the Cheshire Cat had never seen it herself. Yet she was knowledgeable in many things despite having virtually zero experience.

“The egg is the world.” The Cheshire Cat concluded. “Does the unhatched see the dark or do they see something else? When they escape, unready for the world beyond, they’ll seek to crawl back into the egg only to find it broken.”

“So they create an illusionary egg. That egg becomes their world.” Revy was in tune with the Cheshire Cat, whereas Alice could not follow a single word.

Suddenly, as Alice tried to figure out what she was trying to convey, a fuzzy hand fell onto her head.

“Don’t worry about it.” The Cheshire Cat comforted Alice. “We’re almost there. See that big tree?”

“The one that’s glowing…?” Alice pointed up at a beautiful, leafless oak tree that pierced the skies. It was like looking at a different form of the Nexus, save that this was rooted into the ground.

A white forest surrounded it. The trees were beautiful, their leaves sparkling with magic. They must have looked like stars from far away, and here it looked like a winter wonderland. The grass was also white, and a snow-like powder began to cover the ground.

They trudged forward, wondering what was ahead. As soon as they set foot into the mouth of the white forest, the White Rabbit spoke to them again.


“Have you heard of the tale of the White Forest?”


 

“It was separate from the Garden of Paradise. Both sprung to life from the presence of the ‘Captured Star’ – the First Miracle of Cognition. The progenitor of the Twelve that came thereafter.”


 

White-haired children emerged from behind the trees. Their eyes were golden and filled with innocence. Their faces were all the same, with the only physical variations being their size, skin color and hair.

They watched them venture deeper into the forest with cat-like curiosity. Words left their mouth, but it was from a language long lost to time. Ticking could be heard from deeper within. When the ticking became loud enough, the Angels shivered as they retreated, peering from treetops as others huddled together, their tiny tails digging tiny fox holes to hide in.


“A pillar that connected the The Source with the world rose that day. There, Angels were born from the White Forest unconditionally. Both in that Garden, and beyond the walls of our enclosed bastion of civilization.”


 

“We were allowed to live freely.”


 

“So long as we respected the Laws of the birdcage.”


 

“Who decided on those Laws…?”


 

The forest turned black. The skies disappeared, and the pale tree far above glowed with an ominous black. The Angels withered away as each ticking created a shockwave originating from the base of the tree. A figure could be seen stalking the forest, prompting the group to hurry.

Alice could have sworn she spotted a miserable version of Jury, her body demented as she wore blackened feathers.


“I dare not to speak her name.”


 

“Because even now, I’m afraid of being thrown back into that dark birdcage.”


 

There was on Angel that was spared. They were dragged by the hair from the demented Jury towards a black egg that was held by two dilapidated towers. That Angel that was being dragged had dark skin, much like the White Rabbit, Jury, and the Demented Jury.

The towers disappeared. No. More accurately, they had fallen.

Sitting atop the length of the fallen, overgrown structures were many beings conducting a tea party. In the center of them all was a woman who was obviously the leader of the group, judging by her many tails that wrapped their tea party up like a giant scarf.

“We’re here. This is one of the permanent places I was talking about. It looks like it’s been altered for yours truly.” The Cheshire Cat displayed utmost caution here, frightening Alice as Revy silently gulped.

They were noticed by all seventeen figures of the tea party, six of which were obviously Angels. Alice did not know how she knew they were Angels, or that the white-haired beings from the forest were as well. It was knowledge with no origin, implied by an incomprehensible power.

“Who are those people supposed to be?” Revy went to check their stats, but to her shock –


//////// < EXTREME WARNING > ////////


 

< You do not have the authority to view this >

            

    
        477. Perpetual Tea Time

    
    
    
    
                Revy was shocked. Nav was not able to communicate with her, so who did this prompt belong to? It was the first time she had seen such a thing as well.

Cold knives ran along her back as she heeded the warning, noticing that some of the figures looked awfully familiar to her.

“That looks like the mister Beholder Carpalis always speaks to.” She pointed her nose at a faceless man dressed in a golden suit.

In fact, none of the people at the tea party had a face. A mysterious, black fog wiped it away like it was a bad memory. The members ceased immediately, freezing like statues. Even the tea being poured from the tea pot had its time stopped.

Yet words were spoken to one another as the group climbed up the half-sunken tower. The moment they stood at the end of the long table, the figure with the many tails asked them a riddle.

“Why do birds fly?”

“U-Um…”

“Because they have wings?” Revy answered, and the Cheshire Cat said: “Because they want to. But enough about that. She’s part of the trial here, so don’t scare her!”

“Answer.” Another figure with short, red hair urged. “Or I’ll break you in half.”

“I-I don’t know. Because they can? Is it correct?” Alice shivered.

“Why are you asking me?” The many-tailed figure said, shrugging haughtily. “I’m asking you for the answer because we don’t know it.”

“… Such stupid logic.” Alice’s words came naturally to her, frustrated by the reveal.

“They’re supposed to help us, right?” Revy raised a brow.

“I’m sure they will. This… is melding of the White Rabbit’s imagination and yours, Alice. They’ll be helpful just like the Blue Caterpillar.” The Cheshire Cat assured as they felt the antagonizing glares from all seventeen figures. “So –!”

Suddenly, before she could even finish speaking, all three of them were magnetized to a chair. The pale tails strapped them to their chairs, coiling around them like a serpent. Their mouths were sealed shut as they quickly realized the danger they had willingly walked into.

“Mmmmph!?” Revy’s garden scythe dug into her shoulder.


“Sorry. I may have miscalculated.”


 

“It looks like the White Rabbit is angry right now.”


 

The situation became desperate as all Alice could do was watch as the faceless, white-haired woman with the tails stand from her seat. She slowly brought Alice onto the table as the others pulled out silverware and tied blood-stained bibs around their necks.

“Let me tell you the story of the traitor who ate the apple. We tried to murder time to cease the nonsensical loops. But what can Angels do to someone who has ascended to Godhood?”

The person who spoke was none other than the White Rabbit. She puppeted this person’s body, yet at the same time, it felt like the contents of her words also belonged to someone else.

Someone unimaginably powerful.

“Our failures locked us in this perpetual final supper. Her gluttony became the source of our misery. With each loop we go through, our rationality descends lower to the ground. And how time crushed our conviction. To isolation we sent her, as she had done to me for thousands of loops.”

Alice’s body was unraveled. But she was too afraid to move an inch. She stood atop a silver platter where golden apples sat around the rims.

“On that day, the Chief Angel who came from the forest beyond the cesspool of civilization, and from the threshold where the river of creation met with our reality, she asked me but one question.”

The entire Wonderland began to shake. Knives and forks were held, ready to dig in to devour Alice. The Cheshire Cat tried to claw her way free but to no avail, her eyes widening as she tried to apologies to Alice.

She could not have seen this coming, because she had never seen anything like this before.

Suddenly, a pair of golden eyes broke through the black smoke that covered the woman’s face. All seventeen figures spoke simultaneously as a demonic reverberation accompanied their unholy choir.


“Why do birds fly?”


 

“We fly because we do not have wings. We must find them. Create them. Even if it means to drown ourselves with illusions of cope. To become ideal.”


 

“Only the Captured Star can understand…”


 

“And yet… They don’t remember anything at all.”


 

“I, all alone, carry the memories of thousands of ‘me’, tortured by the Original to keep the City running in place of the Captured Star.”


 

“Her gluttony punished me. My sin was my existence.”


“My cause is persistence.”


 

“Your sin… is ‘Original’.”


 

“As is all.”


 

The White Rabbit was in pain. Even a terrified child like Alice knew that they were experiencing a turbulence far worse than hers. She remembered how the Cheshire Cat said that she played by the same rules as her.

Alice, from the bottom of her heart, before her fear and misery, felt sorrow towards the White Rabbit. Revy was on the brink of losing her mind, desperately wanting to save Alice. The girl only stood there, her blue eyes shimmering to the only source of the light in this darkening world –

– The golden eyes of the White Rabbit.

Two tiny hands reached up to touch the face of the woman. For the first time, Alice saw the world for what it was. The color she painted her reality was no longer present. Imagination could not bail her out this time.

Yet she acted selflessly, much to the surprise of the woman.

Alice had no words to say. She lost her voice and could only exchange damp eyes. The gesture took the White Rabbit by surprise, causing all seventeen attendees to lower their hands.


“… I see. Children of this world are brave. You’re trembling. Yet your hands reach for mine.”


 

Suddenly, the knives and fork were replaced with other dangerous instruments. They were pointed at Alice. The fear returned all at once, and her hands slipped away from the woman’s face, greatly disappointing her.


 

“Alice. Compassion comes at a steep price.”


 

When all hope seemed lost, the sound of multiple distant explosions tore through the air. And before Alice could even blink –

“W-What…?” She gasped in total shock.

– The head of the woman exploded like a melon.

“DUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUCK!” A voice rivaling the explosions commanded, and Alice threw herself down flat against the table.

Whizzes of something fast broke over her. It sounded like the crack of lightning. Every blink she took, a head was taken clean off the shoulders of one of the figures until no one was left. The bloodbath rattled Alice, but she was quickly brought into the hands of the Cheshire Cat as both her and Revy broke free to greet their savior.

“S-SANA!?” Revy exclaimed, right before she was shot in the chest. “NGH! T-That’s… better…?”

“Take the scythe outta your arm and listen up! This place is completely fucked up!” Sana, brandishing an oversized firearm made her presence known.

She threw it over her shoulder, greeting the three with angered eyes before she pointed towards where she came from.

“So let’s work together and find a way out! Luckily for us, I found a door in one of the trees! I heard one of the triplets somewhere in there! If there’s anyone that can take care of us, then it’s them!”

A new party member had joined them. Not only that, but also proclaimed herself to be the leader. And soon, they’d be getting an overpowered member to join them in their attempt to escape this wretched wonderland.
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                The door etched into the side of the tree took Alice back into the well. Where it was firstly a place of terror, she found comfort in its confined walls. The door disappeared as soon as all four entered.

The shelves were messy now. The jar of marmalade had an eyeball inside of it. Alice’s illusions were waning now, and she saw the world for what it was. Her body seized like last time, but she didn’t curl up into a ball and weep.

“… this place was my father’s house.” Alice finally remembered what this place was, hearing the footsteps outside. “I never knew his name. Or what he looked like because he was always sleeping underneath this house.”

“By the sound of the chains and shackles, it sounds like we have company from the 5th Order.” Revy confidently said. She had become an entirely different person. It has been said that people change drastically when under pressure. The timid look on her face had disappeared, replaced by nothing but devotion to escaping this place alive.

“5th Order?” Sana wondered what this meant.

“One of thirteen Orders from Grandis. All of them were part of the Kingdom of Puritas. Like Houses or Clans. Nowadays they’ve dissolved. The 5th Order were cruel to everyone that wasn’t them. They were the people who villages called upon to discipline troublesome members.” Revy explained as if reliving certain turbulent moments of her life.

She eventually relaxed, pulling her hair back as she fondly looked over at Alice.

“Looks like you had it rough too. Even humans weren’t spared from the misery. Alice. Let’s go beat it.”

“We’re resorting to violence now?” The Cheshire Cat wondered if it was the right thing to do, but immediately agreed when she heard the metal clanking of Sana’s Standard Talon.

“No. Not just any kind of violence. Extreme violence. Now that I think about it…” Suddenly, the barrel of the gun was pointed at the face of the Ceshire Cat. “… Be a good cat and die for us.”

Her broad grin instantly disappeared as despair consumed her.

“Wait! Don’t do that!” Alice jumped in front of her, throwing her arms out.

“Sana, this one’s alright!” Revy vouched with a hand on her chest.

“That’s until it shows you its real colors.” Sana was unconvinced. “Just lurking until the time is right. Waiting until it can take us all out in one fell swoop. Or to torture us day in and out and kill everyone close to us…”

“She’s… She’s not bad!” Alice defended.

“Sana! She’s not like the Impuritas!” Revy was also on the Cheshire Cat’s side. It was the first time the Cat was taken aback. Even when faced with the looming death from the Tea Party, she did not tremble as much as she did now.

Sana was the incarnation of death. Because unlike the constructs of this world, Sana would not make a show of their death. It would be instantaneous and unceremonious. The kind of death that would never be remembered.

“It’s a monster regardless. And if something happens again? If you two were to be crushed and mangled before my eyes? I’d never be able to forgive myself. Move.”

“Sana!” Revy grit her teeth. “This isn’t like you at all!”

“Not like me? If I were like this from the very start… From the very beginning…” Suddenly, a crater formed right between their legs. Sana fired a warning shot at them, her eyes narrowed to a terrifying degree.

Revy’s animal instincts screamed at her to flee. Sana would undoubtedly shoot them and heal them afterwards. She was certain of this.

“Then my friend would never have had to die!”

A train crashed through their world from seemingly nowhere, tearing down the walls. Sana’s past was revealed in a terrifyingly visceral manner. There were no illusions to mask the cruelty of the train crash.

A garden beyond the broken walls revealed itself. There, many more trains hurdling in random directions could be seen. Electric attacks in the shape of a giant fang could also be seen rupturing the air, dismantling the trains with ease.

Each train that crashed was crumpled into a ball that oozed with blood. Tatter clothes stuck out from them as she remembered how every passenger of her train was crushed like they were no more than ants.

A thunderstorm brewed from the garden of tall flowers. Petals scattered into the air as meadows were violently torn apart. Cinders fell from the skies as a certain proud wolf found herself in the middle of the onslaught.

The four were so preoccupied with fighting that they did not realize the train hurdling their way. By the time they noticed it, and their faces widened with horror, it was already too late.

“Would you all just shut up!?” Cer roared, appearing before them as though she had teleported. The sheer speed of a full-fledged Moon was unmatched, and with merely a single bite, the train was split into two.

Both sides passed by them, barely grazing their shoulders. Cer grabbed their hairs into a collective bundle and threw them aside to avoid another oncoming train. They toppled onto one another, with Sana’s gun luckily landing in a small clearing.

The ground shuddered as the Standard Talon fell. Were that to land on someone then it would’ve been a scene far worse than colliding head-on with a train. Cer didn’t even need to dodge the train. As if to display her power before them and the world, she anchored her legs knee deep into the soil and allowed herself to become a living buzzsaw.

“We all got stories to tell and relive. Don’t go thinking you’re something special!” Cer belittled Sana. “I don’t care what you’re going through right now! My priority is to make Frost proud, so none of you are going to die!”

Sana could not refuse the order of a Moon. Not this one of all people. Cer spoke to her like a stranger. In these desperate times, bickering was a death sentence. Reluctantly, Sana kept her mouth shut and agreed to spare the Cheshire Cat who had already forgotten that she was out to kill her.

“Weird.” The Cheshire Cat uttered. “These trains aren’t from the Escape. So where are they coming from?”

Where the trains originated from confused the Cheshire Cat, whose ears flapped and pointed in all directions. Her head twisted and turned like a keen meerkat as confusion filled her blue eyes.

“There’s an adult in this place?” She looked into the direction of where Cer stared towards. “Hey… Trespasser!” A strange determination took over the Cat as she tried to march her way to stand beside Cer, only to be grabbed by the fur of her chest.

“If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut. Fuck off from out of here or I’ll finish what Sana started.” Cer ushered her only warning before she threw the Cheshire Cat tens of meters away. “Take care of them.”

“E-Excuse me! But what about you–!”

An electric fang severed one of the Cheshire Cat’s paws. She didn’t reel in pain or scream. Terror froze her in place, and she was unable to respond. The attack was so overwhelming that her sense of flight or flight ceased to exist, and she could only stare down at her missing appendage.

The wound did not bleed. It was cauterized and blackened by the sheer trauma alone, never mind the burn from the electrical aberration.

Cer wiped her lips and spat:

“It’s your neck next. Hurry and get them away from here. This place is about to disappear.”

Sana, Revy, and Alice whispered to one another as they moved towards the Cheshire Cat.

“H-Hold still. I learned this from someone.” Revy was about to tear off cloth from her dress but was quickly stopped by Sana who pointed the barrel of her gun at the Cat’s back.

“Tch. Leave it to me.” Sana assured.

One bullet was all it took to begin the healing procedure. However, the Cheshire Cat groaned in agony. Regrowing limbs was not a painless endeavor unfortunately, nor was it instantaneous.

“Why is the wolfwoman so angry?” Alice wondered as she was dragged by the hand by her fleeing group, sensing pure animosity poison the air.

Severed petals danced around her. She was caught in the middle of a flower storm as the scent of roses assaulted their senses. Cer, however, could only smell blood stir in the air.

The world shifted around her, for it reacted to her mental state as the rivers that ran through the flower fields turned red.

When the petal storm subsided, they were greeted with a shadowy figure.

It was a wolfman in a suit, with eyes, ears, and a tail matching that of Cer’s.

That figure was none other than Raoul, Cer’s older brother.

However, it was obvious that something was awry.

“What an unwarm welcome. Is that how you greet your own family?” It spoke identically to Raoul, going as far as to mimic his tired, drawn-out inflection.
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“Fractured… Nilhim…?” Revy uttered.

Cer somehow heard her voice despite how far away they were. She was already suspicious of the entity, so to hear it be confirmed caused her to bare her sharpened fangs.

“So that’s how you dig underneath people’s skins. And I thought I was immune by the virtue of being a Moon. This place is scummier than I thought…”

“Is it not a wonderful ability of ours? To bring out the despair of others to light? To think that this form is all that fills your mind. Family as a nightmare. You’re truly despicable. You should reconsider who you work with.” It spoke again, offering her to switch sides. “The Deaf Paw lends his hand. The same hand this body had taken so long ago. Isn’t it poetic?”

Cer trembled uncontrollably.

Normally, Cer would grin and smile when in the face of danger.

Yet in the face of this aberration of her brother, she could wear nothing but pure malice. A massive, ten-meter field of charged electricity surrounded Cer as she loosened the buttons on her shirt.

She had already dropped her tie and suit prior to entering this place.

Such things were a nuisance even if they provided defensive benefits.

“… I’m going to give you one warning. Drop dead or you’ll wish you did when I’m done with you.” Cer had never been more offended in her entire life. She didn’t even bother to entertain its putrid offer.

Even fighting against two Woe of the Fallen Stars did not rile her up as much as this. Electricity cackled from her fangs, eager to annihilate the false Raoul that was insultingly paraded before her eyes.
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                Cer was far from having a stable state of mind. The confrontation of being met with someone that made up for more than half of her thoughts caused her to instinctively freeze. Turmoil brewed from the well of her heart as a rising rage formed a lump in her throat.

To see Raoul puppeted like that caused all facets of rationality to shut down.

Electricity vented past her clenched teeth like the breath of a dragon.

“Terrified?” Terrent, the Disciple of Nilhim, humored at the sight of Cer’s trembling. “Trepidation afflicts all. Terror is a natural enemy of the mind, so much so that living beings cannot avert their eyes from it. But deep down it will always exist, waiting for an opportunity –”

An electrical aberration of a fang was sent his way. He swiftly intercepted it with a black, shadowy fang of his own. The two canceled out each other, creating a dull explosion that sent ripples across the flower field.

“Me? Terrified?” Cer’s crimson eyes began to steadily glow like a red-hot blade. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into. The Deaf Paw must still be alive. What a joke. So you’re confident that you can keep coming back no matter how much you’re killed?”

Her words were spoken as a warning.

Terrent did not see this as such, interpreting her speech as a way for her to stall for time. The pride of an Impuritas was laughable in Cer’s eyes, and she wondered where exactly his confidence came from.

“Is the gift of Marduk not befitting of us who are driven by an inert, most reasonable cause? It’s natural to fear death. The gift of resurrection gives confidence to us who are weaker to go against the titans of this world.” He argued, speaking as if infallible.

Cer scoffed, positioning herself on all fours.

“Big words for pieces of shit that prey on the weak willed. With a tongue like that, I’m sure you’ve never been beaten the brink of death before!” She shot forward, leaving behind a trail of fire.

Her trajectory was not perfectly straight. She zig-zagged her way straight to Terrent, sending bite after bite from multiple directions.

“Can you really fathom to bear your fangs against your own brother!? He who led the Solemn Paw!?” The black paw of a wolf swatted them away right as the two clashed.

Cer sent a punch to his face but was blocked by the man’s forearms. Their auras of black and blue joined the fight, creating a destructive field that instantly withered all life that dared to enter. The red flowers were reduced to cinders. The blood of the rivers evaporated.

“Brother? Heh. So what? You’re an imitation. Did you really think that’d stop me from caving your face in?” Cer almost couldn’t believe that they were this stupid. “Manifest all the nightmares about me all you want!”

She unleashed a combo of punches, claws, and electrical bites. Many were blocked by mirrored attacks. The Stats Terrent possessed were nearly identical to Cer’s, however, she could tell that her HP was severely lacking in comparison.

“Gladly. You dare bite the hand that was lent to you. It’s a shame the Deaf Paw was unable to kill you that day. Keep trembling, Moon. You’ll soon succumb to your worst nightmare!”

Raoul was a clinically cruel person, and his fighting style was copied. There were no wasted movements. Every contraction of his muscles served a purpose. Raoul was superior in every conceivable way to Cer in hand-to-hand combat.

But that did not seem to matter to her.

“Nightmare this, nightmare that. Do you even know what that means!?”

A black claw threw Cer backwards. She backflipped and skidded along the ground, watching Raoul’s eyes become possessed with dark swirls. In the next instant, a beam of black energy was fired in her direction.

“Total oppression. That is what a nightmare means. You must have feared your older brother. Animals before you are humans. Demi-humans in every sense of the word.” The black aura surrounding his figure like a candleflame morphed into a giant wolf.

She threw herself to the side, her legs encased with electricity as she seemingly glided along the flattered flower field. Her body lowered to the ground as she lunged from place to place, dodging the beam as she closed the gap yet again.

Her movements were just as polished as Raoul’s.

Cer sent a flurry of bites in his direction, attacking the giant wolf that snapped its jaw back. She suddenly flung herself into the air to dodge a strike, leaving her completely vulnerable to its incoming fangs.

However, Cer did not need to worry.

“So you’re telling me you’re a human fighting as a Demi-Human? Then you should be able to feel it too.”

A stray bullet fired from the fleeing Sana struck it from the side of the head.

“That healer –!?”

The aberration collapsed to the ground with a heavy thud, allowing Cer to fall towards Terrent like a lightning bolt. Electric fangs consumed Terrent. The damage was nowhere near enough to severely injure him, however, he took far more damage than he was expecting. He briefly retreated, throwing himself back as he tried to swat the persistent Cer away.

But she moved as though she could see seconds into the future. Her eyes pierced into his own, never blinking, nevermind straying away. So how was it possible that she could dodge his attacks if she was not focused on them?

“… Animal…”

The wolf aberration appeared again, attempting to intercept her but to his shock, Cer zipped past it. She allowed the wolf’s teeth to lacerate her body in order to bypass it.

At the same time, she was shot with a healing bullet, instantly closing her wounds faster than they were opened.

“Intuition. Instinct. The kind of thing humans have to train for. We are born with it. I didn’t take the Impuritas to think they’re above Demi-Humans! For monsters, you cling onto the image of humanity like it’s the only thing you have left. How fucking laughable.”

Her face appeared inches away from his, her eyes brimming with an unexpected emotion.

“You’re… not afraid…?”

What he saw in her eyes was not fear.

It was fury.
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                The skies turned red. He quickly realized that he had somehow misinterpreted her darkest fears. For a moment he caught a glimpse of it as Cer unexpectedly sent a kick to the side of his head.

“When was I?” Cer’s words rattled him. “Your combat experience is lacking. No wonder your kind is afraid to deal with Moons. We deal with death at every passing hour. Drawing out a nightmare from the back of our minds is another day to us. Will it work against other Moons? Who knows. But believe me when I say this –!”

Cer’s speed had increased drastically.

No. Rather, Terrent’s speed had considerably decreased. The Fractured Nilhim were only as strong as their enemy feared them. Without trepidation stacks applied to their foes, then they were among the weakest of all the Impuritas Groups.

“– The moment you try to dig up past shit from the Moons, then your worst nightmares are going to be made manifest. If you bite the wolf’s tail –!”

Cer struck him again as she zipped from every direction, attacking him far faster than he could even react. She seemingly appeared and disappeared at once, forcing him to hover the wolf aberration over him defensively.

But even that was futile.

“– THEN YOU GOTTA BE PREPARED TO DEAL WITH ITS FANGS!”

One last electric bite was all it took to shatter the illusionary wolf. It crumbled like a stone statue, leaving the vulnerable Terrent to claim a one-sided onslaught that brought upon by himself. He could not fathom Cer’s Willpower to resist what was supposed to be her most repressed nightmare.

He tried to shape himself into something else as he desperately fished deeper into her mind. As he reached into the metaphorical well, it closed on his arm like the mouth of a beast, severing it clean from the shoulder.

“… you’re… Resisting…? Impossible. You’re just a Moon. A Moon that relinquished the effects of Serum G. So how am I being resisted? How… was I just consumed?”

The damage manifested in reality. The same arm mysteriously vanished, revealing nothing but dark and purple void that served as Terrent’s innards. He was not the kind of being that could be defeated normally.

Dropping his ‘Raoul’ form gave him immediate immunity to Cer’s attacks, for only the Blue Moons and those with a Will powerful enough to consume him could dream of finishing him off.

“What’s a shadow like you to the light of a Moon?” Cer barked, standing defiantly before him. Even though she was nearly half his size, she should not have possessed such an overbearing presence. “Become Raoul again. Fish for my nightmares.”

Cer approached him, and the shadowy figure could only take a step back.

“Hurry. Where did that bravado from before go? What happened to finishing what the Deaf Paw began? Oh. Could it be that you’re afraid?”

“Preposterous…” His body betrayed his words as he continued moving backwards, reaching the bank of the red river.

Thousands of hands floated at the top of the river. Bloated bodies soon emerged as well, all missing their hands. The Escape did better job of portraying Cer’s mind than a high-ranking Fractured Nilhim member like him ever could.

“You were never afraid of Raoul. You were afraid of his absence…”

He was unable to confirm if this was true. His appearance as Raoul had only strengthened her resolve. Her Will was impenetrable. She knew her value more than anyone he had ever mentally fractured, to the point where Cer was an anomaly no different to a Corrupted.

“Deaf Paw, Blind Paw, Speechless Paw. They must be terrified of losing their hands again. I always funny how serfs like you think you can lecture people that lived lives that you’d consider a nightmare. I wonder if you have ever experienced despair before.”

Cer spoke ominously, her voice accompanied by the stench of death.

“I warned you already. You’re going to wish you did soon enough.”

“… At the very least, if I cannot take you, then I will take your sister down to the depths of despair.” He croaked, still unable to believe in his failure to annihilate Cer. “Her, and that healer. If we knew how reprehensible that one would be, then they should have been placed into a Leviathan –!

Cer’s fury increased tenfold, causing the entity to immediately fizzle away. Her eyes were dyed redder than the crimson sun. It set behind her in the direction of the smoke, where the world was far more colorful than this one.

The group reapproached her now that things had died down.

But the moment they went to check on her, their faces went pale. If looks could kill, then they’d succumb where they stood.

“Cat.” Cer began, her unflinching eyes drawn to the light of the sun. “Take me towards that smokestack. I tried crossing the boundary there, but I couldn’t pass through. You’re a denizen of this place. Do something about it.”

The Cheshire Cat dared not to refuse. Her ears collapsed, for she knew it was a bad idea. She clutched her sore stub and nodded, right before she shook her head and wore her usual broad grin.

“Then let’s hurry up!” She exclaimed.

“Cer… What… did you see?” Sana was shocked to find Cer in such a furious state.

She only walked forward, this time, with a grin on her face.

“A clue. Finally, a clue to find out the bastards who threw my friends into a train full of criminals. I’d jump for joy right now but we… I have to save Res. If that smokestack is what I think it is…

… then it might already be too late. Fuck… FUCK!”

The world directly in front of Cer ceased to exist. She carved out the earth with such terrifying power that it was a miracle that no one was injured.

“Res. Just hold on a little longer. I’m coming to get you!”
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                A boundless field of colorful flowers stretched endlessly. Soft petals reached up to the knees of a short girl, whose wolf-ears flapped to a gentle breeze. Pollen and the fragrance of the field washed over her as she scanned her surroundings.

A blue ring appeared within her crimson eyes. Several more rings overlapped as they twisted and contracted around her pupils, killing the red of her eyes temporarily.
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“5%.” A near silent whisper slipped past Res’ lips. “The blue-filters aren’t working anymore.”

She pulled her eyelids apart and tapped on her eye unflinchingly. It chimed like it was made from glass. The lenses she wore were like contact lenses. The last time they were taken out was more than a decade ago. The CognitO Filters were essential for her psyche, for they muted the colors of the world.

Aggravation filled her eyes when she noticed her tattered apparel. She had lost against the White Rabbit, and more than that, lost so many children in the fight. Res lamented her failure to keep them safe as she absently stared down at herself.

The blood that trickled from cuts was censored. A black bar with the bold words CENSORED – BLOOD ensured that she wouldn’t see it. When she looked down at the flowers all she could see was an amalgamation of black bars, each a word pertaining to what it covered.

The colorful meadow was covered in a black and white filter. The sanctity of her mind was preserved, for she feared the day that she’d be met with a terrible sight like that of so long ago.

Res didn’t know why she dabbled in these thoughts here of all places. Perhaps it was the loneliness that gnawed at her before it was the guilt. The only color that reached her was the color blue. The CognitO Filters struggled to hide it away from her. Red roses were shown incorrectly.

But she didn’t know any better.


“When was the last time you saw the color of a rose?”


 

The White Rabbit’s voice was accompanied by a subtle ticking. Her ears flattened instinctually to mute her voice but to no avail. Res refused to entertain the voice, choosing to march onwards into the unknown.

It began with a slow walk.


 

“The colors were plentiful that spring day.”


 

Then, it became a light run.


 

“Why do you blame yourself for those buried beneath the flower beds?”


 

Until finally, she sprinted through the fields. Petals flew past her, but to her they only appeared as fleeting, colorless words. No matter how far or fast she ran, the voice was forever stuck in her head. She could not outrun the White Rabbit’s voice no matter how desperately she tried.

The once confident Res showed signs of fear on her face. Her cold demeanor melted away, revealing the childish side of her that clung needily to Frost. Res’ memories were surprised by pure will alone, however, the nature of this world caused them to manifest around her.

“… if you know so much about me, then you also know why I do it.” Res answered between breaths as black tendrils originating from nowhere reached down into the field, poisoning the flowers. “I don’t need to relive what’s done. I just have to live with it.”

Attached to each string-like tendril was a child-sized stuffed toy. They ominously gazed at Res like scarecrows. An infinite amount of them were planted across the flower field. And yet, she could only see them as [CENSORED – ‘Name’].

Each name was one she recognized. They were of people from a distant past. Long, long ago from that village she and her sisters lived with their lonely mother.

The same village that was burned down to the ground.

“I just have to keep moving on!” Res shouted, but no matter how far her legs took her, she could never escape the shadows of the flower field. “I buried it all behind me because of my selfishness. I know what I’ve done. I’m not like Ber who can easily forgive, or Cer who can ignore it! I… need to bring them with me.”

She became increasingly unstable. A loud beeping noise sounded from within the back of her mind.


< Warning: CognitO Filters operating on 15% inaccuracy >


 

< ERROR >

< Construct of Consciousness is unresponsive >


 

An error she had never seen before appeared before her eyes. One of the many secrets of CogitO was that their technology relied on the curated consciousness of individuals. It was essentially a logical brain harvested from Repenters, and reused in their tech, namely in their Filters.

The more powerful the conscience, the more effective they were. Res’ CognitO Filters were considerably potent, meaning it the mind of a significantly powerful individual. One whose name she never knew, and one she could never thank.

The CENSOR bars glitched, revealing small fragments of the truth. She shielded her eyes as she ran, sealing them shut as she screamed:

“I KNOW WHAT I DID! SO WHAT IS THE POINT OF SHOWING ME IT!?”


“Because there is a fine line between coping illusions and intentional ignorance. The latter of which is the worst kind.”


 

“So that’s it? You want to punish me? To pluck out my eyes and cut off my hands!? To put me in the center of it all again and make me watch it all from the safety of my mother’s arms!?”


< Warning: CognitO Filters operating on 30% inaccuracy >


 

“You say you know what you did.”


 

“Shut up! Please… SHUT UP!”


“So I will ask you again.”


 

The stuffed toys caught alight. Flames surrounded the field as her CognitO Filter continued to lose its power. It was being sabotaged, but by whom was none of her concern. All she wanted was to keep her head down and close her eyes, but her stubbornness told her to keep going forward.

What were once confident steps became reclusive. She trudged through the flower fields, appearing as if she would collapse at any moment. The muffled screams of terror originating from each stuffed toy eventually caused her to fall to her knees.


“Why do you blame yourself?”


 

“I have to! I… have to! Because I’m the one who brought that toy! I’m the one who got angry when Ber stole it! I wished to get it back! And I’m the only one… who survived in that cabin!” Res confessed, her paws grasping at the stems and petals of broken flowers.

Tears dropped onto the back of her fists. She refused to surrender to the overwhelming emotions as she screamed and yelled to regain control of herself.


< Warning: CognitO Filters operating on 70% inaccuracy >


“It was always me! I was always in the middle of it all! I couldn’t do anything to save them! Even to this day…”

She brought the petals to her face, her eyes peering at the colorless flowers in her hands. The petals fell, and she closed her eyes again, knowing that soon there would be no filter to hide the world.

“… so many people have slipped past my fingers. When have I succeeded in saving someone? Why haven’t I been punished? I failed. I’ve always been failing. But they saw me as reliable. More valuable than Ber who worked harder than anyone I know!”


< Warning: CognitO Filters operating on 80% inaccuracy >


Res was on the brink of losing herself to the swirling emotions. Her heart couldn’t handle everything being unearthed at once.

            

    
        482. The Palm of A Tiny Hand

    
    
    
    
                Res lashed out at the world and the White Rabbit indiscriminately, a beam of electricity rippling through the fields.

“Why is everything in this world still coming after us? Raoul isn’t with us anymore. Mother is buried underneath a field of flowers! After all this time… it took 30 years for them to plot their revenge against Raoul! We had nothing to do with it! I’ll kill you! It’s no wonder the Angels hated Elysia!”


“My nature is not to torment. I am nothing like her…”


 

“What I seek is to confront, then give the option to shield it away.”


 

“Because I believe there are two kinds of people in this world. Those that will gladly hold their hands to cover their eyes, and others that will move on regardless of what they see.”


 

“You fall into the center of both.”


 

“The reason is because you are unchanging.”


 

“I don’t need to change. I’m happy being Res. I’m happy being blind. What would you know? WHAT WOULD YOU KNOW!? Is it fair that I’m allowed to change when the people I’ve let down can’t!?”


“Even if it’s temporary, I can help you.”


 

< Warning: CognitO Filters operating on 90% inaccuracy >


 

< Alert >

< CognitO Filters on the brink of deactivation >

< Construct of Consciousness will require immediate repairs >


 

“I won’t Corrupt. I can’t afford to. I’ve made so many people worry about me that I’ve gone through enough sleepless nights as it is. I can’t remember the last time I slept knowing that everything was fine. I’m like this… because the world has always been the same. No matter how many colors I take away from it, people are going to be taken away from me!”

Res slit both her eyes with the claw of her thumb, permanently damaging both her CognitO Filter and her eyes.

She could no longer tell if the droplets that landed on her hands were blood or tears. It didn’t matter anymore. Res tried standing up, but she quickly fell. The darkness behind her eyelids was her only comfort, and yet deep down, she had never felt more afraid.

Res was the coldest of the triplets. She was the most professional and clinical. She was no different from a weeping child now. An inconsolable Res tried finding her way around the flower field, but no matter how hard she tried she kept falling face first into the dirt.

“I have to set an example for my sisters. Because if I was allowed to indulge in my wants then who’ll watch over them!?” Res’ face merged with the ground.

She laid there, losing the will to carry on. She felt like she could hear the voices of her lost friends, all buried far beneath the soil. Her hands sluggishly clawed into the ground, pulling up nothing but forgotten memories of a time she’d rather forget.

Suddenly, after an unknown length of time, the White Rabbit spoke again as she heard patters approaching from behind.


“Frost can. Frost… says that she’ll look after them. And you too.”


 

Res’s heart froze.


 

“I am insulted that you believed me to be a catalyst of Corruption.”


 

The patters came close. They unfortunately did not belong to Frost.


 

“My intentions are purer than you can ever imagine.”


 

Nor did they belong to an adult.


 

“But I cannot watch someone willingly accept to remain inside of their birdcage.”


 

To her shock, they belonged to a child.


 

“There are so many colors in this world.”


 

Something heavy fell. The grass scrunched loudly, indicating that it must have been a sizable object. Something wide enough to stimulate that much noise.


 

“The Captured Star and I…”


 

“… Knew them only by name.”


 

“W-Where did it go?” The voice of a child spoke, causing Res to slowly raise her head. It didn’t come from behind her. It came from ahead. The patters were seemingly random, as if the person in question was lost.

But Res knew it was more than that.

Because this person was blind.


 

“I hope you too can come to understand it. Thus, until you can meet with the ‘Light’, someone else has come to answer you.”


 

Res shifted forward, alerting the child of her presence.

“Res! R-Res! Is… is that you?” They asked, the sound stopping right before her face, a hand pressing against her ears. “Soft…? This – this is you, right! Please tell me it is! U-Um… I’m sorry that I’m the only one… I’m p-probably the last person you want to see…”

“Stella… Why…?” Res couldn’t understand why Stella would do such a thing. Even without her sight, she could tell that the girl was trembling in fear. To come into this unknown world alone, blind no less, was a death sentence.

And yet despite all of this, Stella spoke with courage.

“Because you helped us. Frost told me that there shouldn’t be a reason to save someone. F-For you… I felt like I couldn’t leave you alone, because you always sounded like you regretted saving us.”

Res wallowed in guilt, her bloodied gaze lowering to her hand where she still held onto broken petals.

“… Aren’t you angry? I killed so many of your friends. People you called family. So many died in the Derma Layer because of me.”

Suddenly, Stella placed both her hands onto Res’ face and brought her head close.

“But so many more people lived!”

An untouched flower drifted from Stella’s hair and landed into Res’ palm.

“I’m grateful for you! All of us are! There isn’t a passing day where I’m not happy! I know I was angry! I know I was scared, but in time I realized that it’s ok! Because we’re still alive! There’ is no such thing as perfect heroes like that in stories in this world. All of us have learned that the hard way.”

Stella tapped around until she found Res’ hands. She took them into hers. They were so small, yet they held onto a courage far larger than she could imagine. Res trembled. This time not out of anger or fear. She couldn’t describe the emotion herself. Now that the final line of defense was destroyed, Res was left vulnerable to her emotions as she silently wept.

“Please… don’t say anything more…” Res begged, but Stella then dragged her hands towards a painting.

The handprints of many riddled it like a collage. She realized that these were the hands of the children from the other groups. Even though she had failed again, they didn’t blame her. Instead, they passed on their courage to her.

Res broke down into sniffles.

“So – it’s ok for you to stop feeling guilty about us. We don’t blame you. F-Frost… will be coming soon. Until then –!” Stella stood up, politely taking Res by the hand. “– I’ll be your guide. The world is scary. But I don’t think it’s worth losing your sight for.”

Res nodded like an obedient child. There was no shame felt for allowing a child to lead her.

Because at the end of the day…

“… Do you think I can change?” Res sincerely asked.

… she was still a child.

“What is there to change that’s bad about you?” Stella genuinely wondered. “You’re… not as bad as you think you are.”

Res didn’t know what Stella meant by that.

But she kept it close to her heart, just like the painting she carried in her hand.

            

    
        483. Ber's Memories of Res

    
    
    
    
                Res lived differently from most Demi-Humans. They never knew what was so special about her other than her beauty. If they were triplets, then they all should have been valued the same, but Ber explained that this wasn’t the case.

While millions of Demi-Humans lived as unwashed serfs, slaves, and the wilderness in dilapidated shakes, a few hundred prospered as the lapdogs of influential figures.

“Res was intended to join them from birth. Since then, she’s been cherished by her village. She was the reason why we were left alone, but also why were harassed at every waking hour by merchants and assholes from the 13th Order.” Ber explained as she and Jury traversed the now barren streets of H5, making their way towards the tree where Alice disappeared.

A piece of the tale was spoken at every step of the way, a crucial fragment of Res’ past revealed at every corner.

“Sis… lived in a different kind of world from me. She was always surrounded by warmth. She grew up as a soft girl. Her hands weren’t calloused like mine, and she wasn’t whipped or beaten to near death like Cer. She was always mother’s favorite. That’s why she made me replace her. So that I could be taken away when the day came.”

Ber reminisced. The awful memory left her face to bitterly contort. But she was long over it, evident by her transformation. Her worry fell solely upon Res, who she knew would not be able to handle the weight of it all crashing down without her or Cer by her side.

Her perspective was limited. As the abandoned child of the lake, there was still only so much she knew. Ber continued regardless as they approached a memorial site where headstones of names written in a language Frost could not read surrounded a great tree.

“Our village was burned down one day. There was a toy Res purchased from a human market in one of the neighboring towns. They were on good terms with us mostly because of the Solem Paw’s control over the region. Raoul… wanted a safety net for us. Back when he cared.”

Ber fondly remembered those moments as they passed by the children saved by her sisters. Justica Arms members were stationed there to protect them, and they were accompanied by the presence of Azure, the Blue Moon who had been patiently waiting for their arrival.

Frost greeted them all with a nod, and Jury raised a hand to wave. Ber didn’t spare them a look and continued as they walked across the flowerbed.

“That teddy bear was something Res cherished. I became jealous. ‘Why is she allowed to smile like that?’ Dumb thoughts compelled me to steal it from her. That idiot blames herself for everything.”

Ber was transfixed with a terrible memory. She allowed Jury to view her thoughts with Time Seer, and the world surrounding Ber morphed to reflect a fractured window revealing her memories. Each fragment revealed a different scene, one with Ber holding onto the teddy bear, another where she viewed her village engulfed in flames, and finally –

– One where a giant, stuffed teddy bear could be seen cuddling Res. It was soaked in blood, its button eyes hanging from a thread. Its innards spilled from a gash in its belly, revealing an amalgamation of minced limbs rather than cotton stuffing.

Surrounding it was a sea of bodies too small to belong to an adult. They seemingly fused together into a carpet of flesh, each connected by a black thread. The Stuffed Teddy Bear caressed the horrified Res as the sound of splashing blood could be heard.

Ber was there on that day, and she had witnessed the carnage with her own two eyes.

The memories faded. The fractured window disappeared, allowing the tree to return. Ber was hunched over a band of seated children who munched on wrapped snacks without a care in the world.

“Res blames herself for massacre that night. I also lost my hands right then and there trying to save her… If Galia hadn’t arrived, then we wouldn’t even have tombstones to commemorate our deaths.”

“The root of Res’ suffering is guilt.” Frost summarized, reaching up to pat Ber’s head. Each stroke brought Ber back from her gloominess, eventually leading to a trusting grin.

“Res isn’t alone anymore. She has us to catch her if she falls.” Jury assured, causing Ber’s tail to wag.

Frost armed herself with this information, imprinting it into the forefront of her mind as she wondered why Res never came to her to unload her worries.

“I thought we were supposed to rely on each other.” Jury said. “We shouldn’t keep things bottled up.”

“What’s done is done. It won’t do any good blaming Res right now. I thought she’d be the least likely to Corrupt out of you three. I’m going to send everyone to Hora Therapeutics immediately following this. And fuck it, I’m admitting myself as well.” Frost spoke crudely, her emotions getting the better of her.

She couldn’t sit still knowing Res was in trouble.

“That’s what I’m saying. Res has been blind for too long. When the CognitO Filters let up, then she’ll be at the point of no return! Tch. At least Cer will be there. I don’t how Stella can help her, but… at this point, I’m willing to believe in miracles. That being said…” Ber then pointed over a man who had a paper bag on his head. “… Did Magus come to join us?”

“Oh. That’s Ayle. He lost his canvas. Stella took it with her when she dropped into the rabbit hole. I don’t what Stella asked or said to the White Rabbit, but she promised to keep her safe. So long as we fulfill our end of the bargain.” Frost approached the base of the tree. A hole too large for an adult to fit was what swallowed Alice according to Act X, and was confirmed with Jury’s [Time Seer] Skill.

Earlier, Frost established minor communications with the White Rabbit thanks to [Time Seer]. The White Rabbit approached like a moth to a flame, with Jury being the only one who could see glimpses of her.

Frost unfortunately, could not perceive them as of yet.

Their conversation was more of a one-sided, mental muse. Frost and Jury were the only ones who could hear her message. The reason the White Rabbit didn’t want to directly show herself was because of Jury.

She looked too much like Elysia; the one she referred to as a God of Cognition.

According to Nav, the Arbiter was unaware of the term.

But she vaguely knew of what the White Rabbit referred to as the ‘Miracle of Cognition’, or for simplicity's sake - The Source.


< The theoretical origin of everything abnormal. It predates countless facets of our old world, including you; the Captured Star. Before you, it was the derivatives of the rivers and strands that propelled our world to where it was >


 

Frost wanted to know if the Arbiter knew this all along. However, Nav assured her that while it was possible for the Arbiter to be hiding much of her knowledge, Anna had found a book pertaining to legends of the old world.

One of which was the Miracle of Cognition; its contents appearing hastily written, and half-erased as if the author had a change of heart mid-sentence. Another section was dedicated to Sinder, but any mention of Sinder’s Prophecy was effectively ripped straight from the book.

Again, its information was ravaged and torn like the mind of the author.

Books archived were kept in the same state they were conceptualized in. Meaning the grotesque writing was how the author intended it to be. But also, it could have been damaged by a previous raid by the Librarians.

Which brought about an interesting question.

What else did the Impuritas know about the old world?

A haunting suddenly bell rang.

            

    
        484. Frost and the White Rabbit

    
    
    
    
                The Blue Moon held a blue-pallid instrument. It was a birdcage with a dull, white light within. It was connected to a long handle, and it swung slowly like a broken pendulum.

“Strange how the White Rabbit can interact with the consciousness.” Azure marveled, walking amongst the children who could not perceive her. “The Caged Glimmer rattles. They must be close.”

The bargain the White Rabbit struck, one-sidedly may she add, was to simply see her. There was nothing more that the White Rabbit wished, and Frost had returned after assessing the situation around H5 to fulfil her end.

And to directly communicate with the White Rabbit.

Frost stood at the base of the tree, dipping a hand into the black well. It was cold, and she felt its emptiness ravenously chew at her flesh. She pulled her hand out after battling with a pain that transcended her bodily form. It felt as though her soul was being devoured, much like the pain of when she held the Corrupted Ignis.

Her hand was relatively untouched. A normal person would have immediately lost their arm. She did not know if this was because the White Rabbit did not wish to injure her, or if she was resistant to whatever that darkness was.

Jury wore a displeased expression as she watched something approach Frost. Only she could see the White Rabbit, who was identical to the younger version of herself. The only thing she lacked was her blackened claw.

“Let me know when she’s here.” Frost said, staring blankly at the ground as the White Rabbit brought her face close to hers.

She played with the stray strands of Frost’s hair unbeknownst to her. “Was that a micro breeze or something?”

“The wind’s picking up, huh?” Ber said, tapping her foot impatiently as the White Rabbit unexpectedly walked between her legs, slightly displacing her skirt. “Must be a low current. Think its coming from the hole?”

“Hmm. I wonder.” Azure spoke quizzically, watching the lantern sway side by side. “The physical world cannot meaningfully interact with the Lantern. May I say that it is an honor to work so closely with the Head. Descartes 3 told me you would approve. I had my doubts, but I am elated to know that you’re not so different from her.”

“In what way?” Frost wondered, still unaware of the White Rabbit who patrolled around her like she was a work of art, running her eyes and tail across every inch of Frost’s body.

“It’s just my first impression. Hmm~ Oh. By the look of Beholder Jury’s eyes, we are now in the presence of the White Rabbit.”

“Jury?” Frost asked, causing Jury to point right at her.

“She’s ogling you while you can’t sense her.” Jury revealed, causing the White Rabbit to wear her own face of displeasure.

“I must make sure this is the real one. I can’t be tricked again.” The White Rabbit suddenly spoke, finally allowing Frost to see the girl up close. “You’re real. Different face. Different body. Different name. Different eyes. But same soul. Maybe you ate my tail too.”

The sudden introduction was easily the most awkward of them all for Frost. For what was supposed to be an entity akin to a God, she appeared more like an ordinary child happy to be reunited with a friend. She smiled as innocently as Jury did in the past, and Frost was almost convinced this was just the Innocent.

But she’d be a fool to forget that this being was the reason why so many children had disappeared.
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Her stats were unfathomable. Frost could instinctively tell that this was leagues more powerful than a Beholder. Yet her touch was gentle and sincere, so much so that Frost found it difficult to believe that she was responsible for this mess.

“Would you like to eat my tail?” She asked in a deadpan voice.

Her eyes were golden just like hers, but they were also cloudy. A certain dull, blankness overlapped her dazzling eyes. They could not reflect the world, and not an ounce of moisture could be seen within.

Though she appeared human, Frost knew that she was far from it.

The world around her seemingly fizzled away. Before she knew it, a black egg concealed them both, hiding them away from the world as a subtle ticking from her chest alluded to the change in the flow of time.

“If not, then that is ok. My tail can be eaten by someone else. We are alone now. Finally… after so long, I can finally say hello to the Captured Star. Do you remember this place?” She asked Frost in their cramped prison.

Frost had still yet to gain her bearings, shaking her head to snap herself free from her trance.

“A little. This was where the Captured Star was kept, right?”

“You don’t refer to yourself as such?”

“Sorry, but my memories of this place don’t exist anymore.” Frost revealed apologetically, controlling her breathing as she found herself uncharacteristically out of breath.

This place was also what inside of the Star Child’s Floor, wasn’t it?

She tried to maintain a smile, wanting to appease the White Rabbit who was their only lifeline. The impatient side of her urged her to begin bargaining for access into the wonderland she called the ‘Escape’, but before she could utter a word, the silence strangled her.

When the White Rabbit’s lips moved, hers were immediately sealed.

“Lucky. You wouldn’t be smiling like that if you still did.” The White Rabbit’s head tilted at an irregular angle, her smile extending to her ears. “Which means… you really have changed. So earnest and inconspicuous. For better or worse? I couldn’t tell you. I’m only happy that you also exist in this world.”

Suddenly, her smile disappeared as she approached Frost, her eyes glowing like the bulb of an angler fish.

“But I cannot forgive that I am not the only one… An imposter calls itself Jury. How can there be another one of ‘her’ and me?”

As it turned out, the Aberrations of Elysia were not aware of the existence of one another aside from the Original. Although, Frost wondered if others were even aware of Elysia’s existence in the first place. Perhaps they believed they themselves were the Original.

Such thoughts came to her mind, all in the span of a fraction of a second.

“No matter. It has not taken a bite from you. You… have come to me for help, as I have come to you for yours.”

“What can I do that you can’t?” Frost was curious, considering her insane Stats. She was practically a Goddess.

Frost expected something incredible. A mission far surpassing her wildest thoughts. She gulped, preparing herself to hear something outrageous. But if it was for Res, then she’d do anything.

To her surprise, however –

“Help me find out why the Duchess and her Child smell just like you.”

– Her request was no simpler than to hug her.

Or so she believed.

“What about the Fractured Nilhim that are in there right now?” Frost asked, causing the White Rabbit to simply stare at her. “What if Res Corrupts? You’re the one who started this mess. As much as I too am overjoyed to see you, you’re not exactly clean in my eyes.”

As soon as the silence ungripped her throat, Frost began to passive-aggressively lash out at her. She bet her cards that the White Rabbit wouldn’t go as far as to maim her just because she opened her mouth. After all, she was different from the Beholders as far as she could tell.

And to begin with, Frost wasn’t the type of person who’d listen idly just because she was outmatched.

“Corruption?” The White Rabbit was taken aback, insulted that by the very idea. She walked towards Frost; her eyes widened with unconceivable fury. Frost knew that if she wasn’t who she was, then she would have died on the spot.

“I don’t contort, twist, mangle and violate the bodies of those I try to help. I want them to imagine a better version of themselves. Not to become it, but to wear it. Illusions shouldn’t just be limited to the world. People can do more when they’re able to pretend they’re someone better.”

She made her philosophy crystal clear to Frost, speaking as if to prove it even to herself. Her steps were small, but they were impossible heavy. Dread followed in her wake as she stood directly underneath Frost, gazing up at her with the same dull eyes that she had no doubt could not reflect the stars of the night sky.

“No one is going to Corrupt in my Escape… But someone has passed through using an instrument of man. I found it odd that she wore two consciousnesses. I have no obligation to arbitrate or intervene. That is not my duty, because it is not my Escape that hath led to the path of her Corruption.”

The White Rabbit’s tone shifted, moving to a pronunciation and manner of speech befitting that of a Goddess.

“… Res? Two consciousnesses?”

“One was inactive, likely used for whatever blasphemous item she possessed. It was of a strong individual. An Incandescent Soul. That monster – the Fractured Nilhim – seem to be able to invade and tamper with minds… brave of them to come so close to me.”

“Send me there. Send me to your Escape! Let me save my friend and get rid of the rot inside!” Frost demanded, to which the White Rabbit easily nodded her head in approval.

“So long as you can find the scent I spoke of. I shall ask you a question. Do you know what happened to my tail?” She asked a mysterious question.

“Isn’t yours still on you?” Frost pointed out, proving her innocence as the White Rabbit brushed it across her legs, nodding again.

“It was stolen. Severed. By a power that contradicts mine. No matter. I will find it. Hope will find a way for my tail to land into the hands of someone who needs it the most.” The White Rabbit was certain of the power of divination.

Frost could not imagine what would have happened to her if she answered with ‘yes’.

The White Rabbit then unexpectedly wrapped her waist with her tail, just like how Jury would. She buried her head into her chest, inhaling her scent.

I didn’t do anything, and I’ve already tamed a God-like figure.

Frost hoped the following Aberrations of Elysia would be just like this. So far, she has had a positive experience. Although, it would be a stretch to call them ‘good’. There was still much she didn’t know.

And if they truly had all the time in the world here, then she planned to get some answers out of the White Rabbit before her descent.


* * *


Later, Azure approached Frost when she finally snapped out of her trance.

She asked if she could come as well as she dangled the Lantern above her head.

“The Electric Eye’s Atelier Item carried the preserved mind of the Blue Dhalia. The old Blue Color, before the Blue Chorus. She was prominent during beholder Galia’s rise when she was still rambunctious. It takes a powerful member of Fractured Nilhim to invade a consciousness like hers.” Azure hummed devilishly, her lips carving into a wicked smile. “If we succeed, it will be the first time we’ll be able to get our hands on one of ‘them’ if this is who I think it is.

Hahaha…. Let’s go catch ourselves a Disciple of Nilhim.”

            

    
        485. The Flower of Bloodshed

    
    
    
    
                “Closer… Closer!” The voice of a child cried. It was lost in the endless field of flowers. The flower heads were too tall for Stella and Res, hiding them from plain sight.

Stella pushed the stems aside with one hand. The other held onto Res’ hand as she shielded her bleeding eyes. A world of wonderful colors was just an eyelid away, but to her it was the incarnation of terror.

Where shadows stalked the fearful, the light of colors oppressed Res.

“We will eventually run into Frost, so you can’t give up!” Stella’s voice was the only source of Res’ comfort right now. “You have family that are waiting for you!”

“… No. They’ll come to me. It’s always been that way.” Res uttered as Stella stumbled into the stems, cutting herself along the thorns.

Liquid flowed from her wrist onto Res’ hands, causing her to further squeeze her eyelids.

Her face looked as though it was being drawn into itself.

“And they’ll be dragged into this mess.”

“Don’t say that like you’re the problem!” Stella argued, nearly tumbling again as she suffered even more injuries. “They love you! That’s why they’ll be coming! You’d do the same, wouldn’t you!?”

She looked like she had dived headfirst into a coil of razor wire, whereas Res was entirely unaffected by the passing thorns.

She tried to cover Stella with her tail, but she seized unexpectedly at the scent of blood.

“I have to. Because I love them more than anything in this world.”

“So don’t think about anything and just hope they come soon! Let’s go! Res! Res? Res…” Stella turned around, cupping Res’ hand in both of hers. “I… I know how you feel. I used to think I was a burden too. I’d always get into trouble and people got hurt because of me. There were days where I screamed and shouted at people for helping me. I think that more than just fear of letting people close to you get hurt.”

She began drawing Res away again. Blood dribbled onto the canvas, coloring the flowers red. The world shifted to match the canvas one sullied flower at a time. They eventually reached a clearing where the flowers struggled to reach past their ankles.

“It’s our pride.”

Res didn’t speak immediately, even though her lips repeatedly opened and closed. Perhaps she already knew this. That her pride was killing her. But alas, pride was but one side of the coin.

“Like Cer… I have to be the best Moon I can be. To uphold every rule. To become dependable. I wanted to become independent. But we became too dependent on each other. We were inseparable. And because of that… we didn’t need to chase each other, because were already there.”

Res didn’t know what kind of world awaited her. Neither did Stella. There could have been on the edge of a cliff for all they knew. The wind blew harsher here. A nostalgic scent rattled Res’ mind. While her sight was a window to the past, the scent brought back unwanted memories of a time when her only care in the world was what was for dinner.

“… You asked if you can change. I-I don’t know much about you. We’re just strangers stuck in a tough spot.” Stella’s innocent voice brought Res back again.

The little girl reached down to feel the flowers. A sincere smile formed on her face as she imparted wisdom that no child should ever bear.

“Aster and lots of people I know have gone to a place I can no longer reach. They’re stars now. I can only look up to them. But that doesn’t mean I can’t walk on my own two feet.” Stella took the first step forward, braving into the unknown. “People change on their own. We can’t all change together. All of us are individuals. Not animals cooped up in a pen. If you want to change –!”

Stella, by some miracle, managed to leverage the strength to tug a Moon forward. Res stumbled into the field of tiny flowers.

“– Then you have to learn to step forward!”

A world of red dahlias surrounded them, but to Res the world was in a state of superposition, akin to Schrodinger’s cat. She didn’t know what color they were, or if they had a color at all.

“Red dahlias.” Stella commented to herself, recognizing the scent.

It was the first flower she had learned of since arriving in the Epiderma. The Golden Thumb was surprisingly full of green-thumbed individuals. Where people recognized the flower by sight, she could tell from the scent and touch alone thanks to her esoteric knowledge.

It was a more intimate approach. Her lack of sight fueled her curiosity, rather than fear.

“A blood-soaked flower…” It was symbol of fear to Res, who knew that the world had shifted to mock her.

But Stella thought otherwise.

“It’s not a flower to be afraid of.” Stella smiled at the rising sun, following a star she knew she could no longer reach. “Because it’s a flower of courage. Can’t you feel it? This place is cheering you on!”

The flowers rustled with excitement.

Res found herself unexpectedly smiling in response. It was ridiculous, she thought. A red dahlia could only mean one thing: bloodshed and death. Red was the one color she feared. Black was the only other color she adored. Blue was always her comfort since the beginning.

After all, how could she ever forget the color of her mother’s eyes?

Indeed. They were not red.

The red color came from her father. A figure she had never once met. Red eyes were quite rare for humans. Almost unheard of, in fact. The scent took her back so far that she could almost hear the voice of Raoul singing her a lullaby as he hurriedly scrubbed their sickly mother’s clothes clean.

They were fond memories she cherished from the bottom of her heart.

But slowly, she felt an unwanted warmth wash over her. The sound of crackling could be heard in the distance. The wind blew again, carrying the stench of smoke towards them.

And with it, amongst the crackling of wood –

“Fire? What’s on fire?” Stella questioned. Res began to tremble uncontrollably in fear.

“I can hear them… Why… are they all here? Stella… you said this place was cheering me on.” Res’ voice sunk to the pitch of despair. “So why... do I hear them screaming again?”

– Was the hellish sound of screaming children.

            

    
        486. The Flowers Are Red

    
    
    
    
                Flames from twisted memory returned. The mouths of scorched corpses chattered. They cried in one unanimous wail, “Help me!”, “It burns!”, “Save us!”, and the most harrowing of all: “They’re coming for you!”

Fear and death perfumed the air. On the wind arrived the smell of smoke and misery. The weight of it all threw Res to her knees as the petals beneath sizzled. An unbearable heat came in all directions as Stella desperately tried to bring Res onto her feet.

“Res! We have to go! Please!” Stella’s words mimicked the ones that were spoken on that very day, further plunging Res into despair.

She could see clearly now. Within the darkness and behind her palm, she could see the outlines of crumbling homes. All was set alight as the blood spilled from the Stuffed Teddy Bear fueled the flames. It loomed within the fire, roaming the village in search of her.

“RES!” Stella’s yell snapped her back to reality as she hesitantly followed Stella, keeping her tail wrapped around the girl. “Can you see anything!?”

“I can’t! It’s gone! My eyes are gone!” Res uttered, refusing to even attempt to try to pry her eyes open. “I never should’ve broken the Filters! Stella! Just leave me and go! This is all my fault!”

“Go where!? Where am I supposed to run to!? It’s safest next to you!” Stella was no idiot to go running off on her own in uncharted territory, especially not when they were surrounded by flames. “Res! Please! Stop blaming yourself!”

The flames grew wilder by the second. They were now immersed in the screams as the sound of drawn blades could be heard, followed by the hacking of limbs. A smokestack rose from the center of the village that replaced the flower fields. The red dahlias they once trampled on were now the innards of family and friends.

Amongst them was a consistency similar to thread. Attached to their bodies and rising into the skies was a black string. It was one of the powers of the Stuffed Teddy Bear, which syphoned the innards of its victims shortly after strangulation and mutilation, stuffing into a woven plush toy.

“Then how do you explain the Stuffed Teddy Bear!? It’s all because of me that this happened! The inquisition from the 13th Order! Their deaths… all of it is my fault!” Res lamented. The bereaved Moon wept, but she didn’t allow herself to seize up again.

The fear kept her moving. But the chains of the past prevented her from breaking free. It took every ounce of her willpower to push forward. Suddenly, her folded ears twitched.

“What are you talking about –!?”

Before Stella could answer, Res’ combat instincts took over. She pulled the girl aside with enough force to shatter bone had she not used her tail. She threw her hand up defensively to block an incoming blade.

A dull thud rang upon impact. The sharpened steel could not even take a single hair from her arm. She simply flicked her hand up, throwing the blade back to its owner. Their wrists contorted as the sound of scrunching metal confirmed their death, followed by a hideous thud.

“The 5th Order. It’s them again. Again and again. As if the Stuffed Teddy Bear wasn’t enough, they sent in a perfectly timed assault on us.” Res trembled again, her hand that caressed her eyes smearing blood across her face.

Something had snapped inside of her.

“I let them die. They all died because of me.” Her sense of hearing was enhanced by her lack of sight. Additionally, as a Demi-Human, it was only natural for her to be able to fight with her eyes closed, especially against such a weak enemy.

“They came to claim me. They took my eyes instead. I was born so they could take my eyes. How funny is that? How cruel and twisted is all of this, Stella?” One by one, Res tore the fully armored men apart with her bare hands.

She did not revel in their death. She could only lament that she did not possess such strength in the past. She hallucinated the younger her who cowered in the corner of a room, wrapped in cloth made from her mother’s fuzzy coat.

“My eyes were the ‘jewels’ everyone was talking about. When they found out that Ber wasn’t me, they took off her hands!” She plucked the hand from one before shoving it down their throat, and out of their back.

Using his spine, she wrang the man that was twice her side like an oversized club, smashing him into other fellow soldiers as Stella remained tightly wrapped in her tail.

Just like the Res of the past.

“When they found out that Cer wasn’t me, they ripped out her jaw!” She did the same to another, her hands messily roaming through the visor of one.

The metal was molded like putty, giving way without resistance as she pried their jaw clean, clubbing it into their face until nothing but metal scrap remained, arranged like a blossoming, crimson flower.

“We’re triplets! What was so different about me!? Why did they want my eyes!? I’ve hated them ever since! Because all I’ve seen is nothing but red misery!” She howled, her hair beginning to float as an electric charge emanated from her body.

But this time, it wasn’t blue. In fact, it didn’t seem to have a color. Amongst the screams Res could hear a faint ticking. She dragged Stella along as she immersed herself in the carnage, imagining a past that played out differently.

“I was jealous of Ber! The Stuffed Teddy Bear came to life because of it! If I never wished to get it back, then none of us would have died!” Her screams rivalled those of the executed.

The silhouette of the Stuffed Teddy Bear could be seen roaming behind the towering flames again. It lumbered towards her. The creature itself was unnaturally fast for its size, but when it noticed Res, it slowed down to a crawl.

She couldn’t sense it at all.

“Res…” Stella could only whisper as she listened to her vent.

“A Corrupted formed before our very eyes! All because of me! Ber nearly died when she stumbled into the slaughtered dorms! And mother….!” Suddenly, as the Stuffed Teddy Bear emerged from the flames, its body transformed into a woman.

“… Was the only one who could hold it back! If it weren’t for me – then my mom wouldn’t have had to die!” Res screamed as the woman watched it all unfold. She carried a blue blade similar to those found on CogitO’s upper management.

But she was not a member of CogitO. Her eyes were shielded by her long, tangled hair. Her ears were longer than any wolf’s, appearing like the fins of a shark.

“’It’s not your fault’. ‘Don’t blame yourself’. ‘You’re innocent’. ‘You’re just a child’. Shut up! SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UUUUUUUUP!” The fighting subsided. All that remained was the heat. Res was on the brink of losing her mind as black tears tumbled down her cheeks.

“Why won’t anyone blame me!? My sins can’t be absolved by just forgiveness! All this harrowing guilt’s bored into me! It’s wormed into me at every passing day! Every night’s been spent wondering when the next tragedy’s going to strike because of me!”

She vented further, and when it seemed like she’d break, she stopped herself mid-shout when Stella grasped onto the sleeve of her suit.

“You have to pull yourself together first! Something is happening to you! This is what happened to my friends before they transformed!”

Res froze.

She was right. If she continued any further, then she’d Corrupt. She could feel the sails of her mind being caught by the tempest. A sudden clearing in the storm allowed her to briefly recollect her thoughts as the black tears returned to normal.

The ticking subsided, as if it wasn’t here to begin with.

Smoke was replaced with the scent of dahlias again.

The heat also subsided. It all slowly began to fade away as her mind cleared up.

“You’re right… I’d be a burden again. And they’ll get hurt because of me. I do… I have to change it.” Her voice was inaudible but to herself.

It was as if she was speaking to someone else.

            

    
        487. The Dahlias Are Blue, And the World Is Colorless

    
    
    
    
                The figure before them made their presence known by taking a step forward. Res’ defenses disappeared, for she recognized this scent. She was stuck in a quandary state of confusion and clarity.

“So why… is she standing in front of me now?” Res asked no one in particular, staring at the figure as though she could see. “That’s… that’s…”

“Impressive. It’s no wonder they wanted your eyes.” The figure spoke in an all too familiar tone, but carried a will that Res was not familiar with. Hearing it rattled her. It compelled her to tear away the clot and clumps between her eyes just to catch a glimpse of this person.

And through the red-tinted lens of her slashed eyes, she saw a pair of blue eyes gazing at her through the veil of black hair. Her heart sunk, and she dropped to her knees, unable to believe her eyes.

She reached towards her.

“Mo… ther…”

But she only clasped at the air.

“So that was where she fled to. It was no wonder the 13th Order fancied such a rundown shanty town in the middle of nowhere. The Blue Dahlia. To think an Incandescent Color believed she could host a family of her own.”

Indeed.

Res’ mother was the Blue Dahlia.

“It was an interesting construct. Her consciousness was immaculately preserved. This whole time she’s been the one shielding your eyes. Truly, nothing is more beautiful than a mother’s instinct.”

Her mother was the old Blue Incandescent Color. And she was the reason why they were able to survive the Stuffed Teddy Bear’s attack. But she gave up her own life in exchange for theirs.

The memory flashed before her eyes as they widened.

“… You’re right…” Res spoke to someone invisible again, scaring Stella. “The world isn’t blue, even if mother intended it. It’s always been red. So… so red.”

The red-tinted world was engulfed in flames. The flowers were dyed red. For the first time in thirty years, she was exposed to the world again, and it was exactly how she left it. Her eyelids drooped as her body sunk further to the ground.

“The world has always been that way. The colors I remember were so vibrant. But what does it matter if it all comes back to red?”

Res could no longer hear Stella. The world around her was muted. But even so, she heard the voice of her mother.

“How much longer are you going to torment me? Isn’t it your fault? That there is no rest for me in death?” Her pained voice further twisted the blade in Res’ chest.

Res gripped it and tried to pry it free, but the moment she had leverage on her mind – She was met with the gruesome death of her mother. The Stuffed Teddy Bear returned. Despair overwhelmed her as she watched her mother’s head spin on her shoulders.

“No… Mo… ther… I… Why… is always…?”

“It all slips away through your fingers. Because you haven’t learned how to grasp them with two hands. Your aspiration for perfection was futile. Nothing has changed.” Her mother continued to speak. Her instincts knew that wasn’t truly her, but her emotions overwhelmed her as a voice accompanied by a ticking whispered:


“For thirty years you’ve convinced yourself that the world is colorless.”


 

“For thirty years you have lived in normalcy.”


 

“For thirty years the pain of the world has been shielded away.”


 

“You did all that you could.”


 

“Isn’t it time to give in?”


 

The voice was neither the White Rabbit’s nor Jury’s. It was someone more ethereal. They knew everything about her. They said precisely what she wanted to hear. Their words became her only source of comfort now.

In her deluded thoughts, Res looked down at her hands to find a lifeless Stella.

“… I don’t like the sight of death. I became a Moon to stop it. I did everything that I could, but nothing changed.”

Res recalled moments of her life as a Moon.

Even as a Jester, she was an outstanding Moon who never once failed outside of the Stuffed Teddy Bear. But perfection wasn’t enough. Her efforts to quell the blasphemous colors of the world were fruitless.

“I lived life like it was my last. Because I thought that one day I could make a change. All my friends are dead. Even in a world without color, there is nothing worth seeing if they’re all just going to disappear.”

She remembered the twins. Her mother. Raoul, and now Stella.

Then, she remembered Frost’s face as tears fell down her cheeks.

“She’ll soon turn into a flower. Like everyone else that’s passed.”


 

“The world is colorless. If red is what you fear, then you shall hide it. If blue is what you adore, then you shall hide it.”


 

“Cast away all sight.”


 

< “Cast it away…” >


Res’ body suddenly began to tremble. At the same time, her mother’s figure disappeared just as other familiar faces arrived. She could barely hear their screams anymore.


“Kill the senses inside of you.”


 

< “Kill it all. It’s always been my eyes. Why was I born with them if I was going to blind myself for the rest of my life?” >


 

A black band covered Res’ eyes as the world itself began to shift. Blades of grass were replaced with black bars with the words ‘CENSORED’ written on them. The petals, the bodies, the colors – everything became one homogenous darkness, covered by black bars repeating the only word that made sense to her anymore.


 

< “I have to… Ah… I should’ve just done this from the start.” >


 

Her voice was twisted now. Another band wrapped her mouth, and her ears were covered. She wore a squirming suit that offended the eyes to the point where she too was covered in censor bars.

The arrangement hinted at a hideous transformation, but the general shape was like that of a flower. Tentacles spat from her censored form, wriggling in the air until what was left of Res was no longer recognizable.


 

“There is nothing you can do anymore.”


 

 < “I’ve failed enough. Let me rest now. Let me hide my sorrows away. So please –” >


 

Suddenly, colossal censor bars erupted from the ground, towering over the world. Censored entities were born from incomprehensible arrangements, and they made their way towards the group that had unfortunately stumbled into her domain.

The equivalent of a Corrupted Zone accompanied her due to the rules of this world. It reflected her state of mind. What was undoubtedly already an Eternal Night Corrupted was elevated further.

And with a hideous roar that belonged to a younger, more innocent version of Res:


 

< “– Stay away and let me live in normalcy again!” >


Cer screamed out at the top of her lungs as an electric fang was sent her way.

“REEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEES!”

Revy then received the harrowing prompt.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

RES’ CORRUPTION EVENT HAS BEGUN


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >
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        Christmas 2023 Special Chapter

    
    
    
    
                Two figures walked side by side on an empty sidewalk. Not a single soul could be seen on the winding roads. Oddly enough, the storefront windows of various cafes and restaurants were filled to the brim.

Human families and people dressed in fine suits dined as people with animal ears served them hot plates and tasty beverages. In the reflection of the glass a girl with glasses and black hair tied up into twin tails briefly brushed her bangs aside.

“So, where are you taking us this time?” A masculine voice inquired, the footsteps stopping as her partner – Sinder – also took a moment to fix his suit. “Kind of stuffy wearing something that isn’t battle gear.”

“But it suits you.” The girl – Anna – happily convinced him, causing the permanent frown on his face to mellow slightly.

“Are you sure? Well, if it’s coming from you then I guess it’s true.”

“You give me too much credit, you know.” Anna pouted slightly.

“Aha. For good reason.” He laughed just as they resumed their journey through the city. “Third Sphere, Sector 43. Why here of all places?”

“For starters we’ll draw too much attention in Paradiso. The Twelve Bodies tend to get fussy when you’re close to the Pillar of the World.” Anna reminded him, looking both ways before they crossed the street.

“They’ll get irritated even when I’m near the Ninth Sphere too. At least give me the freedom to leave the City.”

“You know Faux Angels tread on the outer rims. There’s a whole White Forest right out there in the ruins. And there's all kinds of monsters.” Anna declared with curled fists brought close to her chest. This time she didn’t have her notebooks on hand, and she wore a frilly dress for the special occasion. “Besides… U-Um. We’re forbidden from entering the Expanse. You realize there’s a reason why humanity is couped up like this. Beyond the flower fields is a place the Collective Compendium of All Knowledge can’t begin to write down.”

“I really don’t believe it’s that bad.” Sinder claimed, speaking longingly of that place beyond the City. “Plus I have good memories of the flower fields.”

Anna turned a slight shade of red just as they turned a corner, finally approaching a pretty storefront which was decorated with bundles of flowers.

“We weren’t that far outside of the City. A-And we’re here.”

“A florist?” Sinder wondered.

“No, it’s a restaurant. One of the best in this Sphere.” Anna corrected as she sheepishly looked away. “I thought… since it’s close to that time of the year I wanted to t-treat – I mean, take you away from doing dangerous things all the time. I know I’m not in any position to do this but because you’re always taking care of me –!”

Her nervousness caused her words to gush uncontrollably. Sinder snapped his fingers and at once, her mind returned to her before she felt something rest atop her head.

“Are you calm now?” He asked, fitting his peaked cap on her head.

“Y-Yes. Sorry. I booked a reservation just for two of us. T-To pay you back for all the times you helped me out. Ugh... It’s always me being a mess.” Anna deflated as her self-confidence fizzled away.

“Nonsense. I think that adds to your charm.” Sinder said, causing her to softly smile. “At least you didn’t take us to a place that sells the regurgitated stuff from GEN-06.”

“No way. Even I try to avoid that. Last time I heard someone’s steak screamed at them. Can you believe that?”

Sinder didn’t respond. Anna always thought it was weird how he’d fall into deep thought whenever an anomaly of the Bodies cropped up, especially with GEN-06 – A Pillar of the World ran by one of the Twelve Bodies which supplied the outer rims of the city with a seemingly endless supply of meat.

“Before that it was an eyeball. Let’s hope we don’t find any here.” Sinder playfully jabbed as the two made their way to the seemingly only colorful place in this world.

The two were quickly seated by a fox-eared woman, their orders taken, and in the next minute, their food had already arrived steaming hot and fresh off the stove.

“Pasta, huh. That’s rare.” Sinder noted, wondering how Anna found this place as she cheerfully twirled a large bundle of pasta. “You’d think this is a date with this kind of atmosphere.”

“Ah- Ack – *Cough*” Anna choked on her food, immediately worrying Sinder.

“Sorry – Here, let me get some water –!”

“It’s fine. You just… caught me by surprise. That’s all.” Anna truly didn’t mind that Sinder interpreted it as such, her cheeks turning red again like roses as she began to fidget in place. “Um… Sir, is it ok if I call you by your name. J-Just for today?”

“Don’t hold yourself back. In fact, just think that I’m not Sinder for today.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“Ahaha. Where’s your imagination?”

“You’re starting to sound like my grandmother.” Anna spoke with a mouthful of pasta.

“Well, she was the one who told you about this time of year. It’s not widely celebrated. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was just us two who knew about it in this entire Sphere.”

“Because it’s knowledge from another world.” Anna claimed, holding her fork out like a stick. “Grandma had a friend from a far-away world that would tell her all about it. They called this time of the year Christmas. T-The… time of giving.”

Anna reached into a pocket from under the table, grabbing something tiny as she struggled to meet with Sinder’s eyes.

“S-So… I thought I should continue the tradition my grandma learned. If you don’t mind…!”

She thrust her hands out towards Sinder, holding a small, festively wrapped box. It was clear that Anna made the box as well since this world was unfamiliar with the holiday. Sinder was briefly taken aback by the gesture, and with a rare, fond smile; he took the box with heartfelt thanks.

“You really are the most thoughtful of them all.” He grinned, holding the box close to his face as he inspected every drawn detail on the ribbons. “Can I open it?”

“Please!” Anna nearly jumped from her seat. “I-I mean… yes, please.”

He unraveled the gift and was surprised to find a red quill pen inside. It was simple and far from the extravagant gifts and bribes he had received throughout his life as a member of a Body.

Yet it was the only gift that deeply touched his heart. He never said it out loud to Anna. In fact, Anna never really knew how much it meant to him at the time.

“S-Sorry. Someone’s calling my pager!” Anna, unable to take the awkwardness any longer, stood up and was about to leave until Sinder suddenly reached out to hold her wrist.

“Wait!” He placed the box down and sifted through his own pocket, retrieving a box of his own. “Funnily enough, I also had a friend that celebrated that holiday. Anna. I want you to take this. It’s… nothing really special either, but it was the only one I could find. Straight from the ruins of the Expanse.”

At the time I didn’t know what shocked me more…

Anna began to internally monologue.

The fact that Sinder touched me, or that he gave me a gift. The man never really smiled all that much but when I was with him, it seemed like I was always able to see a different side to him.

She couldn’t be more elated to open it. And inside…

“It’s so pretty.”

… was a false, diamond brooch.

Gemstones were rare so the only things widely available were imitations. But even so, Anna who came from nothing accepted it. To her it was more valuable than any real gemstone in the world.

Sinder had different sides to him. At times it felt like he knew things that no one else did. Looking back now I don’t remember how many resets we spent together, because I only remember one.

I wished I had the courage to tell you how much I loved you, Sinder.

How about you?

…

“Ah – Anna! You’re scribbling into the book again!” Ignis’ voice cried from right beside her.

“Huh –!?” She snapped out of her trance, finding herself back in the Eternal Library where she was surrounded by several familiar faces.

“My, another page wasted. Shall we start again?” Magus said. “We wouldn’t want our precious memories held by arbitrary means!”

“Bzzzt~!” Snap agreed as the Little Frost above its back held a small bundle of Captured Memories.

What Anna was making was a scrapbook to hold their memories, written by the gift Sinder left for her – the Final Feather of the Scorched Dove. As it turned out, the feather never came from Sinder himself.

It was, in essence, the gift she gave to Sinder long, long ago.

“Indeed.” The Arbiter also spoke. “Our memories are scattered across a sea of literature and the in-between nonsense. It will be wise to have a comprehensive book we can reminisce with.”

The Star Child also agreed with a series of rapid nods.

“I’ll prepare a new book.” Nav hummed, tapping the shoulders of the triplets to aid her.

“Then I’ll get some more snacks!” Jury exclaimed with a face full of cookie crumbles.

“That’ll be a big help, thank you!” Anna smiled, letting loose of a long, drained sigh as she finally came back.

It took three hundred years, but I’m doing better now thanks to everyone. I hope you’re also doing well wherever you are now, Sinder.

Suddenly, one last voice called out to her.

“Anna? What’s wrong? You’ve been out of it lately.” Frost spoke to her as she looked up expecting to see Frost but instead it was the Hired Arm that crouched closest to her.

Frost was far away in the background, watching over the group right beside the Arbiter.

The Hired Arm smiled at her as if knowing what was on her mind. Anna clutched onto Sinder’s mantle and held the quill tightly in her other hand. At the same time, the Hired Arm reached down to stroke her head with affection.

“It’s nothing… I was just reminiscing about our old world.”

She relaxed into the palm of the Hired Arm and took a deep breath.

I can finally call this world my home.

Sinder.

Thank you for being with me.

            

    
        488. Res' [CENSORED] Event

    
    
    
    
                It happened in front of Cer again. One of her sisters had Corrupted.

There was no miracle to save Res this time. No Frost to lend her hand. No Ber to bring her back from the depths of her sorrow. Pure, unadulterated despair engulfed Cer as total silence consumed them.

They were plunged into total darkness as the soft, muffled weeping of her malformed sister filled every corner of the world. The Cheshire Cat, Revy, Sana and Alice instantly stopped where they stood, watching Cer disappear in the blink of an eye and appear just meters away from the Corrupted Res.

“WAKE UP! THAT’S STELLA YOU’RE GOING TO KILL!” Held by the CENSORED tendrils was a Stella who coughed up blood, her body nearly crushed into a pulp. An electric fang severed the tentacles, allowing Cer to catch Stella as she zipped by. “RES! You can hear me! I know you can! Come back to us! It’s still not too late!”

Corrupted did not normally talk. Their mutterings were usually only heard by Frost. However, this was true for traditional Corrupted. Corrupted Personas on the other hand, were perfectly capable of verbalizing their internal affairs.

The gag that constricted Res’ face – the only last thing hinting of who she was – contorted as she spoke in a younger, muffled voice:


< “It’s distorted outside. The colors of the world don’t exist. It’s scary. Can’t you see?” >


Speaking to a Corrupted was never a two-way conversation. Her musings were meant only for her ears, but Cer believed that it was her way of asking for help. Tentacles sprouted from the ground, transforming into giant, claw-like constructs that moved with a terrible tremor.

“WATCH OUT CER!” Revy’s voice cut through Res’ ominous echoes. The desperation in her voice alerted Cer, the hairs rising along her nape as she swiftly steered into the opposite direction. “It’s attacking! The attack – It’s called –!”


< [CENSORED: ???] >


 

“CENSORED!?” She lacked confidence in her voice. The name of the attack was too vague for her to understand. Granted, this was the first time she had seen it, so confusion was to be expected.

But even so, it meant little to her. On the bright side, this meant that Revy could call out the attacks for Cer. As things were, there was nothing else they could do but stay out of the fight.

That, however, was wishful thinking. While the main Corrupted was preoccupied with Cer, the minions of the Corrupted Res spilled from censored incisions made along the squirming pillars.

One could only imagine what they looked like without the CENSORED bars.

“Writhing masses. They look like animals with disfigured limbs.” Sana commented, watching them approach like a sprinting spider. To Revy and Alice however, they looked more like flowers. “Revy! And Cat! Looks like there’s no way out of this place anymore!”

“No. We can still escape! The problem is –!” The Cheshire Cat sprung our sharpened claws from her paws as she walked towards what seemed like nothing.

Suddenly, when she passed through what was the limits of Res’ world, she emitted a horrifying scream as CENSORED bars burst from her body, devouring her from the inside out until nothing but a puddle of CENSORED remained.

“Hey – hey! Fucking idiot!” Sana growled, cupping Alice’s eyes whose face went pale at the sight of the Cheshire Cat’s demise. “Alice! Just keep your eyes shut, ok! Stay behind me! Tch… We fucking lost one already!”

“C-Cat!? Cat…?”

“Why would she…!?” Revy was at a loss for words, but she had seen enough death as is. There was no point lingering on those lost. Not when their lives were at stake. “… Dammit… She was the only good person in this place!”

Cer was fast, but so was Res. It was near impossible for Cer to protect them and to fight simultaneously. Blue sparks illuminated the dark world as the tips of pillars were caught in the crossfire. They themselves had no HP, but as for the animal-shaped monsters that arrived in the dozens –
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– They were far beyond their capabilities.
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Yet despite this, the Colors of the World were weaker than Revy would have expected. She relayed this immediately to everyone, including to Cer as Sana began to unload round after round at the encroaching entities.

“THAT’S –!” Cer roared, rushing through the approaching hoard, slaughtering over half in an instant. Revy didn’t know when it happened, but Stella had appeared in front of her, her legs barely able to carry her trembling body.

“BECAUSE –!” Suddenly, another attack was sent Cer’s way.


< “Light my way through the shadows. The colorless world ceases to exist. This light… is all written as words.” >


< [CENSORED: ???] >


A giant maw connected to Res via a tiny umbilical cord attempted to consume her. It slammed its jaws around Cer, seemingly devouring her. However, jolts of lightning caused it to smolder and smoke before its head exploded, revealing a Cer who had one of her ears and a part of her tail taken by its teeth.

“– THE WORLD IS NOT AS FUCKING SHITTY AS SHE MAKES IT OUT TO BE!”

Cer had already caught onto the root of Res’ suffering. The name of the entities and her aversion to color made it obvious. It didn’t click with the others, but to Cer who had stuck by Res’ side since birth, it couldn’t be clearer.

One by one, the Colors of the World were struck by bullets.

Sana was able to deal 1,800 ATT damage per shot. Not to mention that she could heal 1,500 HP per bullet. Cer’s ears and tail began to steam as they regenerated, her teeth bared for the healing process hurt far more than her injuries.

But none could compare to the pain of losing her sister to the Corruption.

“That means… they have zero defense, right?” Revy questioned, but quickly amended her assumption. “No. Zero in either magic or physical attack! Res is also the same!”

Indeed. Cer was able to consistently damage Res with her electric fangs. Unlike the Colors of the World, Res herself seemingly had no DEF stats at all, causing Cer to easily take down massive chunks of her HP.


CENSORED | HP: 650,000


This however, was not something to celebrate.

Because if Res died…

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” Cer entered a state of uncontrolled fury as she began to fight defensively, striking only the tentrils that flailed from Res’ hideous form when necessary. “REEEEEEEEEEES!”


< “Turn myself into a thorn. Keep it cold and composed. I can’t see. Therefore, there is nothing to be afraid of.” >


 

< [CENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] >


 

The first named attack appeared, and an overwhelming sense of dread engulfed them. Their worst nightmares were plastered onto Res, manifesting across her bulging, flailing form. Sana ceased firing temporarily, throwing herself onto the ground as she forced two fingers into the trigger, shouting:

“FUCKING MUSCICIAAAAAANS!”

“Nightmare? What nightmare…? Res… the only fear I have – IS LOSING YOU!”

Cer screamed with every attack. Fear infected them as Revy moved to fight, leaving Alice and Stella to stay close to Sana. The two cowered under her, covering their ears as explosions, wails and mangled thuds cut between the deafening silence.

Revy held onto her garden scythe and was about to rush in, her body trembling as the fear began to gnaw at her. The CENSORED bars that made up the entities caused them to appear far more frightening than whatever they were.

It was all a trick of the mind. She knew this, but her body couldn’t resist.

Even so, there were others behind her that couldn’t fight.

“… 5th Order.” Revy saw the faces of those who murdered her loved ones in the past. Their bodies were fused into Res’ before she was wrapped in CENSORED bars yet again.

Suddenly, a voice spoke from behind her just as she was about to throw herself into the fray.

“For that wolf, it’s a fight for domination. But for us its survival.” The Cheshire Cat had returned from the grave without a single blemish on her body, much to their shock. “Ask questions later. The gist of it that denizens of this place can’t die as long as we’re in the Escape! We’re bound by this law. Just like the Laws of the Source. Or Miracle of Cognition. Whatever she muses about.”

“Shut up and get to the point!” Sana shouted. It was unclear if she was happy or annoyed to see her again. Whatever it was, she just wanted her to make herself useful.

The Cheshire Cat rummaged for something within the fur between her breasts. Meanwhile, Res’ main body only continued to grow increasingly grotesque with each chunk of HP that was shed.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Conditions are finalizing >


 

< Please acknowledge these as they will lay the foundation of the fight >


 

< Understand that these Conditions will make even a Level 1 Human be able to stand against Corrupted of unimaginable proportions >


 

Is that really true?

Revy had no reason to doubt the weird blue prompt with white text. It seemed far-fetched, but this was the same thing that had guided Frost all this time. Perhaps through it, she’d be able to do something.

Not only that, but was this… Nav? She thought Nav couldn’t communicate with her.


< Unknown >


 

This was all it could answer with.

“I had a quick meeting with the White Rabbit after my death. It’s been an awfully long time since I got to see her. I got to hear the Amalgam’s voice.” The Cheshire Cat solemly spoke, pulling out two tiny, egg-shaped objects.

She handed one each to Revy and Sana, asking them to eat it.

“… a tail?” Revy realized that it was no egg, but a tiny tail coiled up into one. It was smaller than a speck of dirt, yet it radiated with the light of a lantern.

“Not just any tail! It’s from the White Rabbit. It’s not much and it’ll work for a few hours, but it’s a compromise she’s willing to take! Think of it as her way of lending a hand.” The Cheshire Cat grinned mischievously. “Eat it! Imagine someone you want to be. Someone powerful, but not too powerful because your body might just turn into sludge.”

Her body was temporarily encased in a golden light. The apparel of a court jester was worn on her body, and a mace long enough to be a staff was held in both hands. Yet instead of holding it normally she hoisted it above her head, holding it like a spear as tatooes of card suits were drawn beneath her eyes.

“Behold! The power of the White Rabbit! Persona Imaginata~!”
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The Cheshire Cat adorned the persona of someone completely different, her mannerism suddenly changing to someone all to familiar to Revy and Sana.

It was…

“Magus…?” Revy uttered as the Condition was finally sent to her.


< CONDITION: Individuals caught within CENSORED’s Repression Field will be unable to leave until Trepidation Stacks reaches 0. Attempting to leave with Trepidation Stacks will result in immediate ego death >


 

//////// < CAUTION > ////////


 

< Ego death may result in becoming a Shell should you survive >


 

< Your ‘Well’ will collapse >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Directly challenging CENSORED will reveal the truth. When all truths are revealed, CENSORED’s eyes will open. Revealing the Colors of the World will immediately cause CENSORED’s HP to become 0 >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQIREMENT: CENSORED is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Good luck >

            

    
        489. Face The Fear

    
    
    
    
                Revy commanded the message to all as though possessed. The fears that gnawed at them served as a way to send their fight or flight responses into overdrive. The gears of survival churned, and she and Sana gulped the tiny speck without question.

The arena was large enough where Cer could not cover considerable ground even with her speed. The Repression Field was easily over a hundred meters. A dark cloud swirled from beyond the veil, licking at the invisible barrier with insatiable appetite.

And so were the Colors of the World. Appendages exploded from their mouths like parasitic worms from the abdomen of a spider. It seemed that they grew more powerful as their Trepidation Stacks grew.


< You are passively accumulating Trepidation Stacks >


 

< 1 Trepidation Stack per Minute >


 

< You are currently afflicted with 12 Trepidation Stacks >


 

< At 20% of RESIST level, you will be afflicted with the Concerned Condition >


 

< At 30% Nervous Condition >


 

< 50% Fear Condition >


 

< 75% Panicked Condition >


 

< 90% Overwhelming Condition >


 

< And at 100%, the Despair/Breakdown Condition >


 

< “The labels plastered across all in vision. Just like the labels they plastered onto us. No one sees what’s true. It’s for the better.” >


 

< [CENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] >


It hadn’t even been twelve minutes yet. And even with such a low number of Stacks, the fear was agonizing. Nothing could tell her why. Not even the bizarre prompts that appeared before her eyes. But she speculated that it was caused by the [UNCENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] attack.

The ‘Un’ prefix meant that they had already unveiled one ‘truth’.

“So we gotta shout until her mind comes back!? Is this how it works!?” Cer circled Res’ form, which only continued to grow alongside their accumulating Trepidation Stacks.

“I don’t think so!” Revy exclaimed, interpreting it differently. “Subjugation… it means death, doesn’t it!?”

“Tch… RES IS NOT GOING TO DIE!” Cer roared as bolts of lightning riddled the ground, severing more of Res’ tentacles. Their speed was nearly inconceivable to them. They were a blur, with only black and blue sparks serving as a point of reference for where they were.

And even then, those were usually seconds behind their true position. Such was the might of a Moon in the eyes of the normal. Never mind the overwhelming power of an Eternal Night Corrupted.

They were not expected to survive.

“Cer, even you gotta snap out of your rage! Revy. It does. Subjugation IS DEATH!” Sana confirmed, shooting Cer with healing bullets whenever she could. “CAT! What do we do now!? We’ve eaten the damned thing!”

“Imagination~!” The Cheshire Cat danced on her heels, holding another club-shaped spear before she spun in place. “Think about who you idolize! Who you think is cool! Who you want to become!”

Then, the spear was hurdled into the air. It glowed like a distant star. Needles of light showered upon the Colors of the World.

“This one I’ve taken is someone the White Rabbit used to know. You don’t necessarily have to know them in person. You just gotta know enough!”

Few were killed by the attack. Many more were pinned in place as Sana’s bullets penetrated through hordes of them with ease. However, as Corrupted, whether she hit their heads or vitals were unnecessary as they did not require them to function in the first place.

The entities lacked logic, and therefore required unconventional means of combat. In their case, they just needed to hit them until their HP dropped to 0.

“Cer! We can’t challenge her before the Colors of the World are all dead!” Revy exclaimed, wracking her mind to figure out just who she wanted to become.

Frost was the first choice, but merely imagining her caused her body to internally cook. She flickered through the pages of archived memories. Eventually, she remembered the story of the Peace Flocks.

Grandis was home to Justica Arms 1st Branch. They were individuals that wore an apparel not too dissimilar from Frost, and were covered dark, feathery coats. The heat of her body disappeared, and was replaced by a brimming, euphoric sensation as light enveloped her.

Sana too underwent a similar transformation.

“Easier than expect, hmm~?” The Cheshire Cat giggled, waving softly at a trembling Alice who huddled beside Stella. “… I hope you’ll also come out of this unscathed. Well. Time to do my job and lend a hand. I’d hate to not be able to repay my debt to you!”

Alice managed to hear this despite the awful sounds. She peered at the Cheshire Cat’s figure and wondered just who she was.

“Meow~” Was all she replied with, further confusing Alice.

Suddenly, the light surrounding the two disappeared.
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Revy emerged holding a pale stick embellished with golden symbols. They depicted the feathers of a dove, and it contrasted with her deep, black apparel that mimicked Frost’s.

But she did not take after Frost.

Her eyes were far too severe to belong to someone they believed to be free of ill will. A peaked cap hid her ears as her heels dug into the CENSORED grass, trampling on them without a second though.

“Injustice in sight. By Galia’s will, it will be eliminated. I, Revy of the 1st Branch, must eradicate the rot.” Her voice hadn’t changed, but her tone was certainly that of a Justica Arms member. “All according to the Amalgam’s Code of Conduct.”

She took aim with the stick in hand and commenced her own long-ranged attacks. Magical circles surrounded the tip of the decorated weapon before crystal bullets were fired into the direction of the entities. The bullets did not merely just penetrate them but ricocheted around. A single bullet bounced exactly twelve times before they exploded, throwing dangerous shrapnel everywhere.

“Impressive. Perhaps one day students of mine will be able to join an Atelier as righteous as yours.” Sana spoke like an academic.

She repositioned her glasses, her body enveloped by a black, mage’s robe as she aimed her Standard Talon at their enemies.
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Sana’s transformation seemed incomplete. Or rather, incompatible with what she envisioned. Her core personality as a Black Wing could not be overwritten by the illusion; a phenomenon the Cheshire Cat was surprised to see.

Because this was something she had only witnessed occur to the White Rabbit herself.

Meaning that Sana in some way was similar to the White Rabbit.

Additionally, Revy’s transformation was smoother than she expected. There was something she must have possessed that allowed for this extreme compatibility.

And that something was Serum S – the fluids of an Angel.

Sana wasn’t strengthened as much as she would have wanted. However, any amount of strength was better than none. All three of them engaged in ranged combat, keeping the Colors of the World at bay with one projectile at a time.

Cer was caught in the crossfire at times, but such attacks were no different from droplets of rain.

The wolfwoman’s brows furrowed. Her face twisted wickedly at the sight. A power that allowed people to change so easily would cause wars to be fought over it. Such a thing was an anomaly of the highest order.

“Res could’ve benefited from something like that. But then again… This idiot would’ve been stuck being blind for the rest of her life!” Cer roared, clashing head on with Res.


< “Sensory overloaded. Keep it all shut away. The world beyond is terrifying. It’s better to be blind to it all.” >


 

“SHUT THE FUCK UP RES AND LISTEN TO ME!” Cer was flung backwards, but she immediately bounced back, resuming her clash. “You know more than anyone else that I also hate this world! The humans, the serfs, the unwashed scumbags that litter every corner of the cities! How do you think we feel, Res!? Or the other children of Grandis!?”


< [CENSORED: Fear Attenuation] >


 

< “No one understands me. No one sees it like me. My eyes were jewels. It must all be kept hidden. The colors… were so red that day.” >


 

The claws that once attacked Cer emerged from Res’ body, swiping at her. No matter how small Cer’s body was, she was always able to clash with the abnormal proportions of her enemy.

            

    
        490. Fight The Fear

    
    
    
    
                “Two names down, and four more to go!” Cer shouted.

“Query. That means what exactly?” Revy questioned like a soldier.

“Indeed. This is one question I couldn’t answer.” Sana spoke in a gentler voice but carried the same crude tone.

“Six attacks! These Eternal Night things have six attacks!” Cer referenced Frost’s observations during their travels, as well as her own experiences in the past.

When she thought about it, the attacks of all the previous Eternal Night Corrupted she had fought could certainly be split into six distinct attacks.

“Get those things over and done with! Res… I can’t stand to see Res like this any longer!” Cer split the sky in half with one colossal claw. It was like a blade swung from the heavens, obliterating the claws of [Fear Attenuation]. “All this fear curled up inside of you… Why couldn’t you say thing!? Is this really how you felt!? Res… ANSWER ME RES!”


< “What lies beyond the veil? I’m afraid to know. We all are. That’s why we must stay blind.” >


 

As if hearing Cer’s woes, the Corrupted mused as glimmers of light appeared beyond the veil surrounding them. They were like stars of the night sky, but they carried an ominous glow found on no real star.


< [CENSORED: Overwhelming Repression] >


 

< “What lays beyond? It was so clear to me. Before the bloodshed, I always feared the horizons past the oceans. Because I was gifted with the sight that brought hell to us.” >


 

Res revealed a woe that Cer was never aware of. In fact, this was the first time she had heard Res talk about something beyond the oceans. Res had perhaps the best eyesight of them all. She always wondered why the world seemed so infatuated with her, to the point where the Impuritas even wanted her on their side.

Suddenly, the glimmers of light beyond the veil passed through, transforming into more Colors of the World. However, unlike the ones born from within, they were more powerful.
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They spilled from everywhere, causing Revy, Sana and the Cheshire Cat to split their attention as Sana began relaying orders.

Meanwhile, Cer’s eyes trembled with sincerity.

“… Res…? Tch. Who cares about that!? Who cares what you saw!? All that matters is that you have to come back to us! Red, blue, black, white – what does it matter!? They’re just colors! They don’t have meaning! So please – PLEASE COME BACK TO US!”


< [CENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] >


 

< “The blood. The flames. The horrors. It plunged me into despair. On that day where we had our body parts severed from us, I had plucked my own eyes.” >


 

“… And you think you saw worse!? I don’t know what you saw out there, but what happened to us on that night… I can tell it hurts you so much. You’ve been hurting for a long time. So Res, just please, if you’re still in there – HEAR MY VOICE!”

Cer knew that whatever she did was futile. But she had seen miracles happen before. Why should the world have to give up on her sister if she could not? Cer didn’t care if the wall was impenetrable, or if the tree was too tall for her to climb.

She would keep barking up at it forever.

Sana and Revy trembled slightly, their phantasia forms wavering for a split second. The Trepidation Stacks seemed to also increase the strength of the Colors of the World. The insidious combination was truly something only a Corrupted could conceive of.


< [CENSORED: Sensory Deprivation] >


 

< “I closed myself up. Wore this cold persona. Friends and family constantly slept beneath the flowerbeds. The only way to stop it is to hide it.” >


 

Cer didn’t know what ‘challenging’ her meant to begin with. Before long four of six ‘truths’ were unwravelled much to her dismay. Her emotions had caused her to try to bring Res back before the Condition could occur, but now she was closer to death than ever before.

Even a Moon like her wasn’t immune to Trepidation.

Not when it concerned someone so close to her.

The black maw connected to an umbilical cord shot from her body, attempting to consume Cer. It was larger this time, and she would undoubtedly be maimed if she was caught by it. Cer wove through Res’ body that now towered them at five meters tall and wide.


< [CENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] >


 

< “Stirring the madness away, I remain within my cocoon, waiting for the day that this world changes for me to leave.” >


 

< [CENSORED: See No Evil] >


 

< “That’s why… everyone must also be embraced by it.” >


 

Suddenly, the fog from beyond the veil clouded their visions. Darkness Stacks were applied onto them. Cer was thankfully able to rely on her instincts as the corners of her vision were invaded by the intrusive darkness.

The others on the other hand, were overwhelmed by it. Had they not kept their weapons pointed in the same direction, then they would have killed each other. But this darkness was not the end of it. A CENSORED bar taking the form of giant syringe appeared.

Cer’s heart sunk.

It pierced through her chest.

“CER!?” Sana and Revy exclaimed.


Cer | HP: 38,000


CENSORED | HP : 430,000


 

Cer was thankfully not dead. She felt something flow through her body as she slashed the syringe away and resumed her assault.


 

< “I relied on the liquid medicine to keep it all away. But even that was not enough. I spread the poison to the others. Oh how I wish it worked as well on me as it did on them…” >


 

“Res… you… you were the one who…?”

The realization throttled Cer’s movements, as did the liquid that was injected into her. She was swatted from the air, her body colliding with two of the pillars. They crashed down like fallen spires, shaking the world as the very air vibrated.

Cer barely caught herself before she was thrown into the veil as she stood atop the shattered remains of one of the towers, her electric aura annihilating the spilling Colors of the World.

“It was never Galia’s idea…? Why would she take the blame for it? Res… Hey, Res… RES! ANSWER ME ALREADY! I’m… What the fuck…” Cer felt betrayed. Her emotions were made clear as her mouth curled downwards into a saddened frown.

It was the closest she had been to breaking down into tears.

And when it seemed like she’d drop to her knees and break –

“That… tch… like it matters now.”

– Cer wiped the blood that dribbled down her nose, her eyes filled with renewed vigor.

“We’ve been through enough shit as it is. Blaming each other now won’t do us any good. What the fuck did you think I’d say because of that, Res!? THAT I’LL HATE YOU!? You’re the only one who doesn’t get just how much I love you, Res! It’s not all about sadness or cruelty! Even someone like me can tell people the good about this world, even if it’s just a little! Because… I’ve always had you, Res. You and Ber. That’s why I can see like it’s nothing. I thought you were the same…”

Sparks of electricity fell from Cer’s eyes as she prepared to assault Res once more now that her attention had turned to the others.

“… Res. Please just wait. I’m bringing you back!” Cer’s movements were sluggish now. Her AGI was already lower than the Corrupted, making her an easier target. “Tch… One lapse of judgement. That’s all it took…?”

No matter what, Cer was not going to allow Res to touch the others. Even if they were a liability, she couldn’t help but admire their courage in the face of overwhelming power. She attacked from where she stood, sending waves of electric claws at Res as she slid down the spire.

She was about to shout at Res. To scream more again but she held her tongue. She was ‘truth’ away from opening her eyes.


< “There is nothing in this world considering. The colors. The flowers. They are all meaningless.” >


 

“That’s… not true…” The voice of a child spoke, somehow cutting through the thunderous booms from Sana’s weapons, and the silent thuds of the fallen Colors of the World.

Tendrils burst from the ground, attempting to ensnare Alice.

“BEHIND!”

“SHOOT IT DOWN!”

“ALICE!”

Revy, Sana, and the Cheshire Cat could not offer their hand to help. Stella on the otherhand, sensing the urgency in their voice, threw Alice aside and was immediately ensnared by the tendrils. She was dragged underground, re-appearing before the colossal Res’ face as needle-like tentacles hovered around Stella, ready to cut her open.

“RES! Please – No!” Cer could not attack her directly without claiming Stella’s life.

She sluggishly sprinted to Res, attacking other parts of her body in attempt to redirect her attention but to no avail. Desperation consumed them all. Bullets were sent directly at Res now. The Colors of the World grew innumerable.

All seemed lost.

No. It was futile to begin with. An Eternal Night Corrupted was never going to be feasible. Not in a fight like this.


< [CENSORED: Surgical Administration] >


< “Unblinding myself was the most painful. To blind myself was simple. From then on, I could no longer see red…” >

            

    
        491. A Dahlia Colored in Fear and Sorrows

    
    
    
    
                Stella’s body was trapped. The tendrils restrained every limb as she was suspended in midair. Beneath her were the uncensored faces of countless, their maws stretched to unrecognizable proportions. They were newborn chicks silently chirping for a worm.

The grip alone nearly crushed Stella’s body. If Res wished, then every limb could be plucked off like the pale seeds of a dandelion. Stella didn’t know why, but even though she could smell blood, there was an odd floral scent emanating from Res.

“But you still remember the scent of the flowers.” Stella managed to express herself with a pale face.

Ineffable fear swirled in her nonexistent eyes as the CENSORED instruments drew close to her sealed eyes, hovering there in preparation to extract them.


< “Meaningless. Those that carry colors of this world are not worth remembering. Because it’s so painful when they disappear.” >


 

< “That’s why, removing the windows to the world is the only way to stop it.” >


 

“… but what about people that weren’t born with it?” Stella argued tenderly as one of the instruments grazed her eyes, lightly cutting her before they ceased entirely.

Res stagnated, the Colors of the World slowing their assault as if to reflect her confusion. This person she held had no eyes to begin with, and no matter how many times she tapped on her closed lids, she could not find her eyes.

“Even if I can’t see anything, it doesn’t change anything. You can’t stop what happens outside of dark place just by shutting it out.” Suddenly, Stella’s eyelids trembled.

The cracks parted, revealing a glimmer of blue beneath those curtains.

Stella’s eyes were dull and dead like those of a fish. But her eyes could not have shone more brighter as well. It was a like an unearthed sapphire, rough around the edges.

“Pretending it doesn’t exist… hurting yourself over it. How is that going to change things for the better? Res. I know more than anyone else that being unable to see the colors of the world is the worst.”

With Stella buying time, Cer actively wiped out the remaining Colors of the World. Even with her quelled speed they were no match for her. They seemed to stop production now that the pillars were destroyed.

All that was left was to save Res.

And right now, Stella was the only one who could reach her.

Suddenly, like a ray of sunshine parting away the clouds, Res spoke directly to Stella.


< “Even if you were to see the things you wish you didn’t?” >


“Yes… Because I think it’s worth seeing everything.” The tendrils loosened enough for Stella to reach towards the instruments.

She could not see the censor bars, so to her, it felt just like she was holding Res’ hand again. The texture was familiar to her. It wasn’t just Res’ hand, but embedded into it like an embroilment were brushstrokes.

“Ayle told me that paintings don’t start perfectly. Dark colors and the ugliness are all part of the process. Without them, then that painting is meaningless. And if you don’t like it, then you paint over them with vibrant colors. That’s… what I think change is.”


< “… change…” >


 

The Corrupted Res fell into deep thought.


* * *


Was it really that easy?

Res wondered to herself from a place untouched by the light. Memories returned to her once Stella finished speaking. Her mind wandered down an avenue of reminiscence. Beyond the dark veil, Res found herself walking through a field of flowers.

Long, long ago the flowers were blue.

“Res! Res! Check this out!” A Cer holding onto a bundle of blue roses exclaimed.

They were so young back then. Cer wore the stupidest, toothy grin she had ever seen. Several teeth were missing, and she always had a part of her body bandaged up. Today, it was her nose.

“Think Ber is going to like them?” Cer asked. Beyond the flower field was Ber, who could be seen waving at them, excited for their occasional visit.

“She’ll absolutely love them.” A masculine voice spoke from behind.

It was Raoul. A younger Raoul who wore a smile without a care in the world. In his hands were a bundle of the same blue roses.

… moments like these were plentiful, weren’t they?

Res turned around as the wind picked up, seeing her mother wave at her, as if to encourage her to talk with Ber. Her hands moved rapidly, making strange symbols that Res never could understand. Those symbols were meant to replace her voice. Her mother was mute from birth, so it was always difficult for her to convey her thoughts.

Not to mention that she was always so sickly with a disease that slowly ate away at her memories. Flowers were all that she remembered…

… and I was the only one she could too. Me and Raoul. To her… Ces and Ber were like strangers.

Blue dahlias were a flower believed to be a cure to the ‘Memory Disease’. People believed that scent was the most powerful way to bring a person’s memories back, even temporarily. Their village was surrounded by countless fields of flowers, so much so that it was their world for the longest time.

When did it all become so colorless?

A filter suddenly appeared. Her mother was painted grey, and the world followed suit as the world froze. Colorless petals hovered in stasis midair, indistinguishable from the bees and other floral debris. The world became one homogenous color as she turned around again.

She stood at the edge of a cliff. Beneath her was an ocean. An ocean so vast that no one had ever traversed past a certain point. She remembered seeing lights at the end, like stars. Glimmers in the darkness of night could also be seen, and whenever she pointed them out to others, they’d look at her like she was crazy.

Mom always looked so scared when I talked about them.

Res looked down at herself, then back up to a burning world.

… She was so scared of something so far away, that she forgot that the things that could hurt us were so close by. I remember the flames. The fields turned red. I hated my eyes…

Res then recalled when she met D-13. The dullness in her eyes that were indifferent to the world around them.

“How am I able to smile at such a sight? Because it’s how this world is. You become numb after some point.” D-13 mused, injecting her with the white healing fluids. “… Little wolf. Why have you taken out your eyes?”

I no longer wished to see. That was why.

“Then would you entertain death?”

… no.

“Then is there a difference from culling experiences and death?”

Her views were extreme, and I never understood it. I remember the golden serum. How she held it to my neck…

“Serum S will not be used on children.” A voice commanded.

It was Galia. A distant Galia who carried her mother’s burned body in her arms, wrapped in her own garbs. It was the first and only time she had seen Galia’s flesh. They were warped, skinless, and blackened like that of Jury’s claw. Miniature eyes could be seen between her muscles, and her flesh had the texture of a snake’s skin.

Galia was so against it. Her eyes were emptier than the Wandering Healer’s. And yet… she refused to let us suffer. I’m sure she’s seen worse than me. Far, far worse.

But I…

… I am the reason why we were given Serum G.

Because I wanted to change.

And change I couldn’t.

“Serum G? Is that what you truly desire?” The scene changed to a pale throne where a tiny Res stood before Galia. “I’m against it. You mother would be too.”

“… I can’t take it anymore. Cer won’t stop crying. And Ber’s never been more miserable. I’ve scooped them out again. I’m sorry.” Res emotionlessly spoke.

If there was a moment in my life I wish I could redo…

“You don’t have to become a Moon. Live in peace in my 3rd Branch. My duty is to uphold the promise of the Blue Dahlia. An old ally deserves no less. Memories are precious. You should know that better than anyone else.” Galia reached down to pat Res’ head as she knelt down to her level. “Your life will change not for the better. Becoming a Moon is a curse more than it is a Blessing. Serum G is a stagnative poison. You will never change.”

… then it would be this.

“Very well. I shall take the blame on your behalf. Your sisters will only know it was me who issued the Serum. But know that the guilt you bear will one day come back to crush you.” Galia warned, as if begging Res to reconsider.

It was stubborn. I wanted instant gratification. Immediate escapism. To close my eyes and hide the colors of the world.

“I won’t confront them… I’ll just ignore them. Like everything else. So that we can go back to being normal.”

It wasn’t that I was afraid of seeing the colors.

It was that…


* * *


< “… I was afraid of losing them.” >


< [UNCENSORED: Nightmare Fuel] >


 

< [UNCENSORED: Surgical Administration] >


Res’ eyes opened to the world. Her eyes had become blue. The tendrils attempted to remove her eyes, but they stopped as Stella reached out to protect her eyes.

“Res! Don’t! You don’t… have to keep doing this to yourself! It’s not so bad! You have people that can help you!” Stella shouted, right before Cer’s voice tore the air apart.

“REEEEEEEEEEES! ALL OF US ARE WAITING FOR YOU TO COME BACK TO US!” She clawed her way up Res’ hideous form, which vaguely resembled that of a giant flower.

The flower in question was a forget me not.

“NO MATTER WHAT HAPPENS, NO MATTER WHAT YOU SEE OR DO, WE’LL ALWAYS BE HERE FOR YOU! Please Res… Please. Just snap out of it.” Cer finally reached the head of her sister, the blindfold slipping away from Res’ eyes as she cupped her head.

The world began to change color. A grey light trickled through the veil of darkness. It wasn’t clear like sunshine, but it was a ray of hope that brought ease to the others. For now, they could rest.

However, it was not over yet.


< “… I did so many wrongs. I poisoned the well. Serum G was given to us because I insisted that we take it. I still remember my passive self.” >


 

< “I stood in the middle of it all, taking the world in rather than acting. And even when blind… People still fell through my fingers.” >


 

< “For what did I blind myself for? I couldn’t catch them before. I can’t catch them now.” >


 

< “Why are these hands… so desperate to catch them?” >


 

Res’ body trembled as her form began to sink deep into the amalgamation of flesh. Stella and Cer were thrown away like rags.

“RES!?”

“Waaah!?”

Cer’s body regained its strength, and she caught Stella before she could fall to her death. Something was happening to Res again.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Res has entered an intermediate state >


 

< She is conflicted right now and stands at a border of further Corruption and Realization >


 

< An Awakening is impossible, however >


 

“Cer! Listen to this!” Revy relayed precisely what she saw, causing Cer’s eyes to glimmer with hope.

But that was also a stretch. Res’ body could no longer be seen. A giant, black ball made from chains concealed her as the darkness surrounding them broke down. Giant flowers of many colors replaced the CENSORED pillars. A rundown village could be seen in the backdrop; a ruined Leviathan train; buildings from the Derma Layer; and the streets of the City of Spades.

The world manifested as Res’ deepest regrets. An overgrowth of flowers consumed everything, burying it like everything she had ever known.


 

< “This guilt of mine… From the start… if only I had learned sooner, then so many people wouldn’t have gotten hurt.” >


 

< “If I wasn’t jealous of Ber…” >


 

< “If my selfishness didn’t drag them to the depths of Serum G.” >


 

< “If I didn’t have to blind myself for so long…” >


 

< “This weight of unconfronted guilt… Please… How can I move on from it?” >


 

< “Forgive me? Forgive me not. How do I make amends when people tell me it’s ok?” >


 

< “This burden of mine will bury me till the day I can push up beautiful flowers like them. With each sin I accumulate, the petals of the flowers… they grow more vibrant. So, so red.” >


 

The black, egg-like shell that consumed Res was in the shape of a flower. It was a giant, black dahlia, its hypnotizing arrangement of flowers instilling fear into all that stared too long at it. Foreboding could not do it justice.

Soon, tiny flowers of all colors appeared around them, each wrapping something that Res held dear to her like the brambles of a rose bush.


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< TRICKLE >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET BECKONS >
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< “I want to know what must be done to move on.” >


 

< “I looked up to the colorless. To a bird of black feathers for help.” >


 

< “Oh how I wished… I could have asked for it.” >


 

“IT’S NOT TOO LATE!”

A voice called from beyond their world.

And in the next moment, the same black bird that Res longed for crash-landed right before their eyes.

            

    
        492. The Black Dahlia

    
    
    
    
                The glimmer of light fell from beyond the void. A star collapsed, and from it, a figure in black emerged within their world. It was Frost. Her hair was partially white for she had manifested the power of the One Thousand Eyed Bird, and with eyes brimming with conviction for there was a friend she needed to save.

“Everyone. You can rest now. I’m here.” Her back was the only thing standing between them and the Corrupted Res. “It takes more than just grit to stand up against a Corrupted. Cer. If you can still stand, then please move them somewhere safe.”

It was small, but the shadow she cast stretched from one end of the world to the other. Her words caused the very air to shake despite how gentle it sounded. The fear that once gripped their hearts loosened as Trepidation Stacks disappeared.


< Inspiration! I [5/10] >

< Temporarily inspire allies. Grant resistance to Trepidation Stacks if Allies RESIST is lower than 50 >

< Cost: 200 MP >


Frost witnessed the world change just moments prior. Minutes ago, she arrived in this world with several friends, most notably the Blue Moon who went her separate way to find the cause of Res’ Corruption.

Two more stars fell from the grey clouds that made up the boundary of this eerie world. An Angel descended, and with her arrived another figure dressed in black.

“Res!” Ber cried out, horrified to see her in such a state. A look of despair crept onto her face, turning into one of sadness as she felt Cer’s gaze on her back. “… Cer… how is she?”

“Better than what she was before.” Cer answered, slightly groggy after the fight. Her mana was depleted. “Ready for you guys to save her now. Looks like she couldn’t hear a word I said. Ha… ahaha…”

She laughed briefly as she sat up on her knees, her head then suddenly collapsing into her lap where Stella was cradled.

“Fuck. Of course the loud mouth is going to get ignored. She might not even listen to you either, Ber.” It frustrated her to no end, but she looked back up with hopeful eyes.

“That’s why Frost is here.” Ber solemnly nodded as Jury moved to check up on the others.

By now their Phantasia forms had disappeared. It was not because the timer had run out, rather, because they lacked the will to keep it equipped. Confirming that they were fine, Jury offered to protect them in Cer’s stead.

“Do whatever you want. Cause you’re all I can rely on.” Cer sighed. “… Ber. Don’t get mad at Sis. She’s been hurting for a long time. You know what she needs now more than anything else.”

“I know. ‘The Weight of Unconfronted Guilt’.” Ber relayed precisely what she saw containing Res.

The giant, black dahlia that served as Res’ shell was called the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt, a mirror to Ber’s own Weight of Unconfronted Expectations.
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Res as the Black Dahlia was invincible. Having DEF stats was entirely redundant, so Frost couldn’t understand why it was even needed. What she was warry of was the infinitas damage she could do, only by fulfilling a Condition she believed.

“Jury. Can you use [Time Seer] on Res?” Frost wondered, standing her ground firmly as she watched the tiny flowers grow. “We’re just waiting for Nav to confirm the Conditions.”

“I can try!” Jury exclaimed, focusing on Res.

A web of light appeared before the giant dahlia before suddenly, it shattered like glass.

Fragments of light disappeared like a cloud of dust, shocking Jury before she was suddenly overcome with mental anguish.

“Gnnngh…! That was…!?”

“Jury!?” Frost cried out before one of the flowers, colored orange, grew until it was their size.

Held within its brambles was a run-down house. Frost could hear the screams emanating from that flower. Its petals bloomed, the voices becoming louder as the flower shivered.

“I… I’m ok. What… what was that?” Disorientation riddled Jury’s face like never before. What happened in that split second could not be fathomed no matter how hard she tried. “It felt like I was… with Res for just a moment. Angh…”


< Corrupted are a mirror of their innermost selves and the world around them. They are the internal culmination of the past and present >


 

< Time Seer is therefore redundant >


 

Nav explained why she couldn’t peer into Res’ past, her knowledge again coming from somewhere indescribable. The Corrupted were already a manifestation of it. No. Rather, the world surrounding Res was. Using [Time Seer] was indeed redundant.

But that didn’t explain what Jury had experienced.


< “My guilts wrapped up in the brambles of broken thorns. Here to forever be weighed on the scales.” >


 

< [Reap What Has Been Sown] >
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< CONDITION: The Black Dhalia is on the border of further Corruption and Realization. While there is no Realization Criteria, I have deduced that preventing the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt from collapsing on the Black Dahlia will allow her to overcome her tempest >


 

Nav’s prompt was worded informally this time, as if she also shared their desperation.

Frost was thankful that she held back from attacking immediately.

“So breaking the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt is what will cause it to collapse onto Res, huh.” She verbalized her findings, causing Ber to nod in agreement.


< ADDITIONAL CONDITION: The Dahlias bearing her guilt will attempt to bring the weight down onto the Black Dahla. For each Dahlia that is defeated, all ATT and DEF stats of the colored Dahlias are multiplied by 1.1x >


< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Spare the Red and Blue Dahlias. They will allow the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt to bloom. When 30 Red and Blue Dahlias are accumulated, then the Blooming will begin. The Black Dahlia’s HP will be set to 30 >


< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: If the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt is broken by any means other than through Blooming, then the Black Dahlia will take infinitas damage. The Black Dahlia is defeated when its HP reaches 0 >


 

It was a straightforward condition. All they had to do was find the Red and Blue Dahlias. The others needed to be defeated. However, as more flowers began to emerge, it became apparent that those flowers were largely absent.

“… Where are they?”

Frost was perplexed. Amongst the sea of sluggish, colorful flowers each carrying a sin of Res’ past, not one of them was red or blue. Ber immediately began the one-sided slaughter, as Frost unleashed her flames upon the flowers, vanquishing them all in one fell swoop.

A Trickle Corrupted was no match for their combined might. Jury did not even need to step in. The world was cleared of the flowered momentarily before the ground shook again, and more sprouted exactly fifty meters away from the center in a giant ring.

“So it’s one of those kinds of Corrupted. Trickle because of what?” Ber barked, slashing the world beyond with her great wings in fury. “Because it’s a Corrupted that tries to kill itself!? Res… I KNOW what you’ve been through! So I know that you wanted to live more than all of us! I’ve already forgiven you!”


< [Reap What Has Been Sown] >


 

< “One day I’ll have to face it. One day it’ll all come crashing back. I live in fear that the day is near. Restless I’ve become. Cold I stand. Perfection I strive. This shell of mine must be impenetrable.” >


 

< [Guilty Constriction] >


 

The flowers returned, strengthened considerably this time. The brambles that held each sin were thicker, and the thorns were far sharper. They seemed to grow towards Res’ direction, as if yearning to strangle what was left of her miserable sense of self-esteem.

To bury her like all she had buried in the past – a futile effort that had only caused it to grow, mature, and return for the harvest.
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“This has been weighing on your conscience this whole time? Res. Why didn’t you talk to me about it? If we knew earlier… then we could’ve helped you.” Frost’s words were met with Green Dahlia which carried the body of a short-haired Ber, shivering in the cold alone.

“The past is the past. I thought we were over it! Res… how many times do I have to keep telling you that it wasn’t your fault!?” Ber exclaimed, resuming her relentless attacks as Frost merely set the world on fire.

Her flames could not harm the others, who were also engulfed in its ravenous heat. They stared in wonder, witnessing the power and control of untouchable beings. Yet even they could not easily bring a person who had strayed too far away from themselves back.

“The children!” Ber roared, smashing her clawed hand into the face of a Brown Dahlia. Within its brambles were the brutally murdered villagers who died at the hands of the Stuffed Teddy Bear.

“The bloodshed!” A Yellow Flower depicting the burning flower fields was cut into ribbons. Its petals fell unceremoniously, stirred and then burned to cinders by the immense heat that caused all flowers to smolder with steam.

“The dresses I wanted to wear!” A pink Flower was torn apart, falling like unwanted clothing.

“EVEN THE DERMA LAYER! HOW CAN YOU BLAME YOUSELF FOR ALL OF THAT!?” Ber was on the brink of fully manifesting the Black Swan. The combined wails that were emitted from the plants drew her mad as Cer could only watch in horror, able to pinpoint exactly where in the past they originated from.

They both could. And they both knew that none of it was ever Res’ fault.

“The guilty you carry – the blame you want to take… None of it is yours! Why are you so stubborn Res!?” When the flowers were vanquished yet again, Ber approached the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt and extended her arms, her tail brushing against its coarse surface.


< “Fertilizer. In this eat or be eaten world, we all are united by the dirt, destined to push up flowers colored by the lives we lived.” >


Tears tumbled down her cheeks. Her eyes sparkled with nothing but love as she tried to reach her sister.

“Come back. Res. Come back… Please. Come back to us. Don’t keep running away like me.”


< “Mine will be colorless. A smear in the garden where I’ll be buried by my guilt. A withering flower begging to be forgotten. I am no forget me not.” >


 

< [Flowers of Repentance] >

            

    
        493. The Blue Dahlias

    
    
    
    
                < [Flowers of Repentance] >
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A third wave of flowers emerged. It was even more plentiful than before. Frost reached over to touch the flower, imparting her most sincere feelings to Res. She didn’t shout or yell in emotional turmoil. Frost was more levelheaded than ever. Even though things seemed uncertain, she knew that if she felt afraid, then Res would too.

After all, a piece of a person was still within the Corrupted. Their memories of their rampage would be kept. Frost wanted to do everything she could for Res. Beginning with showing her that she truly was not a burden was the first step.

“BER!” Cer suddenly cried out. “Stella – she thinks the Red and Blue Dahlias are here!”

“Where!? I can’t see any of them!”

“The scent! Stella can smell them! Tch… Guess it’s my turn to come back into the fray! Or… Ugh… shit.” Cer grasped her head, shaking it like a wet dog. “Jury! She’s all yours!”

“Stella! Point me to where you can smell them!” Jury rushed to Cer, taking Stella into her arm as she hoisted her over her shoulder.

“I-I need to feel them to be sure!” Stella exclaimed, and Jury immediately charged into the flowers with Stella in hand before Frost spoke to Res again.

“Res. We’ll be waiting for you. Out here. Your guilt might not be able to disappear. I know that all too well.” Frost understood how Res felt from the bottom of her heart. “Thousands died because I was blinded by my own rage. To make a better world, I thought I had to burn it down. Back then, and even now I made that mistake. Res… It’s something I have to live with. But it’s not something I’m going allow to crush me!”

Frost unintentionally raised her voice. Dabbling back on those things caused an emotional turmoil to churn within her chest. But rather than losing herself to the tempest of her heart, she sailed through it.

“Because I have people around me that can help me carry the weight when things get too hard! I’ve set my pride aside and cried for hours because I know how much more it hurts to keep it all bottled in! Carpalis, a Beholder of all the miserable people in this world, told me this.”


< “Let me join them. When this shell breaks, I wonder what colors I’ll see before it’s too late. Will my flowers be the same color? Or… will it be just like the world? Colorless. Empty. Dark.” >


“That’s why, we’re going to be your pillars of support Res. Whether you like it or not… Flowers don’t just grow from corpses. They don’t just take bear the sins of people. Flowers…”

“That one!” Stella, who received kisses from Jury, was able to temporarily touch the flower without being harmed thanks to her Invulnerability. After rummaging through multiple flowers, Stella finally found a Red Dahlia.

And once she declared it as such, the false colors were shed away, revealing a beautiful shade of red.

“… Flowers can grow on greener pastures. They grow from what you give them like any damned plant, or any damned child!”

Frost resumed her carnage, her voice steadily picking up. It was almost humorous to her that she had previously committed herself to keeping a levelled head. As per Frost, her emotions broke all conventions.

But this has always been her way of getting her message across.

Soon, ten Red and Blue Dahlias were found. The Red Dahlias held nothing in their brambles. They were almost entirely normal flowers had they lacked the ability to shift along the earth. The Blue Dahlias on the other hand, carried a warmth known only to the Triplets, who stopped and stared with bated breaths, knowing precisely who it belonged to.


< “But I always wondered why I loved the color blue. It was the only thing I couldn’t associate with the evils of the world. There was no guilt or malice from that color.” >


 

< “I tried to feel its weight. But all it did was unravel the brambles around my neck. It was still constricting me… choking me. I don’t know myself.” >


“… Good for you, Res.” Ber smiled amongst the broken, pink petals.

“If all you can give those flowers is spite, then of course they’ll come out as you see them! Res! You’re the one who sowed them like that! That’s why you’re perceiving them as sins!” Before long, the number of flowers was insurmountable. Their stats entered a realm where Ber could no longer reliably damage them, leaving it on the backs of Jury and Frost.

Ber was moved by Frost’s thunderous roar. She remembered when she was stuck inside of her shell. The voice that called out to her, and the hand that reached into the void that consumed her – it caused her to collapse to her knees beside Cer as she shed silent tears.

“Is this going to happen to you too, Cer?” Ber asked in a muffled whisper.

“Over my dead body.” Cer groaned, giving her a toothy grin. “Just who the hell do you think I am? Res probably said the same thing, huh? It’s cruel, isn’t it? The shit we go through in this world just to live another day. Even living isn’t enough when your own sense of self is at risk…”

“It’s bleak like how Res says. But there’s places even people like us can return to now. Res…”

Cer had a flashback to a conversation she had with Res, moments after she called the red rose blue on the Floor of Amalgamation.


* * *


“So. What do you think of this place?” Cer suddenly asked, just as Ber had taken her leave.

“It’s cozy.”

“No, Sis. I mean… Do you think of this place as a home yet? It’s not easy getting cozy. But I feel like I could get used to it~! Heh.”

Res looked past Cer’s shoulders, taking in the sights of their newfound home. Her expression softened, and her smile was tender. But Cer could tell that Res was still holding back. Or rather, she was still being tethered down to a place where only she knew.

“No.” Res answered. “Not a home yet. But…” She then looked over at the manor where they were able to sleep on soft beds, eat warm food, and talk with people who understood them. “… It’s a place where I think I’ll always want to come back to. If that’s what a home is, then I guess it is. Frost said that she wanted this place to be what we remember if things go south.”

Res then walked over to the flower fields that surrounded the small town built by the Moons, where they and the Black Wings would live together.

“Why do you think that is?” Res questioned.

“I think this is the one time I can really call you an idiot.” Cer grinned mischievously, right as her eyes glistened. “Res. Listen. What’s a home without people living in it? I also hate being alone. Yeah, it obvious. I know. But what I mean is that… it’s sad when someone leaves. That void becomes noticeable, you know? Look, what I’m trying to say is that people are also looking forward to seeing you return. That’s the kind of place a home is. Now c’mon. Let’s go help with something. Res?”

Res had frozen in place. Cer at the time didn’t know what that look in Res’ eyes meant. A small smile formed on Res’ face before she put on her stubborn façade and followed.

“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Was all that Res could reply with as she raised a hand to shield her eyes as a floral swarm of blue and red petals flew by.


 

* * *


< “Flowers belong to a place where people can return to in memorial. Flowers carry the scent of grief, and their roots, the weight of accumulated sins.” >


 

< “Do the flowers bloom for those sins to be absolved?” >


“… Res must have figured that out already. Maybe that’s why she’s like that. That dumb, quandary state. Just move already. Geez.” Cer finished, resting her head on her sister’s arm. “It’s all up to Frost now. To ‘Mom’!”

“Yeah. I… also want to believe in Res.” Ber rested her head onto Cer’s, knowing that there was nothing else they could do but sit, watch, and hope for the best now.

            

    
        494. The Flower of Courage

    
    
    
    
                “Broaden your horizons!” Frost bellowed.

Twenty Red and Blue Dahlias surrounded the Black Dahlia now, each one gently rubbing its petals against its surface like the touch of a mother.

“That one! This one! Red! Blue!” Stella led the way despite her blindness. Her touch was second to none, and her sense of smell surpassed the Demi-humans present. “Jury! We’re almost done!”

Jury practically had her lips sealed on Stella’s shoulder, keeping her invulnerable as she took the brunt of damage. The flowers had become so powerful that now only Frost was able to defeat them.

Her flames subsided, and her gloves came straight off.

The only thing that could eliminate the Dahlias was none other than her all-devouring maw. She slammed her fists into the flowers that weren’t marked by Stella’s call. Frost was a monster in disguise, and with her maw extended to her hands, nothing was safe. It did not matter if it had a hundred thousand or a million points in its DEF stats.

Her maw was the ultimate equalizer. It pained her to no end that a Trickle Corrupted could evolve to such a frightening degree. And this was all for it to progress the Corruption further.

“See that the world has more to offer than the bleakness you’ve forced yourself to only see!” Frost roared.

Indeed.

Res may have blinded herself from all evil of the world.

But she had also limited herself to it.

Because no good could ever reach her ever again.

“If I was so close minded… If I also couldn’t see things from two sides, then the friends I’ve made, and the Beholders who’ve come to our side – all of them would have been made our enemies! CAN’T YOU SEE RES!?”


< “I wonder if a person like me come to blossom?” >


 

Twenty-Nine.

“THIS WORLD HAS MUCH BROADER HORIZONS THAN I CAN EVER DREAM TO IMAGINE! This world is filled to the brim with so much color that I feel like I’d go mad just thinking about it!” Frost referred to all the unanswered questions up till now, her anguish made known to Res but even so:

“That’s why I need everyone’s help! That’s why I’m going to save you, Res! Both of us have things we’d rather not want to think about. Things we wish we could just close our eyes to. We have to weather through it. Because what for are we like this if not to protect those that lack what we have!?”


< “But to blossom is to expose myself to the sunlight.” >


Finally, the last Red and Blue Dahlia reached the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt. A powerful, harmonic resonance that sounded like the combined screams of multiple children ruptured the air. The surrounding flowers suddenly rooted themselves in place, their petals broadening.

“DO YOU WANT TO CHANGE, REEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEES!?”


< [To Bloom] >


 

< “Even so… >


The Blue Dahlias began to unravel the Weight of Unconfronted Guilt. Light sept through, causing the tiny, naked figure within to cover her eyes as she hugged a canvas. Drawn on that canvas were flowers of countless colors. It was Ayle’s mask, and those paintings belonged to the thankful children of the Derma Layer.

The Res within struggled to climb to her feet. The light terrified her. Her form was her childish self from a distant past. The form that forever blamed the current Res. And yet…

… she managed to take a step forward. It looked like she would collapse at any moment.


< “… I want to try…” >


 

< “But I can’t do it on my own.” >


 

“I’m here! Res… I’m here!” Frost entered the membrane, reaching towards Res. She caught her just before she could fall, and the light shone on her face uninterrupted this time. Her eyes were dull, devoid of life and meaning.

And reflected on them were the Red Dahlias behind Frost.


< “The sun… it feels so warm.” >


 

< “The dahlias…” >


 

Suddenly, her grip around the painting tightened, her thumb pressing into the red dahlias of the picture. At the same time, she spotted her sisters, both covered in blood. Then, a Stella, also smeared in red.


< “Have always been red.” >


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >


Frost’s heart stopped beating. Ber’s tears became a monsoon as Jury’s heart sank into the depths of her chest. Cer could immediately tell what those looks were as a light enveloped Res. A word couldn’t even leave Frost’s lips.

It was as though her whole world fell asunder as she cradled the further Corrupting Res, mournful that she could not save her.


< “Red. I always associated it with blood. I always hated it.” >


 

< “… But someone told me that red dahlias were a flower of courage.” >


 

Suddenly, warmth enveloped Frost as Res’ body began to change. She became larger, her tail wrapping them both up into a giant cocoon. Colors splattered across her tail covered their view as they were both trapped inside of an egg, the Res growing until she was about Ber’s size.


< “I think I get it now.” >


 

< “What seemed to be endless… pointless and colorless… was because I chose to close my eyes.” >


 

Her ears became fluffier.


< “This hopeless life of mine. I had no friends to be with. I was really jealous of all the colors I used to imagine surrounding you… even though you wore nothing but black.” >


 

Her hands were now larger and softer. They slithered around Frost, embracing her.


< “Heavy shadows and scary nightfall erased all the lines I drew. But even a broken piece of chalk is enough to connect all of my dots.” >


 

It wasn’t Frost who was hugging her now. It was Res, and she clung onto Frost as though letting go would mean the end of the world.


< “There must be a meaning right? Because I’m still alive despite everything. That’s what matters, right?” >


 

“Mm…” Frost reached for the back of Res’ head. Her hair had become so short now.


< “The ugly and the beautiful… it really does make up all of this world. People showered me with happiness. My friendships blossomed. It was a blessing. Your kindness led my way. I was blinded by the unusual colors of mine.” >


 

Res was overwhelmed with guilt.

But it was not the crushing kind.

It was relinquishing. A catharsis that caused Frost’s shoulders to become damp with Res’ glistening tears. Her tail slowly began to break away, revealing the world beyond. It was bleak, drab, and filled with the same grey smoke.

But slowly, the brambles withered away, a sign of Res’ lifted guilt.


 

< “To think that I was scared of nothing at all.” >


 

< “I guess I was too young to know myself.” >


 

Suddenly, the world was painted over. Beautiful colors were drawn over the canvas that was the world as Res’ tail began flicking away, throwing paint across the skies.


< “Even though I might not be able to erase all my mistakes.” >


 

< “I can just paint on another page.” >


 

< “So even if my future lines are all tangled up –!” >


 

< Realization Criteria Reached >

< Do you wish to grant Hatched Color your Blessing? >

< Yes | Yes | Yes | Yes | >


 

< The choice is obvious. Another friend I can talk to >


 

“Res. I’m happy. I’m so… so happy that you came back to us. Thank you. Thank you.” Frost choked up, unable to form her words properly. The colors disappeared for her as she accepted Res’ Realization.

“– I can just rewrite them anew! Frost! Frost…” Res held onto Frost’s cheeks, bringing them close to hers as she revealed her beautiful, crimson eyes.

And within was a hint of blue, her irises appearing like the shape of a palette.


< Hatched Color has successfully been Blessed >


 

“… Frost… Frost. Frost! Frost. Frost? Frost…?” She could only say her name, tears tumbling down her cheeks. They were colored, like that of wet paint. Res, unlike Ber, was an Original now. A Corrupted that had returned from Corruption, meaning that her form was no longer what it once was.

But even so –

“RES!”

“Res…!”

Her sisters couldn’t care less.

Because this was the real Res.

And nothing would ever change that.

The two joined their embrace, and Jury quickly huddled to with Frost squeezed in the middle of her lover and her adopted daughters, crying her heart out in thanks. Res’ further Corruption terrified her. It was the second time she felt irreversible loss, the first being Calfasio. As thankful as she was for it being a red herring, her heart bled for the world to see as she cried the hardest out of them all.


< Canvas Tales >


 

This was the name of Res’ manifested form. And looking at her tail which now looked like a paintbrush, it couldn’t have been more fitting.

            

    
        495. A Colorful Road Ahead

    
    
    
    
                When the cries died down, and as Frost went to fix her long, grey hair that tumbled over her shoulders, Cer and Ber took all the time in the world to pamper Res. Frost had already reached the Second State, having manifested the Listening Bird and the One Thousand Eyed Bird.

She looked over at the huddled Triplets, her eyes sore with fresh tears. A part of her chuckled at how Cer, the self-proclaimed eldest sister – was now the smallest of trio. Another part of her wanted to cry again, but those emotions were apprehended by a certain presence.

“Never missed an opportunity so save another person from Corruption.” Jury spoke tenderly from beside her, fondly watching over the triplets like they were their children. “Res is no longer the big wolf of the pack. She looks like the little sister now.”

“And Cer doesn’t?”

“Cer’s starting to feel more mature lately. If you can ignore…” Jury then began counting Cer’s recent antics on her fingers. Before long, her fingers were no longer enough. “Never mind.” She sighed, happy that Cer was still herself.

Their sorrows were something only the warmth of loved ones and time could amend. Right now, Res needed her sisters and all the respite in the world before she could walk on her too feet. Ber was ready as soon as she hatched, but Res moved like a newborn fawn, her eyes still adjusting to the colors of this world that she had feared for the longest time.

Res noticed their gazes, and her abnormally fluffy ears perked up as her bushy, brush-like tail waved at them. Her appearance had matured, her body now completely free from the shackles of Serum G.

“Serum G. Goldilocks. For her it was Guilt. Haaaah.” Frost sighed, resting her head on Jury’s shoulder. “Remind me to admit all of us into Hora Therapeutics when we’re done here.”

“You’re going too?” Jury poked her cheek.

“Yep. Send me in. I thought we lost Res for a second there. I really… thought it was over. We’re strong, but not everything is straight forward. Up till the last moment I thought everything was fine.” Frost gushed in a soft, somber voice as she heard the patters of the others cautiously approach. “You do everything you can, and even that’s still not enough.”

Frost was in a terrible state of mind. She was still shaken from nearly losing Res. Her mind went to a dark place. To a time when she tried saving people in pale rooms, where the constant beeping of heart monitors would inevitably flat line no matter what she did.

“As I thought, it’s impossible to get over death.” Suddenly, Frost’s eyes lit up as she smiled at Jury. “But I’m not complaining. I’d rather be like this than to become like the Beholders. Res is back. That’s all that matters now.”

She dug out of her well and saw the silver lining in the light beyond. Jury agreed, holding onto Frost’s small hands as Nav flashed a prompt.


< Canvas Tales >


 

< Res Stats cannot be read yet >


 

< Like with all Corrupted that become Original, it will take some time before it settles in >


 

< Think of it as the resting process after taking out a steak from the oven >


Nav succeeded in making Frost laugh. Suddenly, they were interrupted by several approaching figures.

“S-Sorry if you’re having a moment!” The Cheshire Cat began, her hands squeezing the air nervously. “You’re… that, am I correct? The person I heard? You know, the one who the White Rabbit was speaking to?”

“The Captured Star?” Frost gave her the name that was most recognizable, and the cat-woman’s face beamed as her tail shot above her.

“That! So you’re Frost! Incredible! You’re the thing the White Rabbit was always musing about whenever she wasn’t drowning in fantasies and fairytales!” She said matter-of-factly, her jester form disappearing, revealing her semi-naked self in all its glory. “Wow! You’re much smaller than I thought! Golden eyes too!”

She circled them like a curious animal with sparkles in her eyes.

“I almost thought you were the White Rabbit!” She suddenly exclaimed in surprise, pointing a finger towards Jury. “You’re so big. Bigger than I’m willing to admit. Are you… a relative? Her sister? Mother!?”

“It’s more complicated than that.” Jury pushed the woman’s finger away.

Frost ignored the Cheshire Cat for the moment as she set her sights onto Sana, Revy, Stella and Alice. The four huddled together, with Stella holding onto Alice’s hand to help comfort her. The girl’s sapphire eyes stared wondrously up at Frost, the words “Black Dove.” Slipping past her lips.

“I’m sorry you all had to go through this.” Frost apologized, walking towards them as she placed hand onto their heads, cleaning them up with [Cleanse]. “I’m happy you’re all safe. I came as fast as I could. I didn’t expect something like this to happen so soon.”

“I-It’s not like it was –!” Revy tried to say it was ok, but Sana jabbed her shoulder with an elbow, insisting that she keep her mouth shut. She glared at her, her eyes saying “Don’t speak. Just enjoy the headpat.”

“… I mean… It was an honor!”

Sana nodded firmly.

“I found this to be good experience.”

Frost frowned. Hearing those dismissing words pained her because in her eyes, they were all still children.

“Still, it’s not something I expect you to walk away from and forget. Aspiring Moon or Black Wing doesn’t change that. I’ll tell you right now that I hate that this is the norm in this world. Maybe that’s why so many children tend to block out the world with wonderlands of their own.”

Frost looked down at Alice, then over to Res.

“But I’m not going to demean you for doing your best.” Her hands scrubbed their heads harder, displacing their hair as Sana wore a happy look. “That’s why I’m also proud of you all. Good job protecting these ones. Stella. If it weren’t for you, then we probably never would’ve been able to save Res.”

She then knelt down to pat Alice and Stella. Alice held onto her hand, whilst Stella smiled like it was only natural for her to help.

“U-Um. Res felt like the old me, so I knew I had to help her. I know better than anyone how navigate through the dark!”

“Res would love to hear that.” Frost hummed.

“By the way! Where did the painting go?” Stella wondered.

Frost saw it still cradled in Res’ arms.

“It’s in good hands.”

“I’m glad. I’m really glad. And… what about the others? We’re not the only ones trapped here.”

Frost lifted her hands from their heads. A look of disappointment overcame both Stella and Alice, but Frost couldn’t stay here forever. Instead, a certain other Frost came to take her spot.

It was the Hired Arm, and the Innocent.

“Big Black Dove…” Alice’s eyes sparkled as she looked up at the Hired Arm, but that light quickly disappeared as she uttered: “No. You’re not Frost. But I’ll take it!”

“You’re back, Big Frost!” Stella happily exclaimed.

“The little one.” Sana allowed the Innocent to hug her waist.

“Oh. It’s you again.” Revy waved at the adorable, tiny Frost.

Alice had never called Frost by name before. The illusions that once acted as a blinding lens were dispelled, and she saw the world for what it was. Her experiences here had ironically opened Alice’s eyes rather than reinforced her hallucinations of reality.

Still, Frost didn’t think illusions were a bad thing. A child’s fantasy was a precious thing. Too much was certainly a problem, and too little would cause them to become too cold to be ‘children’.

“The White Rabbit’s going to get them out.” Frost assured. “Either she does, or we’ll have a problem. Right now, I want nothing more than to get my hands on the thing that did that to Res.”

“You have a lot more influence than I thought. You must be someone really special to the White Rabbit!” Stella said.

“I can only imagine what she thinks of me. But it’s not like she’s doing it for free. Plus…”

“Frost. We have a few hours at most.” Jury reminded, tapping on a wristwatch that counted down from exactly six hours.

There were laws that needed to be obeyed in the White Rabbit’s Escape. It was functionally a Corrupted Zone, governed only by the White Rabbit. She called it her ‘Well’; a term used to ominously describe a person’s inner self. They were in a way, inside of the White Rabbit herself rather than a different plane of reality.

A small facet of herself was imposed onto them, and it sept into the cracks of people that fell within her. It was an abstract concept that Frost was barely able to conceptualize thanks to [Comprehension I].

What Jury meant by the few hours was how long an adult could survive within the White Rabbit’s domain before they were totally consumed by her. It was why adults that stuck their arms into the rabbit holes lost themselves, for they were completely devoured, from body to soul.

The only reason why they were able to enter was because she stopped all processes within. It was akin to stopping all digestive processes. However, the other reason was because they carried fragments of the ‘light’, which made them readily resist its effects.

She wondered where Ber fell into this, because Ber was a normal Demi-Human. The same with the Triplets. The White Rabbit never mentioned why, but she would when all of this was over.

Azure the Blue Moon on the other hand, was not physically present. A projection of herself hunted the Fractured Nilhim. In that form she would not be able to do it any harm, however, that was fine with Frost.

Because she’d be the one to rend its mind to nothing but mush.

“Six hours is plenty of time. I can stay here for as long as I need to. Res. When you’re ready, tell me everything you know about the Fractured Nilhim.”

Res, picking up the shards of her Atelier Lenses, retold as much as she could. Cer joined in, revealing that the Disciple knew who trapped the twins in the Leviathan.

Frost’s eyes widened like never before.

And before long, a blue, celestial object could be seen rising in the distance. It was Azure’s signal.

She had found the Disciple of Nilhim.

            

    
        496. New Corrupted Skills and Frost's Worries

    
    
    
    
                < Frost. Before you head towards the Disciple of Nilhim, I have some good news for you >


 

< Stats from CENSORED and Black Dahlia gained >


 

< CENSORED and Black Dalhia have been added to your Corrupted Persona collection >


 

< Unique Abilities Gained >


 

< CENSORED | ABILITY: Beyond the Threshold >

< EFFECT: Dress yourself in materialized fear. Passively apply Trepidation Stacks to those with less than 90 RESIST when active >

< What lays beyond the expanse we call the horizon? >


 

< Black Dahlia | ABILITY: Sins Are Nutrients>

< EFFECT: Create and control thorny brambles at will. They will guide you towards Sin-rich soils. Attain Nex from Sin-Rich sources via the brambles. What is determined as a ‘Sin’ is dependent on your interpretation >

< Like the flowers, we reflect the world that has nurtured us. The colors of our petals are proof of our experiences >


 

Frost was not surprised to find that she had gained the Abilities of these Corrupted. She simply needed to be within the vicinity of a subjugated Corrupted, just like Asterism. The stats she gained were miniscule. As much she had hoped to gain infinite HP, that seemed to only stem from a Condition rather than the Corrupted itself.

Besides, personally devouring a Corrupted was bound to give more stats in return. Not to mention that such Corrupted barely passed as nutrition with her absurd stats.

Her figure blitzed through a forgotten wheatfield. The setting sun caused the world to glow a bright orange as pulp was flung into the air in her wake. Jury stayed behind the others for now, as per the request of the White Rabbit who wished to meet with Frost alone within the Escape.

Additionally, she did not want to expose Jury to an entity that could reach into a person’s mind. Jury was a Beholder with incredible strength, but she was still an infant compared to her peers.

Her mind lingered on the sight of the blue star. Thoughts trickled into her head as she entertained the countless ways of destroying the Disciple of Nilhim. The wave of emotions arrived as abruptly as she broke the surface of the lake, violently disturbing the otherwise serene body.

“Nav. Can you show me the Corrupted Skills I’ve gained?”

“That I can. It is not like the Crowned where you must first manifest it before it can all be revealed.”

Indeed. The reason why Frost has yet to receive a rundown on the Crowned was because she first needed to manifest it. Corrupted beyond Woe of the Fallen Star were inaccessible even to Nav. It was not clear why this was the case.

“’The Well’.” Frost repeated the term introduced to her by the White Rabbit. “It’s what resides at the core of all of us. The self and identity. Our wants and needs. Aspirations and motives. She called it a ‘Law’ of the Miracle of Cognition.”

The Miracle of Cognition was but one of many names given to the enigmatic beginnings that predated the Captured Star. A far more fitting name was the Source. It wasn’t the source of all life, or the beginnings of creation and reality itself. Rather, it was the source of all anomalies that broke the laws of physics.

“Something was born from nothing.” It was the most she got out of the White Rabbit, but it was more than enough to convince her that she knew far more than anyone else in this world. “I honestly can’t tell if it’s some elaborate metaphor, allegory or if she meant it literally.”

“Have you heard of the Boltzmann Brain thought experiment?”

“Not really, no.”

“It is a reductio ad absurdum argument. But we are no strangers to them in this world.” Nav began as Frost braved a cartoonish version of the Black Forest.

Not a single star shone in its foreboding skies.

“The thought experiment tests our assumptions of the laws of thermodynamics. That when all comes to a homogenous, low-entropic state – such as that at the end of the universe – then something can be born from the void.”

“We had theories like that on Earth for almost everything. Something from nothing.” Frost commented, her presence casting an emphatic light upon the dark world. “Sorry. What’s that thought experiment called?”

“The Boltzmann Brain. It’s a theory where something as complex as a human mind can be born from nothing, containing memories, personalities, and experiences.”

“Even I think that’s a little too farfetched.”

“Indeed. But it is an interesting thing to dwell on.”

Nav then began to paint a world for Frost.

“Such a thing would allow for stars to exist when they otherwise would not. In that kind of world, at the tail end of existence, where the light of the past has been snuffed out… a single, lone star can be the one miracle needed to illuminate the world.”

“I wonder, Nav.” Frost’s voice became somber.

The thoughts of her beginnings scared her. As much as she knew that she came from Earth, the whole talk of being born from nothing caused her to question her own existence. It was but a fleeting thought, but one that caused her gut to sink into the recesses of her bowels like she had just swallowed a stone.

“I tend to ignore this a lot because when the truth comes, I don’t know how I’ll be able to handle it. I come from Earth. I was born there. I know I was. But I have so little memory of it. Recently, it felt like I have more memories of the old world than on Earth.”

The only star in the sky was the blue one, and even that began to fizzle away.

“Captured Star. Light. The First Miracle of Cognition. GEN-00. All these unfamiliar namesakes make me feel so lost sometimes.” Frost deeply sighed, lowering her gaze to the ground before she slapped her cheeks, invigorating herself. “Alright! Doesn’t change that I’m me, though. Stuff like The Source and all that are in the past anyway. Right now, we only have the Corrupted and Impuritas to worry about. Haaaah. Nav. Thanks for listening to me.”

“Your ramblings are a part of what makes you so cute.”

“Aww~”

“What? That was intended to shock you. But I will gladly savor that reaction.”

“The White Rabbit’s going to have everything we need whether we like it or not.” Frost spoke with renewed conviction, nearing the last traces of the blue star before they broke free from the Black Forest, entering a pale garden infested with pallid flowers.

And there, in the center of it all, was the base of the same pillar she saw in her memories of the old world.

“And I have a feeling we’re about to uncover something big real soon.”


< CENSORED’S CORRUPTED SKILLS >


< ACTIVE: CENSORED: Sensory Deprivation >

< EFFECT: Consume a target with a thick veil of manifested nightmares. Inflict 50 Sensory Loss Stacks and 50 Trepidation Stacks on those afflicted >

< What blinds us from horror is the same thing that induces terror >

< COST: 2,000 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: CENSORED: See No Evil >

< EFFECT: Apply 50 Darkness Stacks and 10 Trepidation Stacks indiscriminately >

< RANGE: 50 meters >

< Fear afflicts us all. The only medicine is to break what lets us see it >


< COST: 2,500 MP >

 

< ACTIVE: CENSORED: Fear Attenuation >

< EFFECT: Conjure the CENSORED manifestation of a person’s nightmares and strike them with it. They will take a recognizable yet concealed form. Deal 1,000 damage times 2x by every 10 Trepidation Stack the target possesses >

< I still recognized the silhouettes of my fears behind the safety of my veils >


< COST: 2,500 >

 

< ACTIVE: CENSORED: Surgical Administration >

< EFFECT: Permanently remove the organ of an individual. It may never be regrown. A piece of the soul will be forever scarred >

< Extreme terror mended only through extreme methods >

< COST: 100,000 MP >


 

< PASSIVE: CENSORED: Overwhelming Repression >

< EFFECT: Create an indiscriminate Repression Field. When left by individuals with over 20% Trepidation Stacks to their RESIST; inflict the Despair/Breakdown Condition >

< Is it really all inside our heads? >

< RANGE: 50 meters >


 

< PASSIVE: CENSORED: Nightmare Fuel > 

< EFFECT: Your form becomes incomprehensible. CENSORED bars ooze from your body, instilling far more fear than what truly lies underneath. Those at 100% Trepidation may turn into Shells should you wish >

< The fear of the unknown is the most primitive of all terrors >


< BLACK DAHLIA’S CORRUPTED SKILLS >


 

< ACTIVE: Reap What Has Been Sown >

< EFFECT: Absorb the Sins and fragments of relevant memories. Flowers of a Sin type will be left to grow on the target’s body >

< It was tended in such a way that the results of the harvest were obvious >

< COST: 500 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: Guilty Constriction >

< EFFECT: Control those smitten with guilt so long as the Brambles are not severed. Target must have 50% Guilt Stacks to their RESIST Stat >

< We must make amends before the day of our mourning >

< COST: 500 MP per second >


 

< PASSIVE: Flowers of Repentance >

< EFFECT: For each Dahlia that grows on a target’s body, increase the number of Guilt Stacks accumulated when caught within the Brambles. At 75% Guilt Stacks, Dahlias become unremovable >

< Our sins leak into the world because we tend to overlook the damage we cause beyond ourselves >


 

< PASSIVE: To Bloom >

< EFFECT: Those with 100% Guilt Stacks will be absolved of sin by transforming into a Dahlia. They will proliferate and color their surroundings, leaving behind the proof of their absolved sins in the colors of their petals >

< It comes in full circle >

            

    
        497. Azure and the Disciple

    
    
    
    
                The Escape heavily distorted. From above its lands were smeared in black. The rot was introduced by two distinct sources. The first was Frost, who contaminated the land as it warped to unrecognizable forms according to her psyche.

The Black Forest was the most prominent depiction and it further propagated even when she arrived at base of the Pillar of Light.

The Pillar of Light took the appearance of an inconceivably large oak tree. Its form illuminated the world and seemed to sit in the center of it. It was without a doubt a reflection of the one from the old world. The black sphere that contained the Captured Light was also present, kept within a cavity of the tree.

It was a black hole and it hollowed out the tree from the inside out. Splinters from the inner wood pointed towards it, as if being sucked into its limitless mass.

The second source of the rot came from two figures that could not be seen by the naked eye. But Frost could see all thanks to her Eyes of Judgement, revealing the things that could not be seen by normal people.

This included the Fractured Nilhim and the anomalies that were the Blue Moons.

Their presence could be felt nearby within the Black Forests. She followed the last shimmers of the blue star as she took in the familiar world around her, wondering if this was a recreation of her memories or if they belonged to the White Rabbit.

She picked her direction and disappeared without a trace, wearing a sinister look.

Elsewhere, a sole figure stood in the center of a rapidly decaying forest. The pale trunks turned black as a bizarre, golden glow emanated from everywhere at once from an unknown source.

Yet the figure did not seem to be concerned.

The figure was clouded in darkness, their form impossible to comprehend. Suddenly, it spoke with a masculine voice, cutting through the foreboding silence.

“The Shadow of a Blue Moon has followed this disciple of an aspiring Star.” He was amused, hardly intimidated by the presence of Azure who manifested before him as an equally enigmatic cloud of blackness.

“It’s a shame that this form prevents me from interacting with your kind.” Azure spoke haughtily, clicking her tongue in disappointment.

Her form walked free from the darkness. It was but a projection of herself, meaning she could not interact with the world. However, her CognitO Phantasm still functioned properly, causing the Disciple to clear his throat at the sight of what must have been his worst nightmare.

“It’s precisely that form that is most troublesome to us.” The Disciple’s eloquent tone grated Azure’s ears. She couldn’t stand bearing to speak with an entity she saw as inferior to herself. “Despicable. Blue Moons haven’t changed since Descarte’s attempt to imitate Nilhim.”

“An imitation that surpasses the original is an amelioration.” It was clear that Azure yearned to kill this entity by her own hands, and the Disciple reveled in his immunity. However, like him, Azure was also immune to his attacks.

She could only grin at whatever form he had shown her.

“It’s proof that Descartes understands the fulfilment of the mind better than a fraud that became upset at the thought of a shared utopia. We’re both old enough to remember the beginnings of CogitO.”

They shared a complex history. In fact, they knew each other at a personal level.

“Terrent. You followed a walking corpse like a stray dog.”

“Azure. You always were one to lick the boot of that outcast. No one is more of a stray dog than you Blue Moons. Know this: fear is instrumental. It controls and determines who can and who cannot. A person is reborn or killed from fear. Ego death or persistence. You were thrown a rope. Was that not the teachings of our masters’ master?”

“I’m as loyal as they come. What came from the broken maw of whoever taught Descartes means nothing to me if it did not come from their mouth. Descartes is my world. What are you? A Disciple of a washed up fool whose heart was snatched away by another twisted Heart? You aren’t even satisfied with what you are.” Azure spat, caring little for what he had to say. “It’s a shame that I will not be the one to squash you down to a puddle of liquid Nex.

“A shame indeed.” Terrent hummed, the shadows taking form of an androgenous man, whose face was a dark void.

Within was a glimmer of light. It was tiny, but it glowed like the embers of an unlit bonfire, yearning to be ignited. His body was deathly pale and hauntingly thin. The apparel he wore hinted at a much larger body underneath. It was nearly comical to Azure when she saw the giant forearms terminate at such tiny wrists.

“A Blue Moon could rise to greater heights than to remain as a mere blip in the sky. You could become like us, or even our Aspiring Stars brought together by the Brightest Star. Not the false Stars bounded to the Nexus.”

Suddenly, the Black Forest saw stars emerge not in the skies, but amongst the tree lines like fireflies.

“Let us aspire. Don’t be foolish like the Triplets who feed on an unreliable hand. That reminds me. How is that one? The daughter of the Blue Dahlia. I’m surprised. The Colorless Incandescent allowed her to live?”

Azure’s grin widened, causing Terrent’s invisible face to contort in understanding.

“… Don’t you find it unfair? Don’t you too wish to become complete? Like the stars of the old. They once brought gifts to this world when they fell from the skies.”

“I don’t know what you’re blabbering about. I’m content with where I am. The only thing unfair here is that I cannot kill you. But she can. In more way than you can fathom.” Azure taunted in a haunting voice, the emphatic light in the background snuffing out the false stars.

“Whom do you speak of?” He asked only once before the sound of felled trees reached them.

“The Amalgam. Who else?”

“The Amalgam… Tell me, Azure, do you know what lays beyond the veil at the end of our horizons? Nilhim will unveil those curtains, and we will see who will be left standing in the face of the ultimate terror. This may not work on you, but what about the Amalgam?”

Suddenly, his figure was enveloped by shadows once again before he disappeared without a trace, no doubt to face the Amalgam head on. Azure walked over to a tree, watching as it returned to its pallid color before a spark of blue light was ejected from her bare hands.

It rose to the air and shone like the only star in the world.

“Unfortunately for you, not even I could look too deeply into the Amalgam.” She fell into a revere, her tone shifting into one of mourning. “Even I can catch glimpses into the Beholders. You can’t steal anything and disappear this time. Your enemy is something that devours puny stars that you so aspire to become.”

She sighed, mulling on simpler times.

“I cannot think of a lonelier existence than that of a star. ‘What lays beyond the veil?’ Probably something equally as lonely and horrific than what’s here. Just like the ticking we’ve become so accustomed to in our heads.”

Another sigh left her as she lifted herself away from the tree and began roaming the White Forest like a ghost.

Suddenly, she was approached by something.

“A tiny Beholder Jury? What’s the matter, little thing?”

The tiny figure then pointed in the direction of a bellowing wind. There, dozens of trees were instantly felled as the sound of combat began.

“Run! Run! There’s a big scary monster in our forest!”

There, beyond the light, was a clearing where the sound of a harp could be heard. And there, she spotted two figures. One was a tall woman that was fused to the bark of a tree. In her hand was a children’s book of some kind. The other figure was a child that strongly resembled the Amalgam to a frightening degree.

The only difference was that this figure’s hair was colored white, and its eyes were a deep shade of red.
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                It happened in a silent instant. There was no cliché roar or a self-absorbed speech prior to Frost’s assault. She immediately culled the Black Forest in search for the Disciple. Flames shot out from her palms as a golden-orange glow began to illuminate the darkness.

A loud series of snaps were met with dull thuds. The forest floor shook as though a giant roamed within. Frost created a clearing of her own after growing tired of the trees breaking her sightlines. A single passing of her arm was all that was needed to slice them from one end to the other.

The bark could not resist her sheer power. Between her knuckles were the uncuttable steel strings, each attached to an anchored Unlying Tablet. Her hands fumed with steam, reflecting the rage within.

The purpose of this was to create a barrier at the borders of the clearing she created, which slowly saw the debris transform into logs of chocolate. Stray branches became the handles of giant pink balls of cotton candy. Slowly, the black soil turned to a bluish-white powder that smelt of sour rock candy.

The borders beyond her steel webs were still largely the burning Black Forest.

And thankfully, she did not have to search for too long to come face to face with the Disciple.

He arrived from seemingly nowhere, joining Frost in the candied wonderland. His true form was revealed to her as well. Frost could clearly see that his fear of her was entirely nonexistent. That he perhaps did not understand the weight of her namesake.

But of course. They only knew Frost as the one who would set the world on fire.
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< It is exactly as Azure said. However, that will not matter to you >


 

Frost had spoken with Azure prior to entering the Escape. She was instructed to give her a summary of the Disciple of Nilhim. His weaknesses, any gimmicks she needed to be aware of, etcetera.

Only three things stood out.

The first was their revolting ego.

“We meet for the first time as fate would have it.” An air of superiority surrounded him, for he knew that he was untouchable by death. “The fact that you have not recklessly attacked means you know the futility of it. Neither am I so foolish to clasp at what resides within you, because sooner or later it will spill out. Those eyes brim with hatred. After all, that runt became a Corrupted.”

The second was, as stated before, their invulnerability.

“You too were a Corrupted at one point as I’ve heard. To ruin a city filled with innocents. Nilhim would approve. Flame is like fear. Only two people will come out of it. Those that overcome, and those that are swallowed.”

And the third was that the Fractured Nilhim moved like any other entity. There are no tricks to their ability to appear and disappear when in the absence of minds to rend. With what they knew of the Etched Coins, Azure warned Frost in advance that it was possible that they possessed a Hyperlink Etched Coin.

Otherwise, how would did they plan to leave the Escape?

Frost took a long look at the only manifested part of the Fractured Nilhim.

One - It can interact with items so long as one part is manifested. That part is likely a Dimensional Storage Etched Coin. I can’t sense it, but this puts us in a tremendously advantageous position unbeknownst to him.

“Indeed. We came prepared this time.” Nav mentally nodded as Frost took her first step forward, finally addressing the Disciple by name.


* * *


“Worm.”

The Amalgam ushered this singular word, refusing to see him as anything but an insignificant speck beneath her boots. She trampled on the sweet confectionary that grew like grass, crushing it under the immense weight of her overbearing presence.

“Everything must seem so insignificant in the eyes of a predefined evil like yourself.”

Terrent scoffed, half humored and offended that the Amalgam did not seem to understand her situation. Remove the aura that surrounded her, and she was no different from a fledgling Moon.

Seeing that the world had transformed into something so innocent had caused what little worry he had to disappear without a trace. Of course, if it came down to combat, then he would undoubtedly perish. That much he was certain of.

So why did his body feel so cold? A dangerous chill ran down his spine as he compulsively took a step back.

… this presence…

“Was your reunion with the Demi-Human runt too emotional for your tastes?” He taunted. Clawing at the mind of prey of all sizes was part of the Fractured Nilhim’s doctrine. All it took was one fracture for the liquid of fear to seep into their mind, and then that liquid would freeze all over.

It was how they rooted fear into the minds of people.

“How she covered her eyes. How she screamed and blamed herself for the loss of so many lives. You can empathize, can’t you, Amalgam? The weight of countless already rests on your shoulders. How many innocent lives perished because of your tantrum?”

The Amalgam’s mind did not crack. Rather, it seemed to only solidify further into one, impenetrable shell. The reason why Nilhim was here was to attain information directly from the Moons, and to further break down the Amalgam.

They believed her to be at her mentally weakest following the Atelier War.

However, Terrent sensed that something was off.

The Sect of Gears had reliable information this time. Amalgam. Your secrets will be dragged back along with the Moons at all costs. Those that are connected. Those that you fear to lose… We will see it all –!

“You took the form of her mother when she was at her lowest.” The Amalgam inched forward.

Her form began to morph. What was once a tiny, puny woman had grown proportions of a matured woman in her early thirties. Her height had increased to 185cm, and the presence she emitted became nearly unbearable.

She scrutinized him not for his sins, but because he dared to speak so highly as something so far underneath her.

“You took the form of their brother thinking you could bring another down. Yet you have the audacity to believe that I’m the one caught in your web when you have failed?”

He didn’t notice it at first. Surrounding them was an intricately crafted wall of web. It posed no physical issue for him, and yet dread began to gnaw at him. The light within the void plastered on his face trembled ever so slightly.

The emotion he felt was unfamiliar to him despite it being all he could inflict on the innocent.

“Worm.” The Amalgam spat again. “You can’t stand to face them directly, so you burrow your way into their head. The veil of invulnerability is all that protects you. Assume my fears. That’s why you’re here.”

He grew cold feet. A primitive urge demanded that he refuse. The Amalgam’s mind had not been cracked. Assuming it now would mean certain death. He needed a singular lapse of emotional disruption.

Otherwise, he was doomed to die here. He suddenly understood the position he was in.

And yet his egotistical fixation kept him firmly in place.

“Bold. You understand that even I would be able to crush an evil such as yourself once I manifest as your fears.” He spoke the truth. Indeed, depending on what Frost feared the most, he could very well surpass her in power. “See me, Nilhim. See that this Disciple walks this trial by fire and tramples on the pride of the Amalgam –!”

“What is fear?” Suddenly, before he could finish his drawn-out monologue –

“W-What…?”

– His arm was severed clean off.

He couldn’t even perceive what had happened.

Suddenly, one finger of his only remaining arm disappeared, causing a sickening howl to bellow from the bottom of his lungs.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”

“I’ll ask you once more, worm, what is fear?”

He attempted to escape her, hovering inches from the air as he flew across the pink fields only to lose yet another finger. No blood was spilled, for his form was not corporeal. Furthermore, the agony that chewed at his soul was unproportionable to the damage he had taken.

His body was then thrown into the Black Forest by seemingly nothing at all. He phased through the trees and the webbings, only to be caught in the clutches of the Amalgam. She squeezed his throat, her eyes filled with unquenchable hatred before she impaled him on her forearm.

“GAAAGH! That’s… this is… impossible…!”

“Fear isn’t an instrument. Fear is a survival mechanism. Those who lack it are not the winners in your twisted, fucked up interpretation of it. If you understood fear, then you never would have crossed paths with me in the first place!”

The Amalgam simply flicked her arm as if to remove the filth from her fingers. He flew in a random direction. The disorientation quickly caught up to him as he desperately attempted to clasp onto his only lifeline now.

“I can… I can leave… This is their fault. The Sect of Gears – How could they have mistaken the Amalgam to be emotionally weak!? Once I return…!”

He clasped at an Etched Coin like it was his only ray of hope.

But that glimmer was snuffed out when he was struck again, his head bending into an unrecognizable shape. He collapsed into the ground, nearly sinking before he was fished out by the Amalgam, who wrung his head and began crushing the bones of his last arm to dust.

“The Sect of Gears were never reliable. For all you know you may as well be a single cog in one of their predictions. You were nothing to begin with.”

“Preposterous! Why – why can’t I open the Dimensional Storage!?” Suddenly, the Etched Coin was stolen by Frost. It fell into her own Dimensional Storage, causing the flame in Terrent’s eye to waver.

He knew exactly where that was connected to.

“They still underestimate me. Do you know why?” The Amalgam gave him a single moment of respite. His pain threshold was lowered to the ground, allowing for even her breath to cause immense agony. “Because they lack information. Of all your friends that have come to challenge me, only the Memory Bistros have returned. The Bloody Herring. Leitmotif. The Messengers. The Syndicates. The Scraper. Scarlet Logic’s Nex Megalopolis Headquarters. Even a Heart of the City. All of them have fallen to me.”

Terrent’s pride offered him only to avenues now. To wait for an opening, or to die. If he perished, then he could return with this information. No, more than that.

I can warn them that the Amalgam possesses a Hyperlink Coin…

The best option was to gain the information, and then die. He had a method to eliminate himself, for he knew that the Amalgam could destroy his soul at the moment of death.

He felt fear for what seemed like the first time since he became an Impuritas.

And so, as he was pummeled, flayed, and broken down till he appeared like a ball of strung, blue and black flesh; he sealed his fate and uttered:

“Ah… Ahahaha… You should have been imprisoned. All of this this needless suffering could have been avoided if you sat still. How many have suffered? How many more will now? The healers you so adore will be caught in the crossfire. No. They will be at the focal point of it. Just what do you think we’re doing to the healers we’ve already caught? What will happen to the healers under you care? Or your beloved Jury?

They will break like the twins in the Leviathan!”

Suddenly, the Amalgam’s body was consumed by an uncontrollable heat as a crown of burning thorns appeared on her head.

And before he knew it, the world was set alight.
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                The crown of thorns dug into the Amalgam’s scalp. Her golden eyes glowed with pure bloodlust. A tinge of red mixed with the gold as it flickered like a flame was captured within her eyes.

The world was brought asunder. The trees of the Black Forest spontaneously combusted within a five-hundred-meter radius. The branches smoldered within a kilometer. The world was reduced to cinders as concrete towers depicting alien architecture replaced them.

What appeared to be a Corrupted Zone formed around the Amalgam. The White Rabbit’s world resonated so deeply that the flames could not be disguised over with illusion. They surrendered, giving the Amalgam free reign as Terrent was left face to face with the incarnation of fear itself.

The heat was intolerable, but he was still safe from it. Yet even so it was overwhelming. Every inch of his vision was smeared in the Amalgam’s wrath as she suddenly resumed her carnage, holding onto what was once his collar.

Despite how much he morphed, he did not take any damage whatsoever. A normal person would have perished immediately but he did not possess vital organs.

“Everything will burn.” The Amalgam warned with a deep voice. Red embers left her lips like the breath of a dragon. “Nothing will be left of you Impuritas once I reach your Hearts. There is only one language that can be spoken to your kind that.”

Crimson markings were drawn along her body, glowing as though lava coursed through her veins. A pair of fiery wings protruded a meter away from her back, each one connected to a flaming ring, and the tips of her hair glowed like red-hot iron.

She was an Angel of fire. No. A Demon of wrath. The most terrifying thing of all was that she did not attack with anything other than her bare hands.

“That is violence! You say fear is what determines who can and who cannot – yet you target the weak and hold them captive!” The Amalgam’s emotions ran rampant like her flames.

Terrent suffocated by the weight of her words. They came crashing down like her hands that sliced more and more of his body away. The rapid strikes slowed down to cold, methodical slashes. She moved at a speed that he could perceive, further entrenching him in a chasm of fear.

“Intentionally harming the healers, exploiting the cracks in the minds of people, then retreating to the earth. You were not born like them. But you… you are worse than monsters born with evil intent!”

The Amalgam held onto what was left of his pitiful form. He dangled from his sinews like a marionette as he trembled. But his ego would not allow him to fail now. In fact, he was waiting for an opportunity to present itself. The Amalgam’s mind was slowly showing her cracks.

“The only thing they fear is me. Every person. Every installation. Every Heart, and every one of those Aspiring Stars will disappear. All impurities of this world will be cleansed, beginning with you!”

He could feel it.

His body held onto the last sliver of life left.

If he didn’t manifest the Amalgam’s nightmares soon, then his very would be devoured here and now.

“I can’t expel the impurities from the Nex Megalopolis. I will therefore exterminate them. The rest of the world doesn’t need to suffer. Tell me, Worm, before you die here – why do you aspire to become ‘Stars’? Why do you aspire to become complete!?”

He saw it.

A rift in the Amalgam’s mind. The porous opening was the opportunity he needed. The fears that gripped his heart like the Amalgam disappeared as he felt himself slipping through those cracks.

“Ah… ahaha… hahaha!” Maniacal laugher rolled from his mangled form before his mind entered the Amalgam’s. The agony of his body was gone as he found himself in a black purgatory. “I’m here… Amalgam… Why must we become Stars? To become complete?”

He recited, knowing that the Amalgam could still hear his voice from the outside.

“Because they are the incarnation of terror itself. The Stars of the old! Why wish on a star when you can wish on yourself? This form that refuses Corruption – to me, that is completion! Our realization! No… our awakening into becoming our perfect selves!” His eloquent manner of speech was reduced to crazed drivels.

He reached into the darkness with his renewed, shadowy form. A glimmer of light appeared in the palm of his hand.

“Corruption is a gift that we cannot exercise. Gifts came from Stars in the ancient past. Those Stars were said to have been long gone. I can give my ‘gifts’ as freely as I wish. My radiance will be unlike any other! All we have to do is reach the Piece of the Fallen Star –”

He clasped at the light, vanquishing it from within the Amalgam’s mind.

“– AND IT WILL ALL BECOME REALIZED!”

However, that light was never in the palm of his hands.

In fact, it was so far away that he could not fathom its distance.

Suddenly, the light fell into the horizon, plunging him into pure darkness.

“… Was that not your fear? That Brightest Star?” He questioned, unable to navigate through this darkness. It became thick, like the air itself was as dense as oil. Before long he found himself trapped, suffocated by it all as he witnessed streaks of light pass across the sky.

“All these Stars. All in motion. What is the root of your fear? Why can’t I proceed further!?” He screamed, feeling the darkness slip through the cracks of his own mind.

Normally, he’d see a perfect picture of one’s deepest fears.

But the Amalgam’s…

… was a bottomless well.

He could not tell what it was.

Only that this place was perhaps the origin of fear itself.

As he tried to conceive of something – anything – his body began to melt into the darkness itself. The light in his blank face was all that was left, trapped within this empty place.

Then, he was struck by an inordinate wave of loneliness.

He felt like he had become a Star for a split second.

So why was everything around him so dark and distant…?
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                “No… No. This isn’t how it was supposed to be… My mind – I’m the one being consumed!?”

“I’m open about my fears.” The Amalgam spoke as his mind was ripped apart, becoming one with the homogenous, cold void.

And when he returned to, his form had changed entirely. It was that of a giant, black, fuzzy beast. It walked on two scrawny legs and possessed an abnormally large mouth riddled with thousands of teeth. The form could not be compared to anything. Within him was a single spark of light. A pitiful, lonely, fleeting ember that could not warm the cold of his new body.

What he manifested was the Amalgam’s worst fear.

“And looking at you, I think I understand myself a bit better now. For that, I will thank you.”

The Amalgam patiently spoke. Even though she was more than a quarter of his size, he could not help but to tremble. Not only that, but he also couldn’t even remove the form if he wished. His body refused to respond to his commands.

They found themselves in the Black Forest as the Amalgam strode towards him with agonizingly slow steps.

“What I’m afraid of is losing myself.”

The Amalgam had no grandiose fear.

Neither was it truly incomprehensible.

It was a core fear shared by many.

But hers was on a scale unlike anything he had ever seen. It devoured him. Broke his form down to a round, abstract smudge.

“You have no idea what I’ve been through to reach these heights. The sacrifices I’ve made. The pain I’ve endured. It’s a miracle that I’ve managed to keep my sanity along the way. The paths I’ve walked. How much of me is still missing from my whole.” The Amalgam placed a hand onto his form.

Every hair on his fuzzy body rose like thorns.

His body surrendered, for it considered him already dead.

“Stars constantly burn. They struggle to keep themselves from collapsing into an all-consuming void. You have no right to call yourself a Star when you worms have not even left the dirt!”

Suddenly, the world elapsed in the blink of an eye. The sound of the roaring winds could not drown his fears as the Amalgam’s unbearable heat and grip caused him to scream.

“AGAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!” The voice was no longer his own. It had morphed into something truly hideous. Trees were mowed down in the Amalgam’s path as he was dragged along the dirt.

His body was shredded away. Then, seconds later, he was healed by the Amalgam. Death had become a mercy. Perpetual torment awaited him as the Amalgam used him as a giant ball, throwing, punching, tearing, and puncturing him however she wished.

“How much of me is still missing from my whole?” The Amalgam questioned, throwing him into the skies with a tremendous heave. She leaped into the air, her wingbeats fanning the flames beneath as a column of embers followed in her wake.

“Deep down I believe I also want to ‘complete’ myself, because there is so much I have yet to discover.” A part of her shared the same motive. However, it was far less twisted as theirs. Hers was an honest journey of self-discovery.

The journey was the change.

But to the Impuritas the journey mattered little.

They were so fixated on reaching for the stars that they had lost sight of the things surrounding them. The process was no more than a means to an end.

“Even so –!” She embraced him within her wings before they plummeted into the ground, creating a massive fireball that consumed everything within a five-hundred-meter radius.

“– I AM CONTENT WITH WHO I AM!”

The fireball left behind a molten crater. Within was the Amalgam and the tiny remnants of Terrent –

– No…

Terrent didn’t even know his own name now. The agony had destroyed his mind, and when his bead of light was held in the palms of the Amalgam, he understood the meaning of fear itself.

It drowned him. Nothing else mattered anymore.

The small cloud of black fuzz that surrounded his bead of light trembled as she pulled out a blue-pallid lantern. It was a birdcage with no light within unlike the one Azure previously shown to her.

That was because this one was empty. It yearned for a mind, as did CogitO’s technology.

“They will know my fears, and it will break them as it has done to you. My fears will be displayed as they always have. I must thank you again for being so cooperative. This birdcage will be your prison. I’m sure your Brightest Star intended the same thing to happen to me inside of the Black Forest.”

She placed him into the Lantern and at once, it illuminated with a bright light. Yet surrounding it was a black, glowing aura that blackened the pale cage. The fuzz of his being spilled through the gaps between the bars, tickling her wrists as she wore a fulfilling smile, bringing it to eye level.

“Why do birds fly? Such a stupid question. They fly because they have wings. Worms like you are food to birds like us.”

She watched him tremble. Any semblance of intelligence was stripped from his mind. He had become no more than an animal trapped within the cage of a monster.

“You can’t Corrupt. That’s all that matters to me. Azure.”

“Yes, Amalgam.” The Blue Moon materialized beside her, unflinching to the flames.

“It’s yours now. Give it a name.”

Azure’s lips curled into a wicked grin.

“No need. To give it a name means to grant it a semblance of self. It will be better to allow it to wander aimlessly inside of its mental prison. This is an incredible fear, Amalgam. I’m… ahaha…”

Azure trembled.

It was impossible to tell whether it was out of fear or…

… unparalleled delight.
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                A Disciple of Nilhim was near the top of the Fractured Nilhim hierarchy. Nilhim himself stood at the very core of the Impuritas Group which surprised Frost. She assumed that a Heart was at the root of all Impuritas Groups, but as it turned out, individuals ran the Impuritas Groups using the Hearts.

Ringmaster Phalange of the Blood Festival and now Nilhim of the Fractured Nilhim. Each one seemed to possess a personal history with a Beholder, namely those their Group directly opposed.

The Disciple of Nilhim was but one of a small handful of individuals from Nilhim’s circle. This meant that their captured Aspiring Star held vital information. Frost carried the Lantern, and she couldn’t help but to notice that Terrent – no, Worm had no mention of the Seeds or Apples like the Bloody Herring.

“T-Those… Seeds turn the ordinary into what we are.”

The light within fluctuated as it spoke. Its tone was warried and laced with fear, and its voice reverberated like a haunting bell.

Frost needed to be careful who she showed the Lantern to, as per Azure’s warning. If it brought a Disciple of Nilhim himself to madness, then she could only imagine what would happen if the ordinary were exposed to her caged up fears.

She used it to navigate through the Black Forest, casting the dark away as she still remained fixed in the Fourth State. This was because she was still considered to be in combat. Azure followed her, leading Frost into the direction of where she found the strange woman and her childish lookalike.

“Some are bounded to their own Hearts.” It continued. “In our case, those Seeds bounded us to Nilhim. It’s a forceful procedure. But in the right circumstances, it mimics the Faux Corruption phenomenon.”

Frost recalled the self-destructive transformation of the Venus Flesh Trap. She could only imagine how many more of those things existed in the Nex Megalopolis now.

“The process of becoming an Impuritas. That’s a natural occurrence too, isn’t it?” Frost questioned.

“I-It is. We were p-partially afflicted by it to begin with. As is the nature of the Subderma. Ascending meant to surrender oneself to the curse of the Faux Corruption.”

The Impuritas and the Corrupted were not entirely different at an individual level. The Corrupted was far more enigmatic to be explained, but with the Impuritas it was fairly straight forward.

A part of them was permanently drawn out from within, manifesting as a transformation that reflected this. The ascent caused this to occur but was also noted to happen within the Epiderma as well. Either way, it was akin to leaving a high-pressure environment, causing one’s innards to become gouged out.

This process resulted in Impuritas like L.S and Broker.

On the other hand, descending further resulted in people becoming crushed by the weight of the world, be it the thoughts of others, fears, emotions – It caused one to transform into far more hideous and abstract forms. Azure then stepped in, explaining:

“The descent is seen as a more true-to-self trial. We condemned it. It contributes to the population of the Hearts. It’s not as much as you think. In the end, it’s the world that allows this.”

Azure also came from the Subderma Layer. She explained further that it was like a completely different world. Just like the children of the Derma Layer, she was also once infatuated with the stars.

“But Descartes showed me that there’s much more to life than chasing lullabies.” Azure owed everything to Descartes. This was what Frost gathered from the way she spoke about them. “The Seeds not only force the Faux Corruption onto people, but it also seems to be a blend of both extremes. Climbing up and down the layers of the world is like navigating through a well.”

When Frost asked why this Faux Corruption was possible, both of them answered with:

“Timeless.”

“Stay silent, Worm.” Azure urged. “We call the ruins that make up a sizable portion of the Subderma and beneath the ‘Timeless’. It has several major sections, named the Shallows, the Inner, the Depths and finally, Deep Time.”

The world around them then began to darken. The thick trees of the Black Forest disappeared as they voyaged into the abyss. The only light here came from Frost’s body and the Lantern.

Then, they spotted a faint glow in the distance. Frost’s eyes couldn’t make out what it was. It vaguely resembled a tree.

“It’s what makes up the gap between the Subderma and the Derma Layer, but even those ruins are rumored to go as deep as the Subcut.” Azure continued. “They pass through everything underground like the veins and arteries of a living system. You’ll find openings to them everywhere in Emvita. Seemingly random caves can lead you into a deadly rabbit hole beyond comprehension. That’s their version of the Dungeons.”

“I don’t understand the name. Why is it called ‘Time’?” Frost was curious, because the only time-related entity she knew of was Elysia. She naturally concluded that it was related to her, but to her surprise:

“Because structures of a world indescribable to us exist in those ruins.” Azure hummed. “We don’t know if it’s from another world or from an ancient civilization. It’s where people make a living finding artefacts. Nothing compared to the Beholders, but sometimes, people can be lucky and find something remarkable. Kingdoms and empires are built around these relics. Otherwise, they’d be powerless.”

Additionally, braving those depths was dangerous even to the Ateliers.

“Beholders used to frequent them. But they stopped at some point. The point where they can no longer descend is called Deep Time, because everything beyond is incomprehensible. The Beholders of today have not experienced it as far as I’m aware, aside from perhaps Knalzark, Carpalis and Umbra.”

There’s so much more to this world that we don’t even know about. The layers were weird enough, but now it has a vein-like structure running through it… Nav. Your thoughts on this world actually being alive?

“Close to nil.”

Anything beneath the Derma Layer is untouched by the Beholders and the Impuritas it seems. Timeless is no exception either. Those ruins… Could they be of the old world?

“Close to one hundred percent.”

Maybe we can do an expedition ourselves. Or get some Moons trained for it. Or, better yet, throw in some Repenters for information.

“The latter is a good option now. Information comes from the lack of people able to return to relay it.”

Exactly. I’m curious. Are people finding technologies down there?

“That is also possible. Logically, if those are the ruins of the old, then some artefacts will exist.”

Frost needed a long moment of silence to digest it all. The world was truly too big to fathom, both in its horizons, heights, and depths. Suddenly, after a displeased groan left her lips, their Lantern spoke:

“… we call those things ‘Gifts’. Miracles… that come from Stars. To begin with, you, the Amalgam, were never considered an enemy to us until the Brightest Star brought us together.”

“It’s too late to repent.” Frost glared down at it.

“I-I… am aware. Our focus was set on the things beyond our reach. Us, and the Memento Mori. They were infatuated with the Stars before we were. To them, they always believed that the Stars were long gone. No. That they despaired that we live in a time where Stars can no longer form. Degenerate Era, they called it.”

The Lantern’s light suddenly died down as they approached the tree.

“… gifts came from Stars. Stars fell from the skies. People feared them. Nilhim’s master… told him of a time when Stars devoured the world. And where those same Stars were hunted for their gifts…”

“Anything else to say?”

It began to whimper. The Lanter trembled as he recalled the tale losing his mind once again as the light was on the brink of disappearing. Luckily for him, he could never die. The Lantern possessed CogitO’s technology.

What made their technology function in the first place? The Filters. Transmitters. The Receivers. The Phantasms…

At the core of CogitO’s tech was their ability to preserve a person’s consciousness. It was no AI, but rather, a true, disembodied intelligence. Although intelligence was a stretch, as those with their minds used to power their technology could not think for themselves.

The Blue Dahlia was different, however.

Because she had been watching Res this entire time.

A mother’s love was something Frost wished she could remember. She didn’t even know the faces of her parents. Did she have any? Family? Siblings? Friends…?

Frost was eventually able to make out the figures by the tree, and it was a Corrupted much to her shock.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< HAILSTORM >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET SINGS >
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< Frost. This is the Duchess and the Child the White Rabbit spoke of >


 

< What’s more is that this is a Main Sequence Corrupted >


 

< And… >


 

< … Why is it that I reminisce as I hold this children’s picture book in my hands? >

            

    
        502. Lull-A-Goodbye

    
    
    
    
                The patters of their footsteps eventually transitioned to the sound of thumping metal. The ground turned to a dull grey as they approached the passive entity. Frost stowed away the Lantern as she ordered Azure to leave her be. Her form disappeared following a respectful bow, leaving only Frost to deal with the Corrupted.

This resonates with you?

She mentally asked.

“I don’t understand it myself.” Nav was unable to describe what she felt, the cogs within her spinning in a manner that left her dumbfounded. “It is the first chapter in the Book of Dreaming Mortality. Can you describe what you are seeing?”

Frost relayed everything she could. The Corrupted in question was split into two parts. The first was a figure resembling a woman who was attached to the base of a pale tree. The tree in question had little leaves and was curved into arch that hung overhead where a small, glimmer of light dangled.

Wire-like vines extended from the bark and dug into her limbs, pumping strange fluids into her body.

The colors of her eyes were indescribable, her hair long and combed flawlessly. She wore a dress made of light and in her hands as she sat on her knees was a children’s book.
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The other figure was a child that wore the exact same face as Frost’s. It was uncanny. The child wore innocent, crimson eyes that absorbed the dark world around them, smiling happily at the woman whose lips tenderly curled upwards.
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She also wore a similar dress to the ethereal figure. They stood twenty meters apart, separated by darkness. Suddenly, The Cradle’s lips parted, and she began reading from the children’s book.


< [Goodnight] >


 

< “Let me read the words from a world of imagination.” >


 

< “Tell me more about the worlds I can’t see.” >


 

Two voices spoke. The first belonged to The Cradle and the second to The Child. Both voices carried the same baleful voice as most Corrupted. It turned what seemed to be a harmless Corrupted into something sinister.

Frost was complacent. A Hailstorm Corrupted posed little threat to her. Main Sequence Corrupted carried clues to the past. She rationalized that it would be a waste to kill it so quickly.

Suddenly, The Child gloated, waving her hands in the air as the dome of darkness saw golden images drawn along the skies. They were like constellations. Frost watched everything unfold a safe distance away. The world soon transformed into a fairytale-like landscape, where a chocolate castle sat at the top of a giant strawberry cupcake.


< “Glimmers filled the dark. I also wished I could see them too.” >


 

< “Amazing! Does the world look like this?” >


 

“They’re conversing. It sounds like it. But at the same time they’re both absorbed in their own thoughts.” Frost couldn’t quite describe it. The two seemed to interact but also not quite. “Nav. The Conditions.”

“… I’m perplexed…”

“Nav?”

“My lungs don’t need air. Yet I feel like I’m aspirating. This tightness in my chest. This Corrupted – I believe it may be linked to me in some way.” Nav adamantly claimed, and with what they knew of the past it was easy to see why.

“When you were Lailah, right?” Frost uttered, watching The Child happily roam the candied fields, drawing the scenery that was sung to her by the woman.


< “Anything is possible in this world. That is what I have always been told.” >


 

< “I believe you, caretaker! I always wanted to know what was outside of the shell.” >


< [Dreaming] >


Suddenly, wires shot from the tree, latching onto the limbs of the child. Something was pumped into her in several wires. In the others, something was extracted. Her eyes began to droop as she wandered towards exactly 10 meters in front of The Cradle before she laid herself on the ground.

“Indeed. And Frost. Please don’t be alarmed –”

“I know.” She answered with curled fists. “That child is supposed to be me. I don’t remember any of this either. Couldn’t this also be the Star Child?”

“The Star Child also wonders. She draws equations and question marks. She’s with me now, sharing a cup of tea with the Archivist.”

The Child dozed off into a long sleep, receiving the Sleeping Condition as the illusions disappeared and were quickly replaced by The Cradle.


< “They were hungry. So they destroyed your chocolate kingdom.” >


 

< “The dreams were all I had. My caretaker made sure I wasn’t hurt whenever I went to sleep. It was always loud outside. I imagined what kind of world was out there, beyond the repetitive grey halls and look-a-likes.” >


 

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Nav finally relayed the Conditions. She endlessly questioned the sensations she felt, and the memories that trickled into her head as her chest continued to ache.


< CONDITION: Lull-A-Goodbye cannot take damage exceeding 30,000 per cycle. The Child will grow stronger when its illusions are allowed to propagate. When The Child’s LEVEL reaches 10 before the end of the cycle, The Child will be targeted by an unavoidable attack. Inflict Mechanical Despair to The Cradle. The Cradle will become vulnerable to damage once Mechanical Despair is applied to it >


 

< CONDITION CONTINUED: If The Child’s LEVEL is less than 10 at the end of the cycle, inflict Mechanical Relief to The Cradle. The Cradle will remain invulnerable to damage. But Lull-A-Goodbye will still be able to be damaged >


 

< SUPPRESSION REQUIREMENT: Alternatively, if The Child’s LEVEL exceeds 10 and survives, then inflict Lull-A-Goodbye with Mechanical Hope >


 

< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Lull-A-Goodbye is defeated when either it or The Cradle’s HP reaches 0 >


 

“I’ve never seen so many variations before. What kind of complex Corrupted is this?” Frost wondered if there was more to it, because despite all of this, defeating the Corrupted was straight forward.

She quite literally had to do nothing to make The Cradle vulnerable. If she wanted to defeat Lull-A-Goodbye itself, then she’d have to wait three times as long, which was odd to her.


< I feel the aspiration. It’s constricting. But I too empathize with this Corrupted. Because for the longest time, I also wondered what the world was like >

            

    
        503. A Very Sleepy Alter Frost
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< “To dream is a gift. Dreams are what the heart desires. One sheep. Two sheep. Three sheep. Why do they cackle with current?” >


 

< “The pain goes away when they let me sleep. Sometimes I was allowed to sleep with others. The caretaker took care of me all the time. But she always looked so sad.” >


 

The Child’s LEVEL was already halfway to ten. Frost considered elongating the fight, and the moment she took a step forward, a flaming great sword materialized from nowhere clashing with only a single finger of hers.

“So you really are Lailha. These are your old memories.” She spoke apologetically. The Cradle didn’t react.

She only continued reading from the book. Frost slowly walked towards her, deflecting the flaming swords. Eventually, she gave up blocking and allowed them to bounce off her body with a dull, echoing thud.

Then, as she peered over the shoulder of The Cradle, she realized that nothing was written inside of the book. The Child roused from her sleep; her body much more developed this time as the illusions returned.


< [Goodnight] >


 

< “In memory you exist. All thousands of you. Every night is spent like our last. Memories were fuel.” >


 

< “The closer to maturity I became, the more scared the caretaker became. I wanted to take her hand with me on the day we go see the world!” >


 

Imagery of chocolate and strawberry flavored cupcakes appeared again. The Child scribbled them everywhere, each having differing HP. They were meant to be destroyed, but Frost found herself incapable of it.

She just watched from over the shoulder of The Cradle. Her stories, the fairytales, and the beautiful wonders of the world above – all of it was spoken from memory. But never from experience. Her voice carried a similar sense of wonder shared by The Child.

“Both of us were trapped in that ‘paradise’. We were stuck so far underground that we both didn’t know what the world was like. But I don’t understand. I came from Earth. Why did I lose my memories in the old world, but regained them here?” Frost solemnly whispered, watching the girl grow further until her LEVEL finally reached 10.

In that instant, countless wires reached out towards The Child.


< [Goodbye] >


 

< “May we see each other again. The cycle repeats. All for the sake of maintaining humanity’s demand.” >


 

< “I was happy then I was sad. But caretaker didn’t cry when they took everything away from me. Because I think she had seen it more times than I can count.” >


An immense surge of Nex was generated from The Child. Frost’s Nex jumped from a million to five million in an instant as The Child was rendered down to nothing but a pile of glowing liquid, the particles of light returning to the tree.

The Cradle’s figure suddenly distorted, her hair amess and her dress now coated in darkness. Her invulnerability was gone, but Frost didn’t go for the kill. There was one last attack she wanted to see. The story was not over yet.


< “Cycles of lament kept me chained here at the base of the facility. Tales were told to a fleeting friend.” >


 

< “Tales memorized like they were experiences of my own. I too wished I had wings to fly from this cage.” >


 

The Child did not speak this time. Both came from the woman. By now the attacks on Frost had subsided.

“… Lailah…” Frost tenderly whispered, crouching down to hug the side of The Cradle. “It’s ok. In the future you’re alive and able to see the things you could only see in those stories. Those lullabies were more for you than for ‘me’, weren’t they?”

Frost wished the Corrupted weren’t so mindless. There was nothing she wanted right now than to tell this person that they didn’t have to worry anymore. The curse of the Corrupted ensured they were enslaved to this endless cycle of grief and torment.

Her rugged appearance reminded her of the corroded Elysia she saw in her flashback to the past. Both were hurt more than she could ever understand. That’s why these Corrupted were so important. They were windows to the past. Unlike previous Corrupted, this one had no relevant history to the current world.

But if she had to mirror it with something, then it would be a mother’s grief.


< “Emotions swirled inside of my chassis. Ironically, it only made me colder.” >


 

< “I longed to escape with this friend of mine.” >


 

< “But it was impossible. I will do everything I can to make their temporary days memorable. Even though it will slip past my fingers again and again. This metempsychosis of yours was unbearable.” >


 

< “What cannot be written will be etched into my memories.” >


 

The glimmer of light at the end of the branch shone brightly now. Children appeared one by one before her, each with golden eyes. They looked up at her with a mix of confusion and interest, some already reaching to grasp at her clothes.


 

< [Hello] >


 

< “The cycle repeats. Be reborn, my friend.” >


 

The light travelled into her palms, then, it entered one of the children. Their eyes became red, and The Child reappeared as the others soon vanished without a trace. It seemingly possessed them.


 

< “Tell me more about the worlds I can’t see.” >


 

< “I always found it weird how my caretaker used to know all the questions I had before I even asked them.” >


 

The Child spoke this time, repeating the very first words she spoke from the beginning.

“Is that part of why I don’t remember anything? I was harvested at a certain age for my Nex?” Frost’s embrace tightened around the body of The Cradle as she looked over at the innocent smile of a younger, androgynous version of herself. “Fuel were memories. Calfasio gave me a gift to never let something like this happen again. I’m sorry you had to experience this.”

“Why are you apologizing?” Nav asked.

“Because it feels like the right thing to do.”

Nav was taken aback by her words. She placed her book down as the Star Child looked up at her with soft eyes, her hands moving to tug on her sleeves to see if she was ok. Nav smiled back at her before responding with:

“… I too wish I could understand what you mean.”

“One day, Nav. One day… you will. I promise you. This past of ours isn’t going to come back to haunt us. We can change. You’re already in the process of it.” Frost assured. Her voice was caught in her throat for a moment. Tears evaporated in the corners of her eyes. She not once considered how she herself must have suffered. Instead, all she could think about was Lailah’s suffering.

And likewise, Elysia’s.

“The Piece of the Fallen Star. We’ll find it. You don’t have to rely on the cupcakes anymore.” She couldn’t help but to see The Cradle as Nav. She felt like she’d disappear if she let go, but now that they knew the extent of this Corrupted’s tale – it was time to Subjugate. “… Nav. Dreaming Mortality is your tale, isn’t it?”

“Highly likely. But I am also skeptical. You’re the Amalgam. Don’t all tales relate to you and an Archetype of the same Affinity in some manner? You also dreamed of mortality if we take into account the aspirations of The Child.”

“Anything can happen. I’m sorry. I’ll take good care of you this time.” Frost apologized to The Cradle, her embrace instantly crushing it until it disappeared into fragments of light.


< Lull-A-Goodbye has successfully been Subjugated >


 

< Stats from Lull-A-Goodbye gained >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< ABILITY: Dreaming Sheep >

< EFFECT: You are more likely to have good dreams. They will reinforce what your heart desires >

< Dreams are an escape and the one place where no one can tell us no. >


The light was then swallowed into her body. She absorbed everything. The tree. The Cradle. The world. However, the girl didn’t move at all. In fact, only the light was robbed from her. What stood in her place was a girl that stood at around 150cm, so not at all that much shorter than herself.

She had black, long, messy hair and wore a sleeping cap on her head. Her eyes were droopy, and she swayed like she would collapse at any moment. What she wore was a similar getup as her own, except they looked cozier, like they were meant to be slept in.

Frost couldn’t tell if what she wore was a black, fuzzy onesie or pajamas.

“… no fucking way. Not another one.” Frost rubbed her eyes and pinched between her brows to dispel what she thought was an illusion.

“Huh…? You look kinda like me. *Yawn*. I must be tired. I wanna sleep and dream already.” The girl spoke, rubbing her golden eyes as well.

“Nav.” Frost spoke in a deadpan tone.

“What’s wrong? Why can I hear someone that sounds just like you?”

“You’re not going to believe this.”
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“Another Alter Frost just came up. And I’m scared that this one is going find itself in the hands of all kinds of idiots.”

Her stats were abysmal, and judging by her personality, the triplets and probably Jury was going to have a field day with this Alter her. That being said, just… what was the benefit of this Alter Frost?

Aside from looking cute and cuddly. Shit… no way, am I being swept too!?

“I’m surprised you haven’t already by the Little Frost.” Nav jabbed.

Frost wryly smiled at her newfound companion, watching as she limped over. She reached towards Frost with hands that were covered by oversized sleeves.

“Other meeee~ Hold me. I can’t stand up any longer~” She spoke like a spoiled child, wrapping her arms around Frost’s waist. “So warm. Smells nice. As expected of me.”

She could already imagine Jury frothing at the mouth.

            

    
        504. Dip Our Smiles Into Chocolate Fondue

    
    
    
    
                < Lull-A-Goodbye has been added to your Collection >


 

< You may NOT manifest the Active and Passive Skills of Lull-A-Goodbye >


 

 < Only stats have been gained >


 

< Odd. It is similar to We Discarded Many >


 

< Is that Corrupted under Monsoon cannot be manifested? >


 

< Or is this Corrupted meant to be manifested by someone else? >


 

After the first Awakening they were much more assertive with their speculations. If Floor and Archetype Awakenings were similar, then they had reason to believe this was the case. However, Frost aimed for an Awakening that didn’t involve the loss of countless lives again.

Both first Chapters of Desire and Civilization were unwearable. Judgement on the other hand began at Monsoon, which threw a spanner into their theory. Only time could tell in the end.

And speaking of time – She approached the others at the mouth of the same chocolate castle built by The Child.

It was a fantasy medieval castle, equipped with a moat filled with strawberry milk and chocolate straws actings as its spires. Liquorish rope lowered a biscuit bridge for them to walk across. Even the grass was edible.


* * *


Revy, Sana, Alice, Stella, and the Cheshire Cat could be seen at a chocolate river, scooping out the deliciously warm sweets. Cer approached the river also wanting a taste of the chocolate. Suddenly, a giant waffle-like fish leapt from the river and slapped her across the face.

“I didn’t like fish anyway.” Cer grumbled as the children failed to hold back their laughter. Revy tried to hide hers out of respect, but Cer just shrugged to let her know that she honestly didn’t mind it. “Res. Ber! Check it out! Everything’s edible here. Heh.”

“You know sweets are bad for us.” Ber couldn’t help but sigh before Res suddenly pranced forward, her head held high for was seemed like the first time in her life. “Not you too Res. Don’t tell me I’m going to be the pack leader now.”

“At least let me try it.” Res said, wanting to experiment with her unlocked senses. She reached the edge of the river, staring down at her colorful reflection despite how murky it was in the liquid chocolate. “It feels warm! You’ll definitely like it, Ber!”

“Well, we are Moons so a bit of chocolate isn’t going to hurt. Ah, what the heck! Chocolate!” Ber rushed forward, snatching Cer into her arms as she passed by.

“Oi! Cut it out! Just cause you’re a little bit bigger doesn’t mean you can –!”

“CANNON BALL!” Ber shouted.

“DON’T YOU DARE!” Cer thrashed around but it was too late. Ber leaped into the air, tucking her knees as she sunk into the liquid chocolate. A colossal splash threw chocolate everywhere, coating the bank and even the others nearby.

Res took the largest brunt of the attack. The two floated at the top, staring at a trembling Res with wry smiles, expecting her to lash out at them.

“Ha… Aha…”

But to their surprise, Res laughed.

“Ahahahaha!”

And she couldn’t stop. Her long tail wagged playfully. She laughed so hard that colorful tears tumbled down her cheeks. Before long, she took a step back and joined her sisters in the river, embracing the moment with a carefree spirit.

Ber and Cer glanced at each other before smiling tenderly.

“I’m happy to see you like this, you know.” Ber unintentionally allowed her heart to speak. Seeing Res’ cold demenor disappear once and for all caused her eyes to moisten. Before her tears could fall, a sudden splash of chocolate was thrown all over her face.

“Heh. So you’ve entered our territory. Prepare to pay for the consequences!” Cer then splashed Res, beginning a chocolate fight. “Wait – don’t team up against me! HEY!”

Their antics filled the world with lighthearted banter and laughter. The Res that bottled herself away gushed like an open faucet. Her smile shone like the sun, and Jury admired them in silence from afar.

And when her eyes met with Res, she gave her a wide, enthusiastic wave with her hand and tail. The children watched this unfold from the bank, almost in disbelief that those people were Moons.

“That looks fun.” Revy’s cat-like tail danced like a happy snake.

Sana’s eyes narrowed with displeasure.

“Nuh uh. Can you imagine how sticky you’ll be once you’re out?”

“Mhm.” Alice nodded, drinking from the river with a comedically long straw.

“Is it tasty!?” The Cheshire Cat exclaimed, tending to both Alice and Stella. Stella sat on the grass; her attention pointed in the direction of Res’ laughter as she munched on a gelatinous rock.

“It’s wonderful.” Stella had no other words to share, simply enjoying the moment.

“Alice~ Don’t tell me you still haven’t figured out who I am?” The Cheshire Cat tried to jog the girl’s memory but to no avail. “Fine. Pretend you don’t remember. Hmph.”

“I really don’t remember.” Alice spoke truthfully, placing both hands on her head as if it would help her remember. “Nnn… nothing.”

“Aww…” The Cheshire Cat slumped over sadly.

“But… I bet you were a wonderful person. You came to help me, so I think you were one of the few people who didn’t blame me.” Alice deducted.

“Sorta! Well, I guess I’ll leave it for now. Alice~!”

“Y-Yes? Why do you keep hugging me like that? I’m not a pet.”

“No reason at all!” The Cheshire Cat was oddly infatuated with Alice for reasons she refused to tell. But one could already picture that whoever she was, she must have been incredibly close to Alice at one point in her life.

“So how about you?” The Cheshire Cat approached Stella with a mischievous grin. “Hehe. You can’t see me at all. It makes me want to play a trick on you, you adorable thing –!”

Suddenly, an electric fang barely grazed the head of the Cheshire Cat. She trembled on the spot, slowly inching away as Cer leapt from the river, shaking off the liquid like how a drenched dog would.

“DON’T MESS WITH STELLA!” Cer was awfully protective of the girl, and it was not hard to see why.

After all, if it weren’t for Stella, then Res would have succumbed to her Corruption.

“Are you alright!?” Cer placed her tail on Stella’s head. “She didn’t try feeding you something weird, did she!? You can’t trust felines!”

Revy’s ears collapsed sadly when she heard this and began twirling her fingers together.

“U-Um. It’s ok. The Cheshire Cat is a good person. I can tell. T-Thank you.” Stella spoke awkwardly to what she knew was akin to a mythical being. “Y-You… can go back now. If you want.”

“You’re a good girl too. Better than any human I know of, that’s for sure! Heh. No one’s gonna dare to mess with you! On my watch!”

“That’s right!” Ber called out, nodding profusely like a broken drinking bird. “You have the backs of the Eye, Fang and Claw now!”

The triplets could only express their thanks in a crude manner. This was in part due to their pride, and another because there weren’t a lot of people they could trust in this world. It wasn’t until recently when they met Frost that they began building a network of irreplaceable friends and family, so it was still difficult for them to communicate heartfeltly like Frost.

Stella was embarrassed. Her cheeks turned bright red as she fiddled with her snack. But she couldn’t help but smile in response, elated that they appreciated her help.

“I was just doing what people used to do for me.” Stella answered in a soft voice, and before she could delve into deep thought, her face was brushed by three distinct bundles of fuzz. “Uhh –!?”

“Don’t think. Be happy.” Cer grinned. “Just smile you little runt. No one’s going to get mad at you for it. And that goes for you too, Alice. Well, you did make some trouble, so good job on that.”

A question mark appeared on Alice’s head as Ber spoke:

“You’re still young. Don’t go letting yourself think too deeply about stuff in the past.” She squeezed Stella’s cheek playfully.

“That’s right. Or you’ll end up like me. Well, the old me. Hm… Stella.” Res’ voice could be heard, causing Stella to freeze as a warm hand fell onto her head. “Thank you. You showed me that I can change.”

Stella only sat there, surrounded by the warmth of these Moons that owed so much to someone like her. She remembered a time when people relied on her like this. It was after she was a liability to everyone. But most of the time, people only praised her because she was just useful.

But here… their warmth was genuine. She could tell.

“One day you’re also going to see the world.” Res promised. “We have friends that can make it possible.”

“Really…?” Stella tilted her head upwards.

The triplets looked at each other and nodded right as they spotted Frost in the distance.

“Think about it.” Cer hummed. “We have someone that can bring back people from Corruption. Another that controls time. Someone that can make organs. A spider that moves faster than you can think, and a machine that guides us.”

“We’ve done the impossible more times than I can count.” Ber laughed.

“It’s our turn to help you now!” Res announced.

“… everyone’s helped me enough.” Stella had everything she could ever want now. Asking for what seemed like the impossible caused guilt to burrow into her heart. Suddenly, the scrunching of grass could be heard.

“But why does that mean we have to stop?” Jury had overheard everything. Her tail rubbed Stella’s back. “Help shouldn’t be quantified. If someone needs it, then we’re going to lend a hand! Because someone did that for us regardless of what was in it for them.”

All eyes then fell onto Frost.

Well, two Frosts, actually.

Stella held onto all the tails that brushed against her, and she couldn’t help but to wonder what they all looked like as she wore a small, hopeful smile.

“Hey. Two Frost’s?” Cer pointed out.

“A-A new Alter Frost!?” Jury’s heart quite literally jumped to her throat in delight, her squeal causing Ber to growl. “Oh my! She’s so cute!”

“Pick one Frost Jury!” Ber scolded.

“I already have. Don’t ruin my dream of being surrounded by everything that’s Frost.” Jury argued with an oddly serious tone.

“A drowsy Frost? That Frost looks closer to her than the others.” Res noticed this, causing Cer to immediately throw herself back into the river. “You’re not going to meet them?”

“Not yet! What if that’s a hungry Frost!? I gotta make myself irresistible just in case! Dipping myself in chocolate fondue? Even Frost is going to consider it!”

The image of the Moons further degraded in the eyes of the others.

Ber plucked her sister from the river by the collar with just her fingers. She was hoisted up like a filthy rag.

“Cer. Please. Just shut up already. You are so weird!”

            

    
        505. We Are All Mad Here

    
    
    
    
                As expected, the Sleepy Frost was not spared from the carnage. She was thrown into the lion’s pit with nothing but Frost’s burning sleeves as her lifeline. Women crowded around her. They towered over the poor girl as she looked down at her feet with spirals in her eyes and a question mark emoji over her head.

“They’re not pillows. They’re not pillows. They’re not pillows at all.” She repeated as she twiddled with her fingers. “But maybe they’re better than pillows?”

“This one can talk!?” Cer exclaimed. She was the only one who could properly meet the girl’s droopy eyes. “She really does sound like you! Got a name?”

“Dreamer. Because I dream.” She introduced herself in the most uninspired manner possible before she looked up and audibly gulped. “That’s Jury…”

“So cuuuuuuute!” Jury didn’t hold back and embraced the Sleepy Frost, bringing her head between her chest which caused steam to rise from her head. “Is this what having a daughter feels like!? Frost! She’s definitely coming back with us!”

“As long as I get my fair share too.” Frost jokingly said. “Yep. All Alter Frosts belong in the Nexus. No exceptions.”

Jury’s squirmed and rocked the girl side to side. She was overjoyed to finally receive a new Alter Frost to add to the ever-growing collection of Frosts. And speaking of other Frost’s –

The Little and the Big Frost observed how everyone fawned over the Sleepy Frost with understanding eyes. Her initiation was a trial by fire, and the Innocent encouraged her with thumbs up emojis.

“Isn’t that great!?” Jury chirped.

If no one stepped in, then the Sleepy Frost was bound to fall into an eternal sleep. She nearly suffocated in Jury’s bosom as she silently breathed: “It’s better than a pillow. It’s way better than a pillow. I can’t go back to pillows.”

Suddenly, she was snatched and dragged into another pair of soft pillows, this time belonging to a woman who smelt of a strong blend of earthy, but fragrant flowers.

“Jury. Give me a turn already!” Ber staunchly growled. “You have the real deal! What are you, the symbol of gluttony or something?”

“As a matter of fact, I was.” Jury glared at her, competing for the Sleepy Frost.

“I’ve never seen Jury react like that before.” Cer noted, and Frost agreed with a nod. She found it humorous, smiling at the duo who were now close enough to finally banter. Cer walked up to Frost, nudging her with an elbow. “Psst. What are you doing? Have you been letting Jury get all pent up –? OUCH!”

Frost pinched her ear, right before she began patting Cer’s head.

“Mind your own business. If Jury’s happy then I’m happy too. Besides, I’d probably act the same way we started finding Alter Jurys.”

“The White Rabbit doesn’t count?” Res probed. Unfortunately, the White Rabbit was different.

“No. They’re more of an Alter Elysia than an Alter Jury.” Frost explained before she asked how Res was feeling in her new body.

The woman adorned a gentle smile noting that it felt almost perfect. Just like Ber, she imagined her new body was how it was supposed to look after all this time. Minus the paint splats on her tail, which she could clean with a simple dip in the water or with [Cleanse].

The clothes she wore were made of paint, and her short hair was the same as Ber’s old hairstyle. Res was able to create things by painting them just like Ayle. What separated her from Ayle and the Objet D’Art however was that the things she painted possessed the same qualities as her reference.

For example, her clothes did not feel gunky or coarse. They were smooth and had the same elasticity as regular silk clothing.

“I love it.” Everything could be summarized by just those three words.

The chains of her past and present were lifted, and for the first time, Frost could see eye to eye with Res. Her sapphire eyes glowed like a gemstone, matching the hairclip she still wore to this day.

“Good job, Res. I’m proud of you for holding on.” Frost patted her head, causing her to shiver in delight as her giant tail pranced behind her.

Her ears wobbled from side to side like windscreen wipers. They were so fluffy that she was almost convinced they were made from jelly. The way they wobbled left and right hypnotized Frost.

I’m getting carried away. I’m glad headpats are thing in this world.

“Res thinks so too.” Nav replied.

That’s right. Res can speak with you now, huh. That’s awesome. We’re only missing Cer, but it’ll be better to avoid Corruption in the first place.

“Agreed. I was also worried that we might have lost Res. I do not wish to experience that emotional turmoil again. Though I am happy that I could feel this way. I suppose that means I have what vaguely resembles a heart… you will be meeting with the White Rabbit soon. Please exercise caution.”

Frost set her sights to the interior of the castle. Beyond the drawbridge and the entrance was a long hallway lined with gelatinous torches. The red lighting was an ominous contrast to the colorful world around them.

I will. The White Rabbit’s going to need to explain herself thoroughly. As much as she’s helped us, this was entirely her fault. We don’t know if she’s a friend or foe as well.

But more than that, Frost was eager to receive the secrets of this world.


* * *


They marched through the vacant tunnel. It stretched beyond the length of the castle above, leading to a place only the White Rabbit knew. Eventually, the chocolate walls shifted to stone bricks. Water dripped from an unknown source. The lights on the walls failed to illuminate the tunnels appropriately, leaving massive spots of impenetrable darkness.

They appeared as though something had taken a bite out of reality.

“So.” Frost boldly cut through the choking silence. “You’re a denizen of the White Rabbit’s Escape.” She didn’t say who she was addressing, but the person knew right away.

“Not just any denizen. I used to live in the real world. That was before I became mad.” The Cheshire Cat answered without hesitation. “I’m special because of that. But in actuality I’m not completely sure if I’m alive or not, because I know that I died.”

“Does that mean this place traps souls?” Jury asked an important question, but the Cheshire Cat only shook her head.

“That’s part of the madness. Nothing makes sense here. The only reason I exist is because I’m part of someone’s memory. Memories are puppeted in this world. Resurrected to masquerade as people’s trauma. It’s a colorful hell. As up is wherever this place is. When you think about it, it’s not so different from the outside, because we’re all mad in the end.”

“Mad this, mad that. Wanna explain a bit more, Cat?” Cer urged, causing the Cheshire Cat to gulp as she clung close to Alice, still wearing her large, mischievous grin.

“We can’t understand everything. What makes sense may not make sense to everyone else. It’s not a matter of comprehension. It’s a matter of how we view ourselves and the world we live in. Children are victims of illusions. Adults are victims of delusions. The Escape emphasizes this. I couldn’t tell you why, because that White Rabbit is just as mad as anyone else.”

The Cheshire Cat spoke quickly, but her words were filled with wisdom.

“Such is the burden of the wise. No one understands a word we say. Hear this, friends – the Escape is a place southward from your hell. Your gut guides you in this place. It’s your untold tale. Children of this world are trialed to navigate through it.”

“You said you didn’t know the White Rabbit’s intentions.” Frost raised a suspicious brow, right as the Cheshire Cat pointed a claw at her head, her grin widening.

“She’s explaining it to me right now. The ordeal is meant for a person to overcome themselves. To want to change themselves rather than the world. That’s her power. Phantasia. Imagination. Now does that make any sense at all? Judging from those looks, not at all. But who’s to say that we can rationalize compulsion?”

The Cheshire Cat then placed a hand onto Alice’s head, patting her like she was a cat.

“This place is a disguised hell. But it is also here where people are tempered. If not, then they remain blissfully ignorant before they are regurgitated. People don’t stay here forever, because those same people are also the ones that leave their magic carpet ride halfway through their tale.”

The Cat’s stripes suddenly changed from black to a vibrant, neon blue. They glowed in the dark like rings of glowsticks. They were engulfed in the darkness and only her stripes, eyes and her abnormally broad grin could be seen.

“No one likes a protagonist that can’t see through to the end of their own story.”

Frost still couldn’t read the intentions of the White Rabbit. Was it for entertainment? Salvation? A nudge? Something sinister? Understanding a being beyond the Beholders was a futile effort. All she could do was hope that the White Rabbit would be willing to explain herself.

They soon arrived at the mouth of a giant black dome. Within was a garden of pallid flora. Rivers streamed from the center where a pillar of light resided, deeply embedded into the earth as it served as the pillar of the colossal dome.

And floating in the center of the starless void was a single star.

Her presence caused their hearts to hitch as their throats were constricted by an unforeseen pressure. Alice, Revy, Sana, and Stella immediately collapsed; their minds unable to comprehend the existence of the being before them.

The Moon triplets could barely stand on their legs. Only Frost, Jury and the Alter Frosts were largely unaffected. But even so, it felt like they were constantly being gnawed at by an invisible maw.

“You’re finally here.”

It was none other than the White Rabbit.

            

    
        506. The Lair of the White Rabbit

    
    
    
    
                “Your form has changed.” The White Rabbit spoke in the same dignified manner from their last encounter. “Welcome to my home. Please let the children rest. Their minds are too weathered to conceive my raw presence.”

Light sparkled in her eyes as she gracefully descended. At the same time, her tone was oddly filled with childish glee. One would be none the wiser to believe she was just a child. Her eyes became scornful whenever they fell onto Jury and only Jury. The reason was as clear as the color of the sky.

Jury uncannily resembled Elysia. Her eyes moved onto them one by one as the Cheshire Cat moved the children somewhere safe.

“Three Demi-Human wolves. You carry the scent of the light in your blood and your eyes. Two returned from Corruption; one that has not fully realized themselves.” She looked at Ber, then at Res. “And the other that has. The remaining wolf has yet to undergo the Corruption phenomenon. May that never cross your path.”

Her eyes then moved onto the Alter Frosts.

“Unrecognizable. And that is the one from the Dutchess and the Child? Interesting.” The Innocent and the Sleepy Frost did not gain notable attention.

But the Hired Arm, however, caused her eyes to broaden ever so slightly.

“… But you. I recognize you. We have only ever met once, but I can never forget those eyes. Behind that gold is a fragment of him.” A childish smile formed on her face as she approached the group, her steps causing large patches of grass to fold aside, like her steps were far larger than they seemed.

Then, her eyes fell onto Frost, her smile brimming now.

“And you… I still don’t know if you are him or not. The light is unquestionably the same. Your form is different.” She waited for a response, pausing just a few meters away from her.

Frost wore a smile of her own and nodded slowly.

“I was once Sinder. That part of me is no longer here. My memories of that time are gone. All that matters to me now is that I am Frost.” Frost needed to make herself clear that she was fundamentally a different person now. Her name was Frost. Sinder was long dead, with only embers of his legacy remaining in fleeting memories by those that once that once held him dear.

However, despite this, the White Rabbit giggled.

“That’s right. Sinder died that day. The light is still the same. And those flames inspire painful ‘what ifs’ to a time lost to time itself.” The fact that Frost was able to wear the Sinder’s Corruption was more than enough proof that she was not only a different person, but also someone that had overcome Sinder’s flaws.

Frost wondered if it was actually the White Rabbit’s intention to see this all along. The way she worked was like a divine being. No semblance of sense could be made, so all she could do was silently speculate.

The ticking of the White Rabbit clashed with Jury’s. They competed as their golden eyes met. The childish glee disappeared all at once as Jury contemplated whether or not the White Rabbit was going to condemn her. Her flap-like ears sunk slightly at the thought of being blamed for a sin she never committed, and her tail slowly wrapped around Frost’s waist as if for comfort.

Suddenly, their ticking merged.

It danced in a beautiful harmony. The flora of this world rustled as a wind was generated from the mesmerizing sound. The White Rabbit approached Jury, her long tail reaching out to touch her head long before she stood directly beneath her.

Then, she reached up towards Jury’s face. She was too short, so Jury leaned over, and the White Rabbit clasped onto her cheeks. The ominous anger she possessed washed away entirely and was replaced with a smile of relief.

“Not a blemish on your tail or face. You’re the ‘me’ that got away. The ‘me’ that’s free from the cycle. I can see it in your eyes. You don’t know anything about ‘me’, or ‘Her’. Seeing you must mean that there is an ‘us’. So that’s why people called me an Aberration of… Her. It makes sense now.”

The realization caused a wave of sadness to overcome her. But then, a hand appeared atop her head. Jury carefully stroked her hair, confusing the White Rabbit, as if it was the first time someone had ever held her.

Jury didn’t know what to say to her. It was only through her actions that she was able to convey something that words could not. As a result, the White Rabbit’s smile returned before she broke away, shaking her head as her messy hair flailed wildly.

She avoided direct contact with Frost. Her yearning was clear, but she adamantly refused to go through with her desire.

“You are no Aberration.” She said to Jury. “A part of me is envious. But I’ve lived long enough to know where my heart resides. I at first believed you to be her. I could not be happier to know that at least someone is free from her selfishness. Surprising. I was unaware there were others. That makes more sense now. Because it was never my ticking that brought people to Corruption to begin with.”

The White Rabbit understood that it was Elysia who invoked the Corruption, but also admitted that she was also unneeded in the process. She knew what Frost wanted to hear. The secrets she held of the past and present.

It was her reward for subjugating the Dutchess and the Child – the Lull-A-Goodbye.

Suddenly, a piece of her tail fell off like the broken branch of a tree. It warped the reality around it just like how a Genesis Stone would. She plucked it with her tail and offered it to the Cheshire Cat, who then snapped it in half.

One was placed into the arms of a sleeping Alice.

And the other in the arms of Stella.

Then, she answered the unasked questions that lingered in all their minds.

“Firstly, my philosophy. I despise the Corruption phenomenon. It used to only afflict people themselves. But in this world drifting thoughts and emotions can be made manifest. I am not aware of the cause of the latter. The former is more understood.”

She used a finger to illustrate this as she drew images against the black backdrop.

“But strangely this world has the opposite problem. There is a lack of people that Corrupt. The majority of the Corrupted exist as external emotions and lingering thoughts. The Nexus seems to prevent Corruption from occurring by turning those that would be into what are called the Blessed.”

They already knew this, but this introduction allowed her to explain that what she sought from children was to live as protagonists in their own tales.

“This Escape. It’s a place where children indulge in senseless stories of their own. Can there be no better dream? No. Because the cycle of dreams breaks when we are roused. Dreams go on until the book closes in here. What I seek is for people to change themselves rather than to keep changing the world around them.”

How did this relate to the Corruption? The White Rabbit shifted topics as if to avoid it, but then, she drew a person with her fingers. Something bubbled from within, contained by the limits of their body.

“The ‘Well’ is a Law of the Source. It is where all of what makes us ‘us’ exists. It is where the identity resides. The well can fill, dry up or overfill. Those are the states of emotions that drive people.”

She illustrated this, drawing several ‘Wells’ that were depicted as people with either overflowing emotions or the lack of it.

“But they can never spill. No matter how overfilled it is it will not gush. No matter how much it lacks, it will never collapse into itself. The Apple that was eaten changed this. The checks that once prevented this no longer exist. It is the sin we all indiscriminately bear because of one person.”

She blamed Elysia, despising her further with every grueling word. She was irredeemable in her eyes for what she had done. The triplets barely understood a word as Frost was left infatuated with her explanation.

And to think this was only a small fragment of everything.

Then, she drew something in the sky. It was a star enveloped by a person. Brilliance radiated from it as she drew them holding their hands innards, as if reaching for that star within.

The White Rabbit then finally revealed the truth of the Corruption.
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                “Corruption begins with the internalized woes. The emotions. The sense of self. Everything you can think of influences the Corruption. But what triggers it infinitely more important.”

That person exploded, the star replacing the drawn form into something indescribable.

“That trigger is an epiphany. When one reaches it in a state of overflow or drought, then an epiphany will induce the Corruption.”

The triplets finally understood what she meant.

Because they remembered that they experienced the same thing before they became Blessed. And not only that, but Frost also knew what she meant by an epiphany. She too had reached one just moments before she succumbed to Corruption.

When she believed that the only way to change things for the better was to burn it all down and start anew.

The ‘Well’ was seen as a person’s ultimate sanctity. A place that could never be interfered with. But Elysia had changed this, allowing for external forces to invade one’s ‘Well’, such as the Hearts.

And not only that, but the Impuritas could also be explained through this.

The Impuritas phenomenon was called the Faux Corruption because it was a Corruption that lacked an epiphany – the vital trigger.

The White Rabbit knew much, but there were still many things she did not know.

“It stirs and waits. It sits and relies on one epiphany to change it. I don’t induce epiphanies. But others may. Elyia… certainly does.” She concluded, leaving the group struggling to digest it all.

In hindsight, Frost should have realized that this was the case. But the fact that Corrupted were also born from stray thoughts meant that coming to the conclusion that epiphanies were the cause was impossible.

“So then how are those external Corrupted made?”

“I am not sure. But they remind me of the Stars. The Glimmers that fell from the skies.”

“That again?” She had heard this from the Disciple as well. “What do you mean by Stars? The Glimmers?”

“It predates our lives. Both you and I. Even Elysia. But I know that the skies became a uniform void when the Stars all fell. That’s why the First Miracle of Cognition… no, The Source was the Captured Star. Because through it those gifts that once came from Stars could be created again.”

The Stars were many things to different people. But unanimously, they were sources of something. Additionally, according to the Disciple, Stars were living entities born from somewhere indescribable.

The beginning of it was what the White Rabbit called The Source.

And that Source was no more than nothing.

“Something created the Stars. A similar something creates the external Corrupted. Places of rich Nex has a strong influence on it. Nex is born from thoughts and emotions, like a ball of uniformed unconsciousness. Its dormant form when accumulated is a liquid.”

She revealed, suddenly setting her sight to the pillar behind her.

“Nearly all children that ever visit my Escape are Abyssal Aquatids. Emotions and thoughts are condensed to a liquid form. One can only imagine what exists in the Ocean Depths. Perhaps a soup of a collective unconsciousness exists, as one does in the form of Nex.”

It was impossible to tell if all of this was the truth or just merely metaphors to describe the indescribable. In the end, what mattered was that they at least were made aware of how the Corruption could be incited.

Suddenly, the White Rabbit brought up a name that Frost had only ever heard of once.

“Nex has replaced P-Factor, even though it is inside us all.”

“P-Factor…?” Frost uttered, remembering it written on the whiteboard inside of the ancient facility.

“Primordial Factor. I know little of it. But I know enough that it is the power to manifest reality. The miracle of magic, the Stars of the old, the soul, and it is the reason why those with a higher Soul Quality are able to resist blades and powerful acids.” She further explained, revealing the truth of a phenomenon that Frost had never properly questioned.

Her eyes widened in shock, her words stuttering as she uttered:

“S-So… that’s why DEF and ATT stats exist…”

The White Rabbit didn’t nod, for Frost already knew the answer.

“P-Factor Augmentation. The Second known Miracle of The Source… Don’t be so surprised. It changes nothing. We can neither influence nor direct any of these concepts. To begin with, I only know what I have heard whilst within my dark prison.”

She explained, as if it would help them to take the burden of her forbidden knowledge from their shoulders.

“This is the extent of my knowledge. The elaborate speeches I heard of may be no more than metaphors and allegories, but they hold an inherent truth. It’s unchangeable. Unquestionable. Inalienable. They are concepts imposed by Source. Elysia was able to bend those concepts… and from what I have seen –”

She glanced over at Res and Ber, then smiled back at Frost.

“– You also have that kind of influence.”

“… Can I ask you a question?” Frost slowly spoke.

“Please. I’d love to hear your voice.”

“Will you be joining us in the Nexus?”

The White Rabbit paused. She placed a hand on the pillar of light as her tail wrapped around her lower half like a cocoon. Her other hand brushed through the fur of her tail before stopping at a seemingly random place.

“I must find my tail first. Only then will I consider it. It holds a piece of my power. I have offered it to those two who have done well in my Escape. It is my blessing. The piece I am missing will grant the consumer extraordinary power. Therefore, I must find it before it is too late.”

She fondly smiled at them all. Frost could tell that she dearly wanted to join them in the Nexus, but she did not have the time to indulge in such luxury. It reminded Frost that she too had priorities laid elsewhere.

Thankfully, this would not be the last time they’d see each other.

“Birds fly because they have wings. We fly because we want them. We create them so we can soar like the things we want to be. Dinah.” She suddenly addressed someone unknown.

“Yes!” The Cheshire Cat answered.

“Take their invitation in my stead. Someone needs to look after that one until she grows to properly peer into a looking glass.” The White Rabbit referred to Alice, intending on bringing her back to the Escape one day. “I cannot break out of this bird cage until then.”

“… Do you hate Elysia?” Jury wondered.

“I don’t hate her for what she did to the world. Because I too would have done the same to save a friend.” The White Rabbit answered sincerely as she approached Frost. “I despise her for what she did to me.”

Her voice deepened as a thick aura of darkness surrounded her.

“I was killed over and over again to ensure that a second Elysia wouldn’t appear in those cycles. Eventually, I replaced the Captured Star in each subsequent cycle. I was harvested for millions of years, over thousands of cycles, to keep a rotting city’s light awake for what amounted to its inevitable destruction.”

She stopped before Frost and Jury, staring up at them with eyes that had seen countless fates worse than death.

“Contempt does not begin to describe how I feel. You are the lucky one.” She reached up to touch Jury’s ears, whispering: “But the moment you take her side is the moment we become enemies. And that is the same for you all.”

“I still haven’t decided on what to think yet. But…” Frost softly spoke, reaching down to touch the White Rabbit. She flinched, and was about to dodge her touch, but her tail anchored her in place.

“… I really shouldn’t…” She mumbled, feeling guilty all of a sudden.

But Frost didn’t care. She placed her hand onto the girl’s head, stroking her hair as the White Rabbit’s ears flapped pleasantly.

“In any case, please visit us in the Nexus. We’ll welcome you with open arms.”

Her eyes shimmered slightly, right before she moved Frost’s hand away and took several steps back. She did not allow herself to indulge. A bright smile suddenly formed on her face. It was a shame that Frost couldn’t stop her from dragging people into her Escape, but at the very least this storm was now over.

And more than that, it seemed like they had gained an ally.

“You really are the same. Very well. Until we meet again. My journey will take me to Emvita. Brandar is clear. There was a train that crashed somewhere in that Region. It may be the first clue to finding the whereabouts of my tail. Farewell. May your epiphanies be your own.”

With the simple snap of her fingers –

– The world faded to black.
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                What transpired over a few hours within the Escape translated to a week in the real world. It was to be expected. After all, the White Rabbit was an Aberration of what was the equivalent of a deity of time. The White Rabbit may not consider itself as a deity, but in truth it was as much of a God of Cognition than Elysia.

The meaning of Cognition was as simple as ‘the mind’. It was not known how they were able to interact with people and see their memories, but she guessed that it was probably a version of Jury’s [Time Seer] that let her peer into the Nex that dwelled in people’s hearts.

Ultimately, they had made a powerful ally. The children that disappeared across the Nex Megalopolis returned all at once. Families and friends rejoiced at their reunion with loved ones they believed were lost forever. As much as there was relief, there was also a surge of anguish.

It was always the people of the Outskirts that suffered in the Nex Megalopolis. Seeing the Ateliers intervene for the first time resulted in a mixed response. However, the consensus was positive because their gratitude was pointed at a different body.

The Head. Black Doves spread the news that the Head was the one who ordered the rescue. White Doves mentioned the Head and Time Reverberation on occasion when people questioned why there were black-haired healers now.

Confidence in the Ateliers rose as a result. People were still wary and wondered if this was one time thing. Others believed it was the beginning of something great. They knew of the Ateliers wars that often resulted in the annihilation of civilians. To see them work towards a unified effort was another source of hope.

And that was the biggest take away from the ordeal. Hope.

The motions of change were felt as subtle reverberations. It shook the rust clean off the gears of the Ateliers. The Head had invigorated them. The question now was: how long would this last for?

The Head was the all-encompassing body that sat above the Ateliers. This much they knew. If they were able to summon them at a whim, then one could only imagine how powerful that person must be. A being that commanded the Ateliers of the deities from the Nexus.

It further fueled people’s reverence of the Nexus.

Time Reverberation also became a hot topic thanks to the Healers. The symbol of a snake coiling a syringe was replaced with Time Reverberation’s insignia. It was accompanied with a large white feather, whereas the Black Wings wore a black feather to further differentiate them.

Reparation efforts was already concluded. The damage caused were easily mended by Caldera Industries. Broken pavements and sinkholes were filled in less than an hour. Ruined streets and collapsed homes were returned to their original state.

All buildings of the Nex Megalopolis were required to have their blueprints documented and checked with the Guild and a few relevant Associations. There was a certain building code to allow structures to withstand the frequent tremors as well as distant emerging Dungeons. It was why many buildings were still intact, whereas only those within proximity of a Dungeon or saw conflict were damaged.

Of course, not just anyone was allowed to build on a plot of land within the Nex Megalopolis. People with appropriate knowledge and credentials were allowed to and were part of the Brick and Mortar Association which mostly ran these checks.

The crème of the crop was of course taken by Caldera Industries. But not all of them, though. Some of the best remained in the Brick & Mortar Association – one of thirteen major Associations of Elysia, with their headquarters being in the City of Diamonds.

“One thousand three hundred and five confirmed dead. Sixty missing. Hardly a statistic.” Umbra recited uncaringly; her voice carried by the roaring winds as the Behemoth set course back to H10.

Aboard were the Beholders, the healers, Atelier personnel, Moons, and prisoners. These prisoners were to be brought before a High Judge who wielded the Justicia Scale to weigh their sins. They were not petty criminals, but those that sought to commit atrocities during the pandemonium.

Petty criminals were dealt with locally. These ones were usually killed on the spot. The discretion lay on the shoulders of Peace Flock and they determined them as irredeemable. As such, boarding the Leviathan was a fitting punishment.

However, things were changing. The Leviathans were to be the trains of the Repenters. This meant that who would be damned to one was to become a Repenter. The line of whether they deserve it or not was blurred.

The justification was the demand for Nex.

Marionette dragged a prosthetic finger across the iron bars that held a hundred of these people. Their joints were connected to a steel string that held from the ceiling like puppets. Blood dribbled from every orifice as Black Wings could be seen patrolling the prison compartment, injecting them with healing Serums to keep them alive.

Muffled whimpers left their sticked mouths.

“Nearly all was caused by the Eye of the Head.” Marionette harped, pulling strings from her sleeves, sounding like the haunting screams of thousands. “Such beautiful threats. It’s as though the Amalgam is after my heart. He… he… he…”

Elsewhere, Galia watched the ebbs and flows of the world. She stood on the starboard side of the ship where she silently sipped on a cup of coffee. She was alone on her side of the deck, and she wore an all-knowing smile to keep herself company.

Footsteps approached her. A familiar shadow was cast in her direction. The shadow that she remembered being no different to that of a child had grown now. She could see this perfectly in the corner of half-lidded eyes.

“The past builds us. To forget it is to forget a part of ourselves. The key is to overcome it. It allows us to grasp the present. The present will allow us to grasp the future.” She monologued. It was not clear who those words were intended for. Regardless, the figure behind her approached steadily until a pair of wolf ears appeared by her side.

It was Res. She didn’t greet or even cast Galia a glance. Instead, she looked off to the side of the Behemoth where she joined Galia’s gaze.

“In my world those who controlled the past controlled the future. But the present will always be the helm of one’s ship. The past are the anchors. The future is the rugged sea. Life is a voyage no matter at what point you find yourself standing at.”

Her words resonated with Res, as well as two other figures that watched on from afar with fond expressions. In Res’ hand was a shard of her broken Lens. Galia continued as shooting stars whizzed by the skies, causing Res’ eyes to brim with fascination.

“Set your sights to the future. Because no matter where you are – or to where the tides displace you on your journey – your destination will remain constant. Let it become your compass when you’re lost. Just as she has for the last thirty years.”

She spoke like a guardian Angel. Her tone was far from motherly. It was dreary yet vivid. Her elaborate use of metaphors painted her message so clearly that Res was taken aback for a moment.

Res’ fists curled into balls as she took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry.”

Galia closed her eyes and exhaled for her.

“Apologize to those you hurt. I was only fulfilling a promise I made with your mother long ago.” She assured. “My world was as colorless as yours. I also despised red. Blue was the only color I could see eye to eye with. In the end, whether it was Yellow, Green, or Purple – red was they had in common. That was why it disgusted me.”

Her eyes opened again as she took another sip from her cup.

“Res. Are you happy?”

“I am.”

“Then smile.”

“Huh?”

“Smile. As a last memory for your mother. The Blooming Week will be arriving soon. It will be your final farewell. She’s done everything she can to protect you.”

“I’ll make sure of it.” Res broke into a soft smile as a blue tear fell down her cheek.

And for a moment, the blue lens in the palm of her hand shone with a faint light.

“… Thank you. You’ve been pulling so many strings for us…”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about.” Galia played dumb. Perhaps it was never really her in the first place. Regardless, Res thanked her from the bottom of her heart, now able to properly express how she truly felt. “I am quite envious of your mother.”

“How come?”

“Because she has such wonderful children.”

Res looked over at Cer and Ber who grinned in response. The duo then quickly made their way towards them.

“But… Mother hated Cer and Ber.” Res whispered sadly.

“It was not that she hated them.” Galia claimed. “It was that she didn’t know who they were. The Blue Dahlia had a disease of the mind. It ate her memories away. I too was forgotten. I watched her pass in my arms on that night. I had become a stranger to her. Even in her last moment, she could not recall my name.”

“Res. Do you know what her dream was?”

“No. Mother didn’t speak. I don’t remember her voice.”

Galia then looked into the murky reflection of herself in the cup, reminiscing of a precious memory.

“Her dream was to have a family. I thought it was pitiful. I once ridiculed her for it. But now, I cannot help but think about how wonderful that dream was. A family. How nice would that be?”

She looked at the stars longingly.

“… Galia?” Res wondered if something was wrong.

Galia only smiled as the other two finally arrived.

“The musings of this old soul must be like nails on a chalkboard to your ears. I take you two are here to announce the return of the Amalgam?”

“Nope. Frost is still gone.” Cer grumbled. “She’s taking her sweet time wherever that Etched Coin took her.”

“Behold Knalzark has been cracking his knuckles for the last twenty minutes now.” Ber added. “It looks like he’s getting ready for Frost to open a portal to the Dermal Layer. It should be opening in H10 soon. She never really told us what was going on.”

Galia’s eyes then darkened with bloodlust as she took a long, drawn-out sip from her coffee.

“Hmhmhm. Fear not.”

She chuckled ominously.

“She’s merely sending our friends a message they’ll never forget.”

            

    
        509. Gathering at the Complex Heart: The Sect of Gears

    
    
    
    
                The crimson that once pulsated through the stone like living flesh was no longer present. The walls of the Derma layer bled with a blue glow as the sound of mechanical churning reverberated through its walls. It was the heartbeat of a Heart, beating like the guttural groans of an ancient machine.

Cogs and gears too large to be a component of any machine were embedded into the distant walls. They moved with only one purpose; to turn endlessly for a Heart not belonging to their own. Smaller gears the size of humans littered what was a mechanical cityscape, where the gears accumulated into hundreds of thousands of spires, each with topped with a giant gear that glowed with a bright blue light.

A two-kilometer column rose in the center of the world that seemed to stretch endlessly. The width of the column was easily close to a kilometer. A thick, blue haze smothered the skies, concealing the very tip of the column where double-rod pendulums swung. Attached to the ends of the pendulum was an instrument similar to that of a needle.

It collided with the side of the column, turning the gears on the outer shell seemingly arbitrarily. They moved in rhythm to the heartbeats of the Heart that resided within – a Complex Heart consisting of four nested gears surrounding a ball of flesh. The colossal gears turned with each beat.

The soil was replaced with steel flooring. But upon closer inspection, those were in fact the remnants of people that had been fully converted into gears and cogs for the Sect of Gears. Entities with gears as heads roamed this city. Many retained the qualities of their old self, only that gears could be seen turning from various areas of their body like they were a perversion of body piercings.

They would lay their bodies against one of the spires at seemingly random intervals, allowing those gears to influence the complex movements of thousands of gears. Some were assimilated into the spires, leaving behind their bodies to rot and join the pulp that made up the ground.

Highly decorated entities from the Sect of Gears floated in this dystopian hellscape. They hovered towards the great, glowing gears of the spires and connected a giant gear protruding from their backs like the spines of a dinosaur.

Energy was transferred to the robed entity in the form of a blue light. Their many hideous limbs contorted irregularly as they were wrapped around them like a straitjacket. They then proceeded to float towards the central column of gears all at once.

For a split second, one could see a string attached to their heads as they entered the blue mist. There was order in the chaos of the gears. The nonsensical movements were necessary towards the production of an intended outcome, just as how one would draw an owl from a circle.

Their world was in a perpetual steady-state for each component served but one purpose – to turn.

The entities soon attached themselves to a shoulder where the pendulum met with the column. They hung from the top like gargoyles as the column itself now began to wind, contracting like the coil of a watch.

Somewhere deep within the column was brilliant chamber decorated in the same blue gears, save that it was far less drab than the rest of the world. The architecture was gothic inspired, exhibiting many arches, halls and wings that seemed to stretch endlessly.

Servants of the Sect of Gears stood at every few meters in these hallways holding a glowing gear to illuminate the pathway of an already brightly lit area. It was nonsensical, but again to such meaningly things were the way of their life, for when the cogs turned and demanded – they obeyed.

It was in the dome-shaped chamber where figures could be seen seated across a round table. In the center was a manifold of gears where a single cloaked figure extended a deathly pale, mechanical arm towards it, absorbing its blue light as he muttered to himself incoherently.

“Terrent will be arriving soon. His mission was successful. A Moon was Corrupted. Amalgam troubled.” A mechanical chittering accompanied his terribly hollow voice as a single blue glow could be seen from within the dark of his hood.

The figure’s pale robes were riddled with the symbol of blue gears. A small, gear halo hovered just above his head, and another behind his back like the winch of a wind-up toy.

This entity was a High Winder – A being responsible for controlling one of many installations belonging to the Sect of Gears. He could only speak in short sentences, for his lungs could not provide enough air.

“Completed order. Gears turn strongly. Calces is sated. We will wait for Terrent to. Join us.”

A dozen other figures joined him at the table made from the cogs of inferior people far too small to serve a purpose in the grand scheme of things. Yet they still spun with a purpose greater than what they previously believed in.

“Impressive. The Fractured Nilhim aren’t all talk.” A Librarian spoke arrogantly, surprised that they were able to succeed in the first place.

This woman was an Expositionist and was here to receive her tales to share back to the Heart she came from. And she was not alone. Two more Expositionists were present, as well as a Scraper who read through a tiny, pocket-sized book of a tale regarding the symbolism of a violin and piano.

That book belonged to another woman dressed in a tailcoat tuxedo like she was a performer. In her hand was a conducting wand, and her head was hideously misshapen into what vaguely looked like the mouth of a tuba. It was as if her face had collapsed into itself, and her mouth grossly extended from the crated all the way around her head like a zipper.

“A shame. Shame shame shame. I would have liked to take those Moons as instruments. The Monkey Brothers must be rejoicing now.” She spoke in a high-pitched, squeaky tone that hideously pierced the ears. “The Sect of Gears has no available instruments. Were all the denizens used up?”

“All were given a purpose. They are living better lives.” The High Winder claimed. “The fortunate ones fall from the Subderma. Without the Blood Festival. We would have to rely on. Raids on the Epiderma.”

“And that’s not possible with Act X.” Another Fractured Nilhim member was present in the form of a shadow. They were not a Disciple, but rather a sapient form of the Specter born from when a person truly resonated with the Heart that beat for the Fractured Nilhim.

They were called the Fractured, and they made up a sizable portion of the Fractured Nilhim. They operated like one collective consciousness, whereas the Specters and lesser entities operated purely on instinct derived from the Heart.

“Indeed.” The Expositionists answered for the High Winder. “Act X has near total reign over the blue haze in the Epiderma. So long as the Derma Layer cannot be penetrated then we have the advantage. Also, it’s rare for another one of us to invite a competitor into their abode.”

The Scraper then continued:

“Let alone for multiple high-ranking ones to meet like this. So close to the core of your Heart. I find it disgusting.” She flipped through the pages, carrying little for what the others had to say. “Purpose in the gears? How laughable when we can be described by an endless library of words.”

“And not music? We’re all instruments just disguised as bags of meat. It’s a shame shame shame that not everyone is here.” The musician threw a small tantrum. “I would’ve loved to see Infect Rot and the Memento Mori.”

“Has anyone seen the Broken Thorn before?” The Scraper wondered, but no one responded. “They’re all just rumors at this point.”

“If they were then it would be quite the conundrum. The Broken Thorn were the ones we tended to avoid in the past, much like the Fractured Nilhim, Memento Mori and Infecta Rot.”

The latter of the four were on a different level compared to the other Impuritas Groups. The Broken Thorn on the other hand was beyond even that of those three. They were an enigmatic group, although, the upper three were also quite mysterious in their own right.

“Let’s get this over and done with.” The Scraper shut her book with a loud clap. “The Disciple will bring back a piece of the Amalgam’s fear. And a Moon will be broken down. Is it still wise to keep angering the Amalgam when we’re aware that emotions are what strengthens them?”

“It is also what will break them.” The High Winder confidently claimed. “It’s unfortunate that they had somehow. Returned from Corruption. It won’t matter. We must continue the disruption until. The others locate. The Piece of the Fallen Star.”

“They are also seeking that Advent. A clash is inevitable. Do not forget how they eliminated a Heart of the City in the blink of an eye.” The Fractured ominously reminded, showing glimpses of the flames that had destroyed so many on that day within his body. “The Amalgam does not care who gets in their way. As we have seen in the City of Spades. They very well may feed on the living like the Crimson Hunger.”

“It is possible. The Amalgam is the one who. Will set this world. Alight.” The High Winder spoke. The Librarians and the Maestro of Flesh representative silently agreed.

The Fractured Nilhim on the other hand did not believe in such tales like the lesser five Impuritas Groups. The flame brimming within the Fractured disappeared, revealing nothing but a vortex of darkness.

“The Memento Mori are more concerned whether or not the Amalgam is a devourer of the Stars. The Amalgam also poses a threat to our Hearts. Whether that tale is true or not matters little… Furthermore, the Ateliers have seemingly united.”

“I’ve heard of that. You Fractured are able to relay information like a hive mind.” The Expositionist hummed. “It is indeed another problem. All of which is solvable so long as we follow the orders of our masters.”

The Expositionist placed a golden Seed onto the table.

“Then even we can ascend. While they aspire to become Stars, we can become Moons of our own.”

“We came together because the Brightest Star showed us that we can reach new heights. That we demented musicians that were outcasts can be appreciated by so many. Just like the stars of the skies. Shame shame shame that we can’t become Corrupted!” The Musician flailed her conducting wand around, poking at the air as though someone’s eyes were there. “The Piece of the Fallen Star still hasn’t been found! How much longer will take you gear heads to figure it out!?”

“When the Fate Mechanism decides. That it is time. The more pieces we add to. The machine, the faster we. Can realize it. Act X has a powerful hold. But they are weakened. The Amalgam has likely. Set limits. As long as we can avoid. Interference by he who calls himself. The Director.”

The Scraper sighed disrespectfully.

“The Amalgam limiting Act X will be their downfall. But I find it odd that Act X would comply. If you knew then you would have already told us. Remain cautious. Let sleeping dogs lie. Like Inflow Direct. It would be problematic if they were to ramp up their efforts.” She with a sinister grin. “Everyone remembers the Liquidation of Midas Company. But history has erased the War in Heaven.”

“One hundred and fifty years ago. Two hundred years Post Advent.” The Expositionist added, adjusting a feathered pen that sat in his breast pocket. “So much information has been lost from that time. Even we Librarians struggle to look past the haze to understand its gravity.”

Then, the other female Expositionist continued with a foreboding tone, as if she was reciting an urban legend.

“Inflow Direct played a major role. Both in the War in Heaven and as far back as the very conception of the First Advent – the Eternal Library. A time we call the Incipit. We Librarians have roots to that wretched period. The Ateliers will crumble. But I digress. Fractured. When is this Disciple coming?”

“Soon. The Disciples of Nilhim have consciousnesses of their own so they cannot relay their findings as freely as us. It prevents our contamination. If he went to acquire the Amalgam’s nightmare then we would suffer catastrophically were we to see it. That is of course, if the Disciple is incapable of handling it. It should be no problem for one trusted by the core of our Hearts.”

“The Amalgam’s nightmare. How powerful do you think it is? Will it be of use to use against the Amalgam?” The Scraper wondered. “It could make for a good Book material.”

“It depends on whether it can be wielded or not.” The Fractured further explained as the High Winder stood from his seat.

“The Disciple arrives.” He uttered, moving towards an empty space in the room before he finally concluded with:

“What matters is that we are not exposed to it –!?”

He was barely able to finish his sentence before a horrific crunch resonated from the direction of the High Winder.

            

    
        510. The Meaning of Fear - The Head's Declaration of War

    
    
    
    
                Two distinct mangled thuds echoed throughout the chamber.

One was the fallen body of now headless High Winder.

And the second was from a form they could not begin to describe. It was of a woman draped in darkness. That much they knew. But surrounding them were a series of CENSORED bars that concealed their true form, leaving it only up to their imagination.

“A Complex Heart. This belongs to the Sect of Gears.” She did not even address them. They were inferior in every conceivable way, and their bodies responded as though they were already dead. “The Worm did not lie. It really did take me to one of their installations. Now then.”

Finally, they felt her eyes land on them. All one thousand of them. One thousand CENSORED bars appeared above her as she methodically approached, the tapping of her boots ringing like the bells of death.

“Tell me: what do you see as I stand before you?”

Fear immediately clawed at their minds as their breaths hitched.

Their bodies shut down as a wave of uncontrollable terror seized them. It felt like the weight of the world sat atop their chests. Their breaths completely ceased. A hundred cold, invisible hands restrained them to their seats as an unbearable heat emanated from the figure.

This being was undoubtedly…

“… The… Amalgam… is here…?” The voice of the Fractured wavered first as he attempted to retreat into the shadows. As a member of the Fractured Nilhim, his RESIST was considerably high, and he had a natural resistance to Trepidation Stacks.

However –

“I asked you a question.”

– He was caught. No, he was harpooned. The Amalgam’s arm was embedded into what was supposed to be his chest. Then, he felt a surge of heat ravage his innards as the remaining members watched in utter despair.

Their hands began to rummage through their clothing in search of a certain Coin. However, those Dimensional Storage Coins could do nothing. And those that attempted to use Hyperlink Coins were immediately attacked by a black branch.

It held them high above from their throats as they desperately kicked.

“NOTHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIING! THE COINS! GO –! AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!” He howled as a giant blue portal opened behind the Amalgam.

It connected to a place where Association buildings could be seen stretched across a grassy plain. Even one of Justica Arms’ Branches were present.

Suddenly, a figure with blue hair emerged from the portal, grinning as she set her sights onto the Fractured. A demonic grin formed on her face.

“Amalgam. That’s the Fractured. It’s linked to nearly all its kin. It’s humorous how quickly people will succumb to torture. What will you do with the rest?”

“Leave them be. We have enough prisoners as is. However…” The Amalgam’s eyes drifted onto one of the Expositionists, prompting the Blue Moon to casually approach them.

Her eyes were overfilled with joy. Nothing made Azure happier than torment. She played a quick game with the two as they were dropped onto their knees. Their legs shattered with a thud not belonging to a living being. It was more of a hollow doll.

“The one with the most fingers gets to stay with us~” Azure hummed, but the two refused to play her games, their eyes reverting to pure spite.

“A Blue Moon…” The man uttered.

“Your kind in the Derma Layer…? That can’t be…” The woman Expositionist growled defiantly.

“Reality says otherwise. I’ll take the livelier one.” Azure grasped onto the head of the woman, peering directly into her eyes. “Are you two lovers perhaps? Siblings? Don’t look at me like that. You’ve both been in the same situation as I’m in right now. Countless times.”

The woman’s eyes peeled back as her body began to convulse. And in the next moment, she fell limp in her hands.

“Pathetic. Impuritas seek to become something so high because you want to escape this hellhole. That is what I believe. But when you’re faced with someone that has lived for longer than you in this same place you cannot stand, then what will you do? So weak willed. Relying on things like a Heart.”

She cast her gaze onto each and every one of the remaining Impuritas in the chamber, finally landing on the Musician.

“You’re right, Amalgam. They’re nothing but worms. Digging in the ground, looking for those that are already rotten to their core. This will make for a good trophy, amongst many others. Is this all, Amalgam?”

“It is. My visit will also be brief. After all – the Impuritas will replicate after death. It would be a waste to kill them off immediately. Someone else will be taking over soon.”

“… What… W-What do you want… What are you… g-going to do to us!?” The Muscian trembled, managing to point her conducting wand at the Amalgam.

However, her hand disappeared in that same instant.

“ANNNNGH! My… my precious… my conducting hand –!”

“What do I want?” The Amalgam gave Azure a knowing nod as she reached into a tear in space.

Azure used this opportunity to escape for she knew the horrors that would follow. The long, pale pole of a stick was pulled from the rift. Then, what followed was a white birdcage that oozed with pure despair. A single light could be seen within, and before the Musician knew it – her body had long stopped responding.

“I want to carve a message into your Hearts.”

The Musician’s lips parted and yet no sound was made.

“We are coming. We will stop at nothing until every single Heart is painstakingly removed from this world.”

Their heart synchronized with the movement of the pendulums beyond. It was chaotic. It stopped at some point as the combined screams of terror filled the chamber. Their terrors were gouged out by what they saw within the Lantern as they were all dropped from the branches.

They reached into their eyes, clawed out their throats, and chewed off their tongues to drown out the horror that was made manifest. The Fractured was held close to the Lantern, his body seemingly melding with the oozing darkness as the Amalgam delivered a haunting message.

“You Hearts are no longer safe within the Derma Layer. The light of day will be a fragment of the past. The stars of the night sky will lose their meaning. We will hunt you down whether it be on the surface or underground. The ocean depths, near or far – Not a single one of your kind will be allowed to walk on the Epiderma.”

Her form seemed to become larger with every spoken word. She filled the chamber as she did within their hearts, gnawing as her voice came from deep within rather than herself.

Their ambitions were devoured. It was as the Fractured claimed. The Amalgam was a star-devouring abomination. Every semblance of self was broken down the longer they gazed into the abyss. It stared back and manifested within their chests as the Fractured’s wails morphed from one to what sounded like thousands.

The Amalgam’s fear has spread within the Fractured’s collective consciousness, infecting them all with terrors beyond comprehension.

And despite his screams – the Amalgam’s calm voice easily cut through it.

“Your Brightest Star has only led to your demise. I am baffled that your kind still believes in him when all you have done is sealed your fate. The Derma Layer will burn. No one will listen the throes of your Hearts.”

The Fractured was set alight. His body burned until his unmoving husk was devoured by the maw of the Amalgam. Within he saw true darkness. It was the same void where the stars nestled in, and the same darkness that devoured the stars.

She turned her back to the remaining Impuritas when the Fracture’s body had disappeared. The Lantern was swallowed back into her Dimensional Storage. But the fear remained. The Impuritas were left in an unstable, catatonic state.

The CENSORED bars disappeared, revealing the bold, black, and gold feathers of the Amalgam. Somehow, her true appearance incited far more fear than the unknown.

“This will not be a war.” She promised just as another figure emerged from the portal.

It was a huge, rugged man. His exposed upper body revealed gargantuan veins that were like pipes than measly blood vessels. And in his palms were dark gravity wells that already began to tear apart the bodies of the Impuritas present.

“Exterminatus. It will be an extermination.” He recited, deeply inhaling the scent of the Derma Layer. “Amalgam. I thank you for opening the passage into their den. I can finally release my limits.”

“I’ll leave it to you now. This place can serve as a useful stronghold of operations.” The Amalgam suggested, causing Knalzark to close his eyes as the colossal column began to creak.

His presence alone strained it. The pendulums outside moved towards him for he was a living gravity well. The Amalgam disappeared, knowing that her time was up. Knalzark remained alone and with the clash of his fists –

“By my name – it will be more than that. Firstly: the foundations are too unstable. I require a clean slate.”

– The entire chamber collapsed into itself.

A black hole formed between his fists, devouring everything from flesh to steel. They were spagetified and reduced to a single atomic strand as they were dragged into the core of the gravity well.

The shockwave of his colliding fists caused several spires outside to topple over. The world groaned as gears struggled to spin in their intended direction. They hung whilst others spun towards him moments before they were flung from their anchored points.

Gears accumulated at the column, creating a mass of steel that was quickly devoured from the inside out. The plates that laid the foundations of the world were uprooted, revealing the belongings of countless victims.

Strangely enough, those were the only things spared from the carnage.

“War machines of the old were unneeded. We had no use recreating them from the ancient schematics because your kind did not tread in the light.”

The amalgamation of components compressed further. A beating Heart begged to be spared. But it was as the Amalgam said.

None could hear it.

“But now…”

A cacophony of metallic groans was emitted disappeared all of a sudden as burning accretion disk formed around the mass. Before long, that disk grew until it reached the very borders of the caverns, carving into it as rock was dragged into his immense pull.

The impuritas within were all but dead.

“… we can revamp production!”

The accretion disk suddenly collapsed into the gravity well. Everything contracted for a brief moment before an explosion of an unprecedented scale sterilized everything in sight. What was once a vast installation housing hundreds of thousands of spires was reduced to nothing.

Not a single gear was left.

Beholders were capable of eradicating entire counties in the blink of an eye, and Knalzark was the first to unleash the true power of a Beholder.

He stood near the craters containing the half-rotten belongings of the innocent. His presence caused them to further rot as a wave of emotions washed over him. An unknown amount of time passed before he recollected his thoughts and set his sights to the other end of the cavern.

“The machines only seen in the War in Heaven will make their grandiose return.”

He declared with a voice like thunder.

“All of it. It will all return in our War in Hell.”

            

    
        511. The Crowned's Corrupted Skills

    
    
    
    
                < CORRUPTED COLLECTION >

< CIVILIZATION >


 

< WOE OF THE FALLEN STAR | Crowned >

 

< CORRUPTED SKILL COLLECTION >


< CIVILIZATION >


 

 < Fourth State >


 

< ACTIVE: A Million Wicks and One Light >

< “Become impassioned by my flame.” >

 < EFFECT: Create a pillar of flames with your body. The flames will disperse into one million flaming hailstones. Indiscriminate large-scale attack. The pillar will deal 500,000 ATT and MAG ATT damage. The hailstones deal 90,000 ATT and MAG ATT damage >

< COST: 160,000 MP >


 

< ACTIVE: Violence on Violence Action >

< “We shall settle our differences the same way it was always supposed to be done.” >

< EFFECT: Declare a duel between that will lock you with only a single target. That target will also be locked in combat with you until the end of the Skill’s duration, one of you perishes, or one flees. Damage of all hand-to-hand combat Skills are multiplied by 3x >

< COST: 100,000 MP >

< DURATION: 1 Hour >


 

< ACTIVE: World Abalze >

< “It all returns to ashes.” >

< EFFECT: Destroy the world as you know it. Inflict 1,000,000 ATT and MAG ATT damage to everything in the vicinity of you. Depending on the heat of your flames, total ATT and MAG ATT may reach a maximum of 10,000,000 >

< COST: 250,000 MP >


 

< PASSIVE: What Doesn’t Kill You… >

< “… further bellows the flames in one’s heart!” >

< EFFECT: Your enemy’s failure to decrease your health to 10% of its total within 30 minutes will increase your DEF stats by 10%. Additionally, the heat of your flames increases with each iteration of their failures. Hotter flames directly influence the output of all attacks >


 

< PASSIVE: Immortalized Woe >

< “Transgressions and anguish that predefined me. Show me the virtues that can overcome it all.” >

< EFFECT: At certain sub-emotional states four additional Corrupted Skills will be accessible >


 

< As per the introduction of Instability, it is possible for Corrupted Skills to change. These are the ones that I am aware of >


 

< IMMORTALIZED WOE >

< INSTABILITY >

< Clubs of the Voiceless >

< Diamond Greed >

< Heart of Mine >

< Spades of Watered Bonds >


 

< IMMORTALIZED WOE >

< STABILITY >

< Courage >

< Empowered >

< Determined >

< Bonded >


 

< UNIQUE >

< Rekindled Woe >

< The Universal Language >


 

The Crowned’s Corrupted Skills were insanely extensive. One could only imagine what the list of a Paradise Lost Corrupted would look like. The list was already so long that Frost had to physically move her head just to read everything.

I think I’m going to be too short to even read the skills of a Paradise Lost Corrupted.

She thought to herself absentmindedly as she relaxed for the first time in weeks. Her body sunk into a pile of beanbags that were scattered around the atrium of her manor. It was a tripping hazard and it had already claimed the lives of Ignis and the Sleepy Frost who napped on either side of her.

Ignis curled like a cat underneath her arm, her tail gently bouncing on Frost’s stomach in rhythm with her heartbeat. The Sleepy Frost on the other hand had her legs wrapped around Frost’s waist in a vice grip, imprisoning her until further notice.

Not that she minded. It was calming to be so close to Ignis again. She couldn’t recall the last time Ignis was this close to her. Plus, she was glad that she wasn’t shy to approach her directly anymore. No longer did she have to ask for permission just for the smallest things. Not to mention that she’s become more independent as of late.

I’m glad the White Rabbit didn’t come after you.

Several colorful slimes gathered behind the girl, some nestling against her back as others plopped onto her shoulders, happily bouncing. Frost glared at them before pointing at Ignis’ sleeping face. Suddenly, an exclamation mark appeared on their heads, and they immediately left their ‘Slime Empress’ alone to enjoy her nap.

“I still have no idea how slimes work.” Frost whispered, hearing someone quietly approach from behind.

“How do you think I feel about how I work?” A pair of golden eyes stared down at her. They were accompanied by the same monotone voice she had always adored. “Do you have room for one more?”

“Always.” Frost gave Nav a welcoming smile. “Anywhere is fine.”

“Then if you don’t mind.” Nav shifted the beanbags around until she created a small nest around her. Then, she gracefully dropped to her knees and shifted until her knees touched Frost’s head. “I’ve always wanted to try this.”

“Aha? Since when?” Frost wondered, allowing Nav to take her head and place it onto her lap.

“Since we discovered Lull-A-Goodbye. I believe I was a motherly figure for the Captured Star.” Nav began as Frost’s mind drifted. Her eyes gazed up at the ceiling lights that dangled from the distant ceiling like a giant uvula. “My name was Lailah. Meaning ‘night’. I recall that it was my purpose to nurture the Captured Star. It was what my Creator willed upon my birth.”

“Is that why you feel obligated to help me?” Frost wondered, reaching up to hold one of Nav’s hands.

“I don’t know. From the beginning it was out of survival. But now… I do it because I don’t want to be separated from the people important to me.”

“See? You’re becoming plenty human already. Unless you want to be more like a Demi-Human. I wouldn’t recommend it. I’m scared you’ll turn out like Cer.” Frost jokingly said.

“Oh. That would be an interesting personality shift. Maybe I can finally understand the meaning of wanting to be eaten –”

“No, please – don’t pick up anything you hear from Cer.”

“But it is important for me to read people’s intentions even if the meaning is obscured –”

“Anyone but Cer.” Frost reiterated with a wry smile. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

“Could you tell?” Nav softly smiled as she placed a hand onto Frost’s head, recollecting her sprawled out hair like a mother figure.

“Well, you were always the kind to joke so I’ve caught onto you. Also, I thought you were with Anna in the Library. Did you finish early because I was here?”

“Yes. You’re correct. I wanted to see you as soon as you arrived. It’s nice that we have a place we can come back to.” Nav hummed.

“Mhm. A shame I’m going to have to back out soon.” Frost complained, rolling slightly until she laid on her side. “We captured an Expositionist and we’re going to start trying the worst of the worst. Fucking hell…”

Frost mulled with a painful groan.

“What’s wrong?”

“Things are going to be moving quickly as soon as this year ends. It’s hard to believe that so much was achieved in just a few months. At least we can enjoy these last two weeks of the year like they’re twenty weeks thanks to Jury.” Frost confessed, her eyes slowly shutting. “… Nav. Lots of big things are set to happen next year. One of them will be fulfilling your wish.”

She quietly drifted off to a world where dreams came true, and Nav sat there, pledging to remain as Frost’s pillow for the duration of her rest.

“Sleep well Frost. I hope that our dreams can come true. Until then, I will always stay by your side. As I always have. Since the very beginning.” She cradled Frost’s head into her arms.

And suddenly, the Nexus quaked, causing Nav’s eyes to unexpectedly glow.


< … The Floor of Ego’s doors? Something’s moving within…? >

            

    
        512. Welcome Back Res!

    
    
    
    
                The throes of the Nexus were nothing to be alarmed about. Occasionally the Nexus would quake even outside of Frost’s influence. This was mainly caused by the awakening of an Archetype. The most recent was the Archetype of Wrath who, like all Archetypes aside from Frost and perhaps Anna, awakened outside of the Nexus.

Nav couldn’t predict when an awakening was imminent. She was also not entirely aware if the Archetypes within their Floors were even awake to begin with. Nav’s attunement with the Nexus was strange. What was even stranger was what the System was in the first place. Not for Frost, but for the Blessed as a whole.

If it was not Nav who governed their System…

… then who did?

The Floor of Ego was their first clue.


< A voice not belonging to my own has uttered this to me. The Archetype of Ego is waiting for a trigger >


 

“More mysteries. Right when we were getting answers. Any idea what this trigger is?” Frost pondered as she overlooked the sprawling town that belonged to her precious Moons and Healers.


< Nothing. I believe this is the same person that has been feeding me information that I otherwise would have never known >


 

< They demand that I do not pry nor mention you in any capacity >


 

< Strange… I feel like I have heard this soundless voice before >


 

< Please pay this no further heed. They assure that this trigger will come in due time >


Black Wings, White Doves, and all manners of Moons lived freely in this paradise. The concept of normality was still foreign to many, but the Healers were good at bringing the unsociable Moons out of their comfort zone.

Besides, who can say no to a Healer’s request?

The town had a population of roughly two hundred. Thirty Moons, and one hundred and seventy Healers; one hundred of which were the Black Doves. The remaining lived within Time Reverberation’s Headquarters.

Some found the confines of those vast walls more comforting than being under the sun. In fact, a lot of the White Doves were more comfortable living there.

The reason was not so clear. They just liked it. The Black Doves on the other hand unanimously wanted to live here because it paralleled their aspirations of freedom. The White Doves had the mindset of a bird in a cage in a sense.

Healers and Moons, and even the Stars came from a massively diverse background. No two people had the same experiences, but they could be categorized into three distinct areas.

The first were the Healers who normally came from stable backgrounds. Rarely did any find themselves amid tragedy. Most if not all came from the Epiderma Layer with the majority of recent Healers having been born in the City of Clubs.

Contrary to what Frost’s belief; Scarlet Healers did not come from war-torn backgrounds. They were just Healers that carried an unhealable condition which slowly changed them over time.

The second were the Moons who came from tragic backgrounds. Despair and loss were a common theme amongst the Moons. Many came from the Subderma Layer where the light of day shone through small crevices, past the layers of the world they called the ‘Well’.

Those Moons born from the Subderma were the only people that were able to leave it behind without becoming an Impuritas. It was the source of their perceived divinity long before the Blessed were a widely known force. Some of the Incandescent Colors were also born from this place.

The third was the Stars. They came from all corners of the world and yet they shared only one thing. The Nexus. It was their compass; the ‘Northen Star’ that navigated them when they were lost in their darkest seas. Even if everything around them was changing, the Nexus would always remain firmly in the center of it all like Polaris – the Northern Lodestar of Earth’s skies.

“Or perhaps like Sigmia Octanis. The Southern Star.” Nav added from out of the blue.

Therefore, the Nexus itself became their epiphany.

This was the fundamental difference between the Stars and the Moons who were broken down by the world and forced to Corrupt, saved only by the Blessing of the Nexus.

Powerful epiphanies trigger the Corruption. Elysia is capable of leading a person to an epiphany. The same goes for her Aberrations as well.

Frost fell into deep thought, hearing Ignis, Jury, Nav, Anna, the Star Child and Snap enter through the front door.

“Who is to say that you cannot lead people to such epiphanies too?” Nav stood at the bottom of the Atrium, staring up at Frost’s figure that slowly made her way towards the balcony.

She gave them a pleasant wave.

“You know as much as I do that you may have the same power as Elysia to speak to people’s hearts. If she Corrupts, then you can bring them back. But you also have Abilities that can incite the opposite.”

… is that really something to be happy about?

“I am only stating my observations. You and Elysia are alike in that you both have a profound influence on people. Even the Beholders have been reinvigorated because of your presence.”

The difference being that I can’t exactly invade other people’s minds unless they’re about to become Corrupted. I doubt Elysia fights people in their State of Minds to turn them into Corrupted.

“We don’t know that.” Nav said precisely what Frost was also thinking. For all they knew Elysia’s method of Corruption was simply beating a person in their mind. But how could that lead to an epiphany?

It was ironic that Frost of all people was stuck on this train of thought.

Res was the first to hear the ticking. Ber didn’t hear it at all. Neither did Ignis as far as she can tell. I don’t know what the conditions are, but Res just needed that one last push to Corrupt. And for what reason?

She was still frankly frustrated that Res had Corrupted. Nothing was going to change it, but the fact that Elysia did play a role in her Corruption now brought her intentions into question. She was mostly on Elysia’s side prior. But now? It was difficult for her to answer this.

… Besides. That might not have even been Elysia herself. It could have been a different Aberration. At this point it sounds like I’m making excuses. I just want to know what’s going through her mind.

And speaking of Res – the group waited at the Atrium for the triplets. A long silence held them in suspense as they sensed their presence approached the front door. Suddenly, the doors swung open, revealing a pair of beautiful, sapphire eyes that widened in surprise.

“E-Everyone’s here?” She blurted out, right before Ignis exploded with astonishment.

“RES!?” Ignis ran towards her, reaching out to hold her forearms as if in disbelief. “Is that really you!?”

“Bzzzzt!?” Snap also rushed up, now looking up at Res with sparkles in its eyes.

Anna placed her book down, unable to hide her smile of relief.

“Another Realization… You… You look so much happier now.”

“A surprising appearance.” Nav did not expect Res to appear so colorful considering she took the form of an adult now. “But it is beautiful, nonetheless. Welcome back, Res.”

“Welcome back!” Jury exclaimed, lunging forward with open arms. She embraced everyone into one giant heap, her tail securing them all in place.

“Mhm! Welcome back Res!” Ignis sincerely hugged Res, knowing well what she had endured as a Corrupted.

“Bzzzzt~!” Even Snap got in on the action, leaving Cer, the Star Child and Anna to struggle in between the bodies of giants.

“I-It’s so good to see you again, Res. Welcome back!” Anna’s feet were torn from the ground repeatedly before she disappeared into Snap’s body, reappearing on the other side where Frost now stood. “You did again Frost. You saved another person.”

“All thanks to our old friends.” Frost pointed at the entrance where four new figures could be seen.

It was Stella, Aster, Revy, and Sana.

“And Res herself more importantly. She managed to reach a crossroads somewhere along the way. I can only imagine how hard that was. I’m proud of them. All of them.” Frost spoke like a doting parent as she watched over her ‘children’. “Anna. We have something we need to talk about with Magus and the Arbiter soon. I’m sorry to bring this up on such a short notice.”

“It’s fine! I’m always looking for new ways to make myself busy now.” Anna nodded her head rapidly, right before she fondly stared at Res’ brand-new form. “Canvas Tales. She used to make that kind of face only when she was next to you.”

“Yeah. Res can smile earnestly now. She was like you. She had the weight of the past holding her from being true to herself.” Frost whispered.

Suddenly, Res’ ears flapped in her direction. Through the shoulders and heads of her friends, she spotted Frost and beamed with the brightest smile Frost had ever seen. Warmth enveloped her chest as a wave of relief crashed over her again and again.

She still couldn’t get over Res’ scare.

“Do you think Corruption is a curse?” Anna suddenly asked just as Res began painting a picture for Ignis and Stella, the texture causing the blind girl to smile just as brightly as Res.

“It is.” Frost answered immediately. “The suffering it’s caused cannot be a blessing.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I know it’s a curse. But for some people that have lost everything, it can be a ray of hope.” Anna begged to differ. “If a person can overcome themselves then they can be better. Don’t you think?”

“In a perfect world, yes. But this isn’t a perfect world. Not everything operates in a vacuum. The Corruption draws out the worst of a person rather than their best. And even their best becomes a hideous parody of what they once were. The nature of the Corrupted is predicably horrifying…”

Frost glanced over as Ber who had become the Black Swan she had aspired to become.

Ignis who could only blame herself for the misery of others.

Aster who aspired to become a star, only to realize that they were not what she had believed them to be, and now was content with just seeing them.

Snap who realized that there was more to helping someone than showing them pictures of precious memories.

Jury who found a star in her bleak world. Contrary to her reaching for a star, that star reached out towards her.

And now Res, who once blinded herself to the colors of the world only to realize that it’s not so bad. The ugly and the beautiful made up the colors of the world, after all. And if she didn’t like it, then she had to paint over it.

Frost couldn’t hear the others anymore. The wheels of her train of thought drowned their voices. It finally landed at its destination, and she couldn’t help but to see where Anna was coming from.

“… but in the best-case scenarios, and certainly with me – we can make the best of it.”

“Yeah. I thought so too. Sorry. It’s kind of like having the mentality of Wandering Healer.” Anna chuckled, expecting this kind of answer from Frost.

A warm hand then fell onto her head.

“It’s good to see both sides of the argument. I have a lot of regrets from not being able to see from the other side. Maybe one day we can change the Corrupted phenomenon into a real blessing. But for now… it’s unfortunately a curse. Negative emotions are the strongest after all. One small lapse of judgement or emotion can bring a normal person down. I’ve seen it happen to the best of us. It’s in our nature. It takes a strong person to see through it.”

“Exactly. We’re all slaves to our emotions. And that’s the key. Emotions. Nex.”

Res was showered with endless warmth that day. The short-haired woman – who was once the coldest – became the warmest of them all. Of course, Res’ professional conduct hadn’t changed. She had her duty to uphold as an upstanding Moon. She vowed to never let herself lose sight of what matters the most. If her tail was a paintbrush, and the world was her canvas, then the people around her were the colors used to paint her world.

Aster, Stella, Revy and Sana were to live within the manor until a home for them was built. Anna and Nav wondered how to make the place bearable for the blind Stella. That was until Ignis came up with a brilliant idea.

“Backpack. I can make one for Stella. It can protect her and help guide her until I figure out how to make more complex organs.”

The plan was made effective immediately.

And in the meantime, Frost had a meeting due with the Archetypes, her Moons and later – With Mimicry and the 6th Branch.

Afterwards…

… it would be time to head to Atlas with the triplets for the Blooming.

            

    
        513. The Arbiter’s Confession

    
    
    
    
                “What are the Stars and the Glimmers?”

Frost opened the emergency meeting like thunder. She summoned the trusted board of the Amalgam’s Summit on a terribly short notice.

Frost ordered a sudden emergency meeting with the trusted board of the Amalgam’s Summit. It was on terribly short notice, but the power of the Reception allowed Nav and the Receptionists to broadcast a call to all relevant individuals so long as they were within the Nexus.

The limitation was unfortunate, but it was planned to be bypassed using CogitO’s Transmitters made from a special kind of consciousness – the Red Giants. Through them it was possible to extend their reach by a considerable amount, although the item containing said consciousness would be far larger than an ear cuff.

Of course, that was if the Red Giants couldn’t be brought back to their side.

That being said – this was not the focus of the meeting.

An entirely different Star was on Frost’s mind, and she asked the Arbiter directly in the presence of Jury, the Archetypes, the Three heads of Security, Satania, Galia, Descartes and finally – Weave. The reason why Weave was here was because she was old enough to remember the very inception of the First Advent.

She had become one of the more trusted people in her carefully selected circle.

The Arbiter raised her hand and exactly four tails behind her. They formed a giant compass above her head, like that of a lodestar.

“What do you think a Star is? A Glimmer? The so-called droplets that fell from the skies?” The Arbiter answered with a knowing rhetoric. “It’s all abstract muses of the mad. The metaphors of the wanderers that can no longer speak the language of common folk. The songs of the demented that no longer have a way to convey the unfathomable.”

Her regal tone carried the weight of utter authority. Imagery was laced into every word in an effort for her knowledge to make a semblance of sense.

“We have different definitions of Stars. On Earth and the worlds beyond Elysia – those stars are remnants of a fathomless beginning. Ours and worlds of our similar nature acquire Stars of an incomprehensible end. Shall I ask another question?”

“So you do know.” Frost glared at the Arbiter with scrutiny.

“Does she?” An unlikely Satania vouched for the Arbiter, but not because she was trying to defend her. “She only knows the same phrases she’s always repeated like a parrot. That knowledge of hers is the same thing. Because like many, she’s trapped in a vicious mental cycle. I’m not doubting that she knows something. I’m more concerned that she is incapable of uttering it. Lucy is no different. Both of you are tied by the weight of your pride.”

“That is half true.” The Arbiter claimed, excusing Satania from her mockery. “I sometimes don’t understand the musing of my own. But I know precisely what they refer to as the Stars and Glimmers. May I ask my question to this great Summit?”

The Star Child eagerly nodded before anyone else could answer. The light in her eyes had intensified ever since the Lull-A-Goodbye was archived in the Floor of Desire. Unfortunately, the Floor itself was still just bleak void.

“Why do civilizations seem so lonely in a universe so vast. No… Allow me to rephrase it. Pardon my arrogance. My question is: why does life not propagate in every corner of existence?”

What the Arbiter asked was the equivalent to the answer to the Fermi Paradox. An innumerable number of theories were able to answer the paradox, but the problem was that none were able to be proven nor disproven. Hence why it was a paradox.

A chill ran down Frost’s spine as the Arbiter’ tails created seven rings above her head.

Then, she spoke with reverence unlike any other. Her voice was guttural yet held unimaginable grace.

“The reason are the Stars and the Glimmers. Their names are interchangeable. Some will see Stars. Others will see the Glimmers. In truth, Glimmers are smaller Stars that have a more conceivable form. Stars are incomprehensible. Those things usually stay in the sky. Glimmers are what they are called when they fall or fragment. Sometimes, those Stars themselves can fall in full, shooting like streaks in the skies, burning in an atmosphere we believed to only protect us from stellar emissions.”

Her words were worthy of being etched into a tablet. They reverberated through their chests as they breathed the incomprehensible weight of her knowledge.

“At some point civilization will be met with a fallen Star, and the course of its inhabitants will change. Knowledge from beyond will bless them. Their achievements will awe future generations and will shroud them in mystery for millennia to come until one day, the very source of it all reaches one hand. One hand full, but billions more empty. So they thrust their hands to the skies in a collective yearning.”

The Arbiter painted it so clearly. Enough where Frost was able to understand what happened next.

“… and those stars fell into their hands?” She uttered.

The Arbiter smiled, a tail coiling back to her body.

“It did. Stars and Glimmers are entities of the void. They come from the Beyond and respond to powerful resonations of cognitive beings. Something came from nothing. But those blueprints came from the minds of the living, no doubt, even if they are fundamentally incomprehensible existences.”

Descartes 3’s expression didn’t change a bit, but one could tell that she was deeply disturbed by the talk of the old world. Galia did not care so much. Magus kept a hand on his tie, as if locked in reminiscence.

Anna seemed to remember something, and the Star Child wore a saddened look on her face as the plentiful star she drew above her slowly fizzled away.

“They predate the Corrupted and they were the reason why the things you call technology exist. Those living Stars are miracles in themselves, beginning in a soup of primordial nothingness. They offer gifts that enable civilization to prosper. No… It’s more accurate to say that civilization is what morphs them into such. The old world was plenty advanced even before the conception of the Captured Star. To the point where they were able to capture a Star even in their skyless nights.”

The Arbiter had been holding onto this information this entire time. It was not known how much more she knew. She only revealed this because the White Rabbit had revealed fragments of it to them. Whether she felt obligated or did it simply because it was time was also unknown.

No. It wasn’t any of it.

It simply did not concern them until they brought it up.

“But fear not. This world has yet to have them. Rather, they are long dead – buried in Ruins and in a place far away from the habitable. Stars and Glimmers are entities without purpose, unlike the Corrupted that exist, even though it all seems meaningless. We instead have the Faux Angels of GEN-06 – the Advent of Wrath. I am vaguely aware that they were created to replace the Stars that were long extinguished.”

Another tail fell, and her mouth, just for a split second, morphed into something hideous.

“Oh how they have failed.”

She had revealed so much, and yet it only felt like the tip of the iceberg. What she implied was that beyond the oceans was a place where corpses of those Stars existed. And more than that, it was where the Faux Angels roamed.

This explained why Elysia was condensed into such a small portion of the world. It was not that the lands were so separated that communication with those far away was impossible.

It was that it was utterly inhospitable.

“The Impuritas… Is that what Iscario is after? To bring back those Stars?” Jury wondered as Magus immediately responded with:

“It seems unlikely. Rather, it’s more likely that they are aware of their existence. Or at least tales of their magnificence. It perhaps served as the primary inspiration for some obscure groups. What hasn’t changed is that they seek the Piece of the Fallen Star to incite their own Corruption, and…”

“To eliminate me. Basically, all of that doesn’t really concern us. What matters is what’s here, not out there.” Frost summarized, pleasing Satania, Galia and the Arbiter. “… yet I can’t help but to feel like we’re inevitably going to get wrapped up into something huge.”

“That is for certain. Even my explanation does not do it justice until you see it with your own eyes.” The Arbiter dropped another tail, leaving her at only four remaining.

They formed the same lodestar as before, causing Frost to further scrutinize the Arbiter.

Just what is she?

“… I have a question for you now.” Frost allowed the others some time to digest what was still essentially just the echoes of the White Rabbit’s explanation. “How do you know all of this? It’s easy for you to tell me that you just heard this or are knowledgeable as the leader of all Angels.”

The Arbiter folded her leg over the other, erecting her posture as her breathing patterns abruptly shifted. She sealed her eyes shut, predicting precisely what Frost was going to ask with a telling grin.

“But all of this predates the Captured Star. In fact, it was because of the Captured Star that Angels can exist. Not only that, but Lailah was created by you to nurture it.”

Frost had reached an epiphany that caused the Star Child to nod once.

She realized that the Arbiter was not an Angel, nor a being born from the ‘light’. The answer was on the tip of her tongue. But she wanted to hear it from the Arbiter herself.

And so she asked:

“Michaela – Just what were you.”

The Arbiter’s eyes fluttered open, revealing an emotion that she herself did not understand. But there was longing within. A longing so deep that Frost was nearly absorbed by it. Then, the Arbiter’s tails blossomed like a rose, their tips emitting a sacred light that could only be described as one thing.

“Something meaningless that was given meaning because I shone brightly in people’s eyes. I was, by definition, a Star. My existence was meaningless for the longest time.

That was until I crossed paths with ‘Her’.”

            

    
        Special 4: The Vagrant Star

    
    
    
    
                [image: image]

The Stars were fixed no matter how many times they cycled.

I was there in the center of it all. I searched for a meaning in what was only the whims of nature.

But for the aspiring vagrant such little thoughts were the reason why our legs carried us over the ruined world whence we had fallen into.
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I roamed the expanses beyond comprehension. Surrounding me were the living cosmos that brought about my existence. I walked forward because it was the only direction I knew.


[image: image]

What was sense in this place like this? What was meaning to a vagrant star that treads between the twilight?
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Even the cadavers of fallen Stars served a purpose. The blue flower that sprouted as I wandered the endless deserts knew what it was.

But I…
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… Could not describe the sensations in that moment.

I believe it was sorrow.
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Fragments of the past come back to me time and time again. I remember when the Stars fell in the outer rims. The bastions of civilization beyond the walls of the City during a time when Stars still filled the desolate skies.
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The advent of the Stars and Glimmers heralded the end and the beginning of everything. Gifts born from our cadavers caused humanity to implode on itself.
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Nests of life became calderas where rivers from The Source flooded as though something irreplaceable had given way. Yet humanity and creatures alike lapped from the rivers that had washed away their homes, searching for something.

How I envied that they could.
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At the borders I stood at a place that was neither the end nor the beginning.
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A purgatory unraveled before me.
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A place where raw thoughts existed.
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Where neither I nor the Stars and Glimmers saw eye to eye for we wandered aimlessly, guided by nonsensical compasses.
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Stars were what guided humanity.

But what guided us?
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I stood at the crossroads of purgatory. My memories date to a time when we still roamed alongside humans. But how far back is lost to me. I only remember how lost I was. The paths I took, and…
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… How utterly lonely I was.

I remember the emotions that swelled. The rage that brought me to shatter the silence that drowned me.
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The meaning of existence was lost to me. I never knew it at the time but the emotions that commanded me caused the very fabric of the world to change.
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I broke through the mold by arbitrating the forces that defined existence.
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Yet such a power held no meaning to I who had no star to command me like a compass.
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So I roamed the expanse.
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Searching for my meaning.
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My form twisting and turning as the ebbs of consciousness and thoughts shaped me in this realm beyond.
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Rivers ran endlessly from a point of no origin. And I eventually came to a place where I rested for perhaps eons.
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I wondered within my cocoon:

“Why do people look up to Stars?”

“Because they’re something we want to reach. Hello!”
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The voice of a child greeted the Star.

I remember the innocence. The fearlessness. The idiocy for a human to approach a Star.

A hunger swelled within.

But I could not move from my place.

I pictured that child as something strange. Though they did not have wings I imagined them as such.
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Perhaps I saw them as a dove that had willingly walked into the nest of a spider.

But I did not pounce.

“It doesn’t look comfortable in there. Are you ok? I have something I can give you if you’re hungry.”

That was how I met ‘Her’.
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Another vagrant that was far from a Star.

But they were my…


* * *


The Arbiter stroked the flat of the blade in her arms like a lute. It was cradled close to her body as she gazed up into the starless ceiling of her Floor of Judgement moments before she sealed her eyes.

Then, she brought them back down to stare longingly at her blade – the False Price of Paradise.

“… I await the day of my Awakening. Until we meet again.”

            

    
        514. The Prison of Captive Stars and Moons

    
    
    
    
                H10 had stabilized since Frost’s last visit. The survivors that spilled over from the City of Spades were kept in a newly constructed encampment just off to the side of the Associations and Guild building.

To no one’s surprise, there were questionable individuals amongst the survivors. They were residents of the City of Spades so it was only natural for bad eggs to be amongst them. Justia Arms had already thoroughly scraped them away from the masses, throwing these people them back into the smoking ditch to comply with the laws of the Nex Megalopolis.

While Frost had pardoned them from infracting ImpulseWorks’ territorial laws, this was only true if it concerned the innocent. The Ateliers did not have prisons nor means of rehabilitating criminals aside from the Leviathans. Not to mention that the wrong doers were not condemnable enough to be put into the Lament Cycle.

The humanitarian in Frost did not fully endorse this approach, but neither did her tempered heart attempt to stop it. Crime in the Nex Megalopolis was rarely committed out of necessity to begin with.

For example, making enough money to live within the Outskirts was easy. Farmers were always hiring, and they paid generously too. Not to mention that the abundance of resources drove the costs down compared to other major civilizations.

Crimes were committed by the drive of cardinal sins according to Bartholo.

“Anger. Greed. Deceit. Envy. Fear. Gluttony. Lust. Sloth. Pride.” He recited as he led Frost into the Guild. It was repurposed to hold the many criminals of the recent Atelier War, and deep within its core was where Mimicry resided. “They are the vices that dictate our actions. Temptations such as hypocrisy or the denial of self-assertion lead to these vices.”

They stepped into the darkness of the Guild’s atrium. The walls trembled as vibrations travelled underneath their feet. Between the clops of their boots was the subtle sound of a hideous groan.

Carpalis’ figure emerged from the shadows to greet them. Beside her was the young Abigail who immediately threw her head forward to bow in utter respect towards the Amalgam.

“I’m a firm believer that people are a product of their surroundings. I can see things being categorized like that. But with how fucked up things are in this world, there’s also a chance that some of it might be predefined. I sincerely hope that isn’t the case.” Frost greeted them with a pleasant smile after her ominous speech, causing Carpalis to hum in response.

“Predefinitions are real when it comes to Demons. The trick is to find your virtues to fight the vices. Or it’ll trap you. Like a vice. Hehehe.” She chuckled as she raised her arm above her head, snapping her fingers to summon an array of the orb-like Fairies.

“Carpalis. Your hand is better now. Abigail. Good to see you’re also doing well.”

“L-Likewise!” Abigail exclaimed, rigedlly erecting her posture.

“It’s a miracle never seen by the likes of our kind. What remains adds to our character. Ahaha. Having it been undone is one way a virtue can erase a vice.” Frost missed Carpalis’ creepy way of speaking a little too much, because she couldn’t help but to wear a permanent smile as she was guided deeper into the Guild building.

“Ten thousand was the high estimate, right?” Frost asked as they moved through the same basement of the building, entering a hallway that led to Mimicry’s chamber.

However, Mimicry’s vacant chamber was only the entryway to a newly dug out section that was hidden away from the prying eyes of the world. A spiral staircase sat in the middle where Mimicry was once chained, and the vibrations of countless murmurs could be felt in her chest.

“More than that. A few ten thousand. The lesser ones are kept on the Leviathan.” Bartholow explained as they descended into the underbelly of the Guild.

The walls were lined with a slightly blue glow. These were the strips used by Caldera Industries to illuminate newly uncovered areas.

They were first in a bottled, liquid form which solidified as they dribbled down the walls. Unsurprisingly, it was a Serum created by Inflow Direct: Serum L – Luminescence.

“What remains are the Moons and Stars kept with the restrained CogitO so kindly lent to us. Furthermore, the ones that are suspected to be Corrupted, Impuritas or unspecified are also kept here.” Bartholow allowed the Amalgam to take the lead, paying his utmost respect towards her for she stood even higher than his Beholder.

They eventually reached a colossal pit that was filled with a bright green liquid. The liquid bubbled violently at their mere presence. It was the only source of light in this bleak place that smelt of rotting carcasses.

A metal catwalk ran around the inner rims of the well and was installed at precisely ten elevations. The tenth sat above them and was oddly pristine compared to the rest of the prison. The other nine represented each vice like the many circles of hell.

Etched into the walls were compartments that kept individuals only. Judging by the size of the pit, Frost estimated around a thousand individuals were kept as prisoners.

One other figure could be seen walking along the catwalks. It was a pale-haired woman with the appearance of a healer, save that she ehuded a murderous air like that of a Black Wing. She wore black trousers and an buttoned black suit, revealing a white buttoned up shirt beneath. Her tie bounced around unnaturally.

If Frost didn’t know any better, she would have thought nothing of it. But she knew that the tie was the ‘tongue’ of that entity, and it licked the air in search of something.

“Acedia has been using her Blessing to find what you call the Originals and the Impuritas. So far none present are Corrupted.” Carpalis hummed, glancing down at Abigail who immediately added:

“M-Mimi – I mean, Mimicry has discovered fifty-seven Originals. All of them were Corrupted from across the Nex Megalopolis!” Abigail spoke as if reading from a card. “Their original Corrupted forms is unspecified. We’ll be having people from Minu Auditors and ImpulseWorks Unit Managers from the Main Branch to investigate.”

“As for the remaining?” Frost slowly asked as to not startle her. It made her sad that Abigail didn’t see her as a friend.

“Impuritas. Seven hundred. Most are normal people that were affected by the ‘light’. One hundred and eighty-five are unspecified, likely just Impuritas. The last fifty-eight are Scarlet Logic’s Stars and Moons.”

“I see. Thank you, Abigail.” Frost reached out to pat her head. She recoiled slightly but melted cozily in her touch. “So these people came back from their incomplete wishes. May I see them?”

“You’re the Head. Permissions are merely suggestions.” Carpalis smirked.

“Indeed. Our places are yours to roam.” Bartholow agreed, and Frost went around the several circles, peering through the cages where beings that could vaguely be called people were kept.

They were distorted, twisted forms of their former self. They were indeed Impuritas, and their bodies reflected their incomplete desires. From people with a body that was draped in bandages, to one that bled razor blades from their eyes, and another who was an amalgamation of limbs reaching towards a light within their chest.

But these people were not innocent either. The innocent ones were kept elsewhere by the Golden Index. Since their Atelier was primarily made up of Impuritas, it was only natural for them to end up there. Frost could only imagine the difficulty of living with such a body.

She would have accused them of being a Corrupted were she none the wiser. Unlike L.S and Broker, their forms were clearly mangled. It was a miracle that Nav ended up with the body she had if a wish resulted in such tragic forms.

The unspecified group were regular people that were slightly shifted, just like Ara whose gender was changed by the Piece of the Fallen Star. These ones were kept at the very top of the prison. Like everyone here, they had an extensive history of crime that justified keeping them here.

In fact, those within this prison were candidates to be introduced into the Lament Cycle.

“Not this one either.” Mimicry smirked to herself, grinning at a man who was literally torn from inside out.

She did not pity him, nor did her eyes convey any semblance of empathy.

“Neither you. Not you. Or you. Oh. My… My Amalgam!” Her eyes lit up upon noticing Frost’s arrival.

She was several floors beneath them. As a Corrupted, she could have easily thrown herself up to their level. But instead, she took the stairs, walking at an agonizingly slow pace.

“You’ve finally come to visit me. I’m flattered. You look beautiful as always. Would you like to hear what I’ve learned?” She spoke as slowly as her movements, but there was a sudden childlike glee in her voice.

After all, Frost was her very aspiration.

“Please do. I’ve come for you after all.” Frost easily tamed Mimicry with such simple words, causing the entitiy’s smile to tear, revealing the many rows of teeth and tentacles that constituted her body.

“For me… How wonderful! Abigail! Did you hear that! The Amalgam wanted to see me!”

Abigail nodded with a small smile. Unlike with Frost, she did not show any signs of fear or nervousness towards Mimicry.

“It’s because you’re always working so hard to learn to become like everyone else.” Abigail praised.

“Precisely. My efforts have been validated. Amalgam. I have learned the meaning of empathy.” Mimicry claimed, causing Frost to gulp for she had seen the lack of it in Mimicry’s eyes. “It’s the thing that doesn’t let you kill. These people are like pets, right? You don’t kill a pet.”

“Empathy is what lets you relate with a person’s woes. Tell me, do you see normal people as pets?”

“They’re not?”

“No. They’re not pets.”

“Then I don’t understand.” Mimicry tilted her head to the side in confusion.

… why do these concepts always end up being twisted?

With a heavy, mental sigh, Frost began moving again.

“I’ll teach you about true empathy as soon as I’m finished here. Acedia.”

“Yes!”

“I’m going to cross check your investigation. You’ve been mostly correct from what I’ve seen.” Frost gave her some additional praise. Additionally, the fact that it was also documented according to Carpalis meant that Mimicry has also gained important administrative skills.

“Then I want you to take me to the Blood Moons and the Red Giants. I’m long overdue for a meeting with those traitors.” Frost commanded.

“The red ones… I will. It greatly displeases me that they are allowed to live.” Acedia hummed, walking alongside Frost as Abigail and Carpalis followed.

Bartholow on the other hand had come far enough. It was not his role to harrow this section of hell. He was only a temporary guide, and most of all, just wished to accompany the Amalgam however briefly it was.

“The news of above has not spread to their ears. I can only imagine how they’ll respond to your presence. That is if their minds have not yet been syphoned away. Hehe.” Carpalis eerily giggled. “Amalgam. I will not question your choices. Nor will I judge them.”

“… is there something you want me to consider?”

Carpalis didn’t utter another word.

But Frost could tell that Carpalis had warned her to be more understanding. It was a tall order for these people that mercilessly slaughtered for the sake of it, but Carpalis was a moral compass that she could not ignore.

And so, she took those words to heart.

            

    
        515. Broken Blood Moons

    
    
    
    
                There was a belief that the worst crime one can commit is treachery. Justica Arms saw the sin of pride as an inarguable one-way ticket into the Lament Cycle. Frost believed it was a loutish decision.

It still did not change that the Blood Moons, the Red Giants, Marduk and Iscario fell into this category of sin. Frost was not the kind of person to catalogue a person’s wrong doings. What mattered to her the most was the degree of it and their state of mind at the time.

However, there were hideous acts that did not need a state of mind to be proven. The principles she followed were cultivated from Earth; the Actus Reus – the Act; and the Mens Rea – the person’s state of mind during the time of the act.

In rare cases, the person’s state of mind can justify the act committed. Justica Arms followed a similar principle and were extremely lenient on those that were able to have their sins rationalized. The ones convicted on the other hand were treated like unwanted filth and were exiled into the City of Spades or became the Condemned.

But if they truly desired to change – then they were given a chance of redemption.

That chance was of course processed via the Lament Cycle.

If they could not overcome their trials, then they could never properly repent?

“Galia always said it was a shame that people can only die once.” Carpalis giggled. “She’s a believer in change. But that change can only be achieved in the depths of the same despair they caused others. Hehe. Isn’t she so kind?”

“Has she always been like that? Scary to think that she used to come from Earth.” Frost agreed with Galia’s approach, although of course, this was only so long as it concerned the worst of the worst. “We’re heading to the lowest level, I presume?”

“The last catwalk holds all the traitorous Stars and Moons.” Acedia eagerly responded, like a dog slobbering by the ringing of Pavlov’s Bell.

They descended the steel walkways, their weight causing it to groan. It seemed like it would fall off at any moment, unnerving Abigail as she stuck close to Carpalis.

“That reminds me. Abigail.” The girl jolted in response to Frost’s voice as they neared the bottom.

“Y-Yes!” Her bright voice echoed throughout the miserable pit, rousing groans from the damned.

“Are you sure you’re comfortable in this kind of environment? I can think of a thousand different places you can be here.”

“T-To be honest with you – I’m like this because you’re here.” Abigail confessed, causing Frost to make a silent ‘huh’ as she pointed at her face.

“I’m not that scary, am I?” She genuinely asked, slightly wounded by her.

“I don’t know what it is, but you’ve become much scarier than last time.”

I don’t have Beyond the Threshold active, right Nav?

“You do not. It must be her instincts and intuition at play.”

You say that like I’m some kind of blood thirsty monster.

“I can’t disagree with that description.” Nav jabbed.

“You’re terrifying!” Acedia complemented. “But to me you’re everything I yearn to become. Living beings will fear you because you are what they cannot be. There isn’t anything to fear Abigail. The Amalgam sees us as useful.”

“I don’t keep people alive just because they’re useful. I hope you can learn to understand that yourself.” Frost sighed.

“I will. One day! Someday! Any day!” Acedia spoke as if possessed by multiple personalities, trying to figure which one matched her ghastly yet stunning appearance.

None of them did. What matched her the best was her dreary, borderline emotionless tone and the empty smile that came so naturally to her.

“Abigail. People will be routinely checking up on you soon.” Frost continued as they finally reached the bottom of the pit. “Give them the word and you’ll be taken out from this kind of world.”

The acrid liquid should have heated the surroundings to a near unbearable temperature. But to her shock she was met with a terrible chill.

The bottom of this hell was frozen like a well built in the middle of the arctic.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Abigail did not sound interested in leaving Acedia’s side. There was certainly more to it than just that. When she asked the girl only responded with: “I have to find it myself. The thing that I want the most.”

“Hehehe. When you word it like that it sounds like a threat.” Carpalis teasingly hummed. “You’ve become accustomed to the vocabulary of our kind. Here we are. The traitors that sought to claim my life.”

They finally reached the cells of the Blood Moons and Red Giants. The Stars were kept in individual cells, but the Blood Moons on the other hand were kept as a collective.

Their cells were illuminated by only an apparatus that was clamped around their throats. A mechanical stalk connected the neck-shackle to a box-like device hooked into their spine. It was like a backpack, and various tongs were lodged into the base of their brain stems.

Moons and Stars were nearly impossible to imprison. The only practical method was therefore to completely disable them. Since they lacked magic, the only measure required was to physically incapacitate them.

White tubes were hooked throughout their body, pumping them with healing Serums.

Frost approached the very first cell and peered within, seeing the dreadful state of a Blood Moon who sat in the center with her limbs twisted like that of a branch. Within each limb was a rod to ensure they could not move an inch. Each carpal had a scaled down version of the rod, and even their spines were not spared. The tongs at the base of their skull were connected to one of Inflow Direct’s most dangerous Serum; Serum X – Xpulsion. It acted like thermite and would burn bright enough to damage even a Moon.

This was to sever their brain stem and spinal cord as a final counter measure.

They were left in a pitiful, agonizing state, kept perpetually awake by various Serums and the threat of CogitO’s mind-scraping technology. Life could not be found in their eyes that blankly stared back as Frost entered the cell, crouching before the Blood Moon with judging eyes.

“Try speaking to them. I’ve routinely tried but I couldn’t get a response out of them.” Acedia proudly said, like it was a good thing. Abigail hushed her with a finger right before Carpalis added:

“Neither of us can speak to their hearts. You are the only one that possesses that ability. Can you sense their contempt as I can? Even in that body their blood desires to violate mine… But for what purpose other than for a heart not belonging to theirs?” Carpalis treaded on two sides.

The first was that they were still evil at heart.

But the second hinted at a broken compass that they had been following all this time.

“Carpalis. Why do you want me to forgive them?” Frost desperately wanted to understand what was going through her mind.

There was a few Blood Moons that still had the colors in their eyes. They locked up in fear when they noticed Frost. It was an instinctual response. They did not know who or what she was, but even so, their bodies could not help but tremble, their shackles clanking in a cacophony of terror.

The arrogance that once defined them was nowhere to be seen.

They were almost like children that had their powers stripped away.

“Because they are Moons.” Carpalis stated, her voice echoing throughout the pit.

“Is that it?” Frost didn’t understand. It was as though Carpalis expected her to. Instead, it only caused her eyes to sharpen as she scrutinized these Blood Moons, peering into their hearts as she took out a certain pocket watch.

“Carpalis. These people tried to take your life. They tried to kill my friends. They followed the orders to invade a territory that had nothing to do with me. Hundreds of thousands died in that war. Do you think I can forgive them? Just like that? Even now they’re only afraid because of death. I don’t sense a semblance of regret on them.”

Indeed. None of them spoke up to defend themselves. One tried but their mouth quickly shut. Just like Frost, they too were confused by why they were being punished. Their hearts burned with the color red.

But strangely, the color of their intentions was white. Carpalis claimed that they still sought to kill her, but in truth they had no desire left within their hearts. The revelation was surprising to Frost.

Did destroying the Monarch change something?

“Scarlet Logic operates like a eusocial society with an unbending hierarchy of command. What you have destroyed is the very core of their meaning. Without the Monarch then what other purpose do they serve?”

Are you telling me that Blood Moons can’t think for themselves? That all they’re good at is fighting?

“The same can be said for all Moons.”

Nav had a point. Frost wanted to feel empathy towards them. She truly did, but everything they had done quelled what little pity she had left inside of her. But even so, she recalled the themes of the Blood of the Covenant.

… A Collective Illusion. Betrayal for going against one another. They lived in constant terror. Moons wanted nothing than to belong to something even if it meant joining Scarlet Logic. To continue to belong meant to conform.

Frost fell into deep thought. What were only minutes felt like years as she used the Traumatic Clock to glimpse into their past. She placed a hand onto the cheek of the Blood Moon directly beneath her as her surroundings began to slowly shift.

Before that, she placed the pale diaphragm of Die Agnosis against this person’s chest in the case that she Corrupted. Her physical body was still present, and her eyes were sealed shut. But, in an unexpected twist, she mentally entered the collective memories of the Blood Moons.

            

    
        516. Die Agonsis of the Blood Moons' State of Mind

    
    
    
    
                What… is this?

She was left utterly dumbfounded when she found herself viewing their collective memories. Branches of light originated from her body as they reached out to all corners of the world. At the end of the branches was a cracked window that revealed a piece of the source of their Nex.

“You’re angry. You’re violent. The Nexus has a need for your kind. But fighting Corrupted will only lead to your deaths. You’re all afraid of death, are you not?” A booming voice called.

It belonged to an Arachnid Red Giant, donned in the blood-red uniform of Scarlet Logic. The scene took place in a cramped room that could only be called a cell. Even the cell they were given now was considered a luxury compared to what they lived in.

Then, another fragment revealed a scene that took place within the depths of the Nest. It was where Frost had found the Nascent Pool. Multiple platforms containing crimson fluids filled the void as the same Arachnid Red Giant screamed from the safety of the outer rims.

Many Moons warry stood before the pools, each dressed in a simple white sacrificial robe.

“The Nexus drives Moons to their deaths by facing the Corrupted!” She bellowed. “With us you can never die again! The world has wrong us. Scarlet Logic allows us to take out this anger onto the world. The pent-up frustrations. The families you’ve watched die. Do you think they’d want you to join them in the mud!? No. They want you to redeem them. To shower this world in red! All you have to do is walk into the Nascent Pools. And from then on you will never have to think of the hardships. Our Queen will carry our burden!”

One by one, the Moons walked into the pool. The smart ones stood their ground, reconsidering it. However, at some point the longing to belong drove them into the pool. They walked towards the center, the crimson fluids reaching their ankles.

Soon, it swallowed their knees.

“I-I can’t…”

One Moon tried to pull themselves free but her legs would not budge. She peered down into the water only to find a thousand phantom hands grasping at her. Her heart sank as she sensed their silent wails. They did not restrain her to drag her in. In fact, they restrained her to prevent her from going any further.

However –

“Welcome to Scarlet Logic.”

– A barrage of magical bullets bombarded the hesitant Blood Moons, causing them to surrender into the Naescent Fluids. Those that were able to resist were apprehended with the Unstable Capturer, forcing them to enter the Replication Cycle.

A series of applause filled the void. It was the same kind Frost had heard when she approached the Crimson Hunger’s Heart of the City. The haunting, taunting claps that marked the beginning of the Blood Moon’s hatred of everything.

The bodies of the Moons floated on the surface, their bodies riddled with bullets and the weapons of people they once trusted.

“Death will never do you apart. You no longer need to think about the unnecessary consequences. So long as you have the drive to persist then you can vent to your heart’s content.”

And slowly, the blood began to seep into their wounds, forever changing them.

“Become reborn. Forfeit the past. Be free from death! Wrath will be your strength! We are all family now! Serve Marduk and his Monarchs for they will lead you to becoming the most perfect iteration of ‘you’!”

The next several fragments showed the violence that followed soon after. Moons that stepped out of line were murdered indiscriminately. The violence never ceased even in their rest. They needed to be alert at all times as this was all part of their initiation processes.

Blades were stabbed into their backs as they slept in what little covers they were given. People they trusted snitched on them for the sake of approval of the Blood Giants and the Monarch they served. People who believed otherwise were severely punished on the spot.

The Blood Moons despaired over their unwanted mutations. They broke down after repeatedly fighting with their last iterations. Their sense of self was replaced with a collective thought. Those who were not insects had essentially become one.

Before long they found pleasure in committing the same acts on those beneath them. And from then on, they understood the true meaning of letting the world know their wrath.

The pillars of individuality were broken beyond repair. Frost found herself standing in the center of their collective woes, unable to process it entirely.

Because she too felt it.

Indeed. For some reason she was able to share their experiences within what she believed to be their state of mind. She didn’t understand why or how she was here. Where they on the brink of Corruption?

She didn’t know as she approached a red lake where the Moons sat, having lost their meaning of existence.

Die Agonsis is the cause of this, right?

“Unknown. It allows you to enter a person’s state of mind.”

That’s only before a person Corrupts. So how…?

Frost’s presence was not sensed by them. Her long shadow was cast over their eyes as they blankly stared into their own reflections. Within the water was their current, hideous self. The Blood Moons were seemingly aware of what they had done but were driven so far into the deep end that they could not stop out of fear of experiencing the agony of a thousand deaths.

“Perhaps a combination of Die Agnosis and Jury’s powers is the cause. But this is interesting. Because you are…”

She trudged through the Nascent Fluids and stood above them. It was true that things were ultimately their fault. But it was not because they wanted it. The Blood Moons were perpetrators that started as victims. They were part of a cycle they could not break.

Frost then crouched down to their level as she did in the physical world. Then, she reached out to cup the face of the nearest Moon.

“… Yes. You are in a situation where you can touch a core piece of them. You have the Abilities that enable this. But to begin with, you always were able to weaponize your words. But here… doesn’t it feel like you’re the White Rabbit?”

… Die Agonsis. ‘Determine their woes’. ‘Face their fears’. ‘Lend out your helping hand or bury them in despair’.

Frost stared intently into the eyes of the Moon as she arrived at the only logical conclusion.


* * *


Laughter filled the air of the prison. The Red Giants mocked the futile empathy of the Amalgam. Oh how Mimicry wished she could devour them. Carpalis only smiled as she stared at the back of Frost, her hand clutching onto her missing arm as she shut her eyes.

“… Is Frost ok?” Abigail asked.

“Fear not. Frost is a person who knows how to use her tools well. As emotional as she is, she knows to follow a compass when lost.” Carpalis assured, opening her eyes to find that Frost had risen. “Did you find what I meant, oh Amalgam?”

“I did. I understand now. I know who the real enemies are.” Frost spoke ominously with a voice of pure hatred as she turned her sights to the Red Giants. “Thank you Carpalis. But what you tell me now won’t be heard. I suggest you remove Abigail immediately.”

“Of course. Hehe.” Carpalis nodded, catching one last glimpse at the Blood Moons. “Well done. Empathy is your strong suit.”

What she saw in their dull eyes was a glimmer of light.

            

    
        517. A Star of Destructive Pride

    
    
    
    
                The Red Giants were unaffected by their restraints unlike the Blood Moons. Their hundreds, to thousands of rebirths had made them numb to the agony. A total of ten Red Giants were imprisoned directly across from the Blood Moons, yet their cackles surrounded Frost as though they were everywhere.

It resembled a mocking applause. Red Giants clearly took pride in their ability to worm under the skin of those they saw as inferior. Their mouths watered ravenously as the Amalgam approached, her steady footsteps somehow echoing louder than their voices.

They couldn’t sense anything emanating from her. Her emotions were tamed. Not even the scent of wrath lingered on her body. The Amalgam simply approached with an unchanging expression.

“The Blood Moons are our most wrathful. How many years did it take to bring them to where they are? Consider yourself lucky that our Replications are gone. Look at how they yearn to be reborn.” A bee Insectid Red Giant chittered, speaking to the Blood Moons rather than the Amalgam.

Frost passed their cell, not giving them a glance. She saw them as nothing more than noisy insects. Who she approached was the same person she saw in the recollection. It was an Arachnid who sat in the centermost cell, her limbs impaled much like everyone else.

Then, an Ant Insectid Red Giant cackled:

“You have no use for them. Neither for us. Our minds can be taken away, but we will always serve Marduk. You’re an Archetype that killed more than us, yet we are the ones being punished? Chchchch. There is no fairness in the Nexus.”

They understood well of the Amalgam’s power. But they only knew her by the hearsay of their kin and the flames that devoured the City of Spades. It did not help that the Amalgam presented herself as entirely non-threatening.

“Inflow Direct stole our magic and culled thousands of their own. C3 and C4 are barren wastelands. The hypocrisy of the Nexus mirrors Marduk’s warning. Do you believe that we – the Red Giants of Scarlet Logic – fear death?”

“The only thing we fear is futility. We are strong together. All of us. Our prison is temporary. Our wrath is forever!”

They kept speaking as if to explain themselves. An unforeseen drive caused the words to gush as the Amalgam neared the Arachnid Star. She still kept quiet in her approach. Deep down her emotions boiled but she bottled them up for she knew that it was all futile.

The Red Giants were unapologetic. They did not see themselves in the wrong. Moreover, they reveled in the processes of Scarlet Logic. The torture of the initiates. The senseless murder of those they ‘saved’.

“The people we ‘collected’ joined the pits under the Nest.”

“The spires only grew so large because we could reconstitute their bodies.”

“We heard the children cry in the walls.”

“The collective beating of their hearts.”

“Their bodies belonged to us. Who could say no to a Red Giant? When we can kill them senselessly. Pain and fear can break down the sturdiest of minds. How many do you think were taken from the backwaters of this world?”

“The people that thought they were ‘saved’?”

“Are we really the enemies? The Ateliers turned a blind eye to us.”

All Red Giants confessed their heinous deeds to the Amalgam. They tempted death for they knew that the scythe dangled at their throats.

They sought to go down in a blaze of glory. To have the last laugh. Their pride and spite of everything was not born from the mistreatment they received from the world, but rather from a core, disfigured part of their inner selves.

Frost wanted nothing more than to kill them right here and now. But she refrained and stopped at the cell of the Arachnid. The bars were plucked like reeds. A deafening clang reverberated throughout the pit as they piled up to the side of the Arachnid.

“Release me. Send me to the other side. Prove that you are nothing more than a monster. You’re like us. Kch, kch, kch. So much like us!” The Arachnid’s double mouth dribbled with phlegm as she laughed maniacally. “You kill because it’s necessary. You despise this world like us. All of us know that this world must change. Why should the weak live if not to serve the strong? To live is to struggle eternally. To walk on blooded roads! We are Stars! The world should be grateful that we exist!”

The Amalgam’s gaze landed on her as she stood above the large Arachnid woman. Her body was similarly sized as Snap’s. But the Amalgam’s eyes looked downwards rather than up at this self-proclaimed Star.

This infuriated the Arachnid. Just as her mouth parted – an overwhelming sense of dread washed over her.

“You are under the misconception that I am ignorant like your kind. A star that only exists is a meaningless existence.” Frost remembered Divas Pass.

How Scarlet Logic could have prevented the tragedy but turned a blind eye.

“If Red Giants believe that their presence is a gift then what value does it have to the recipients? Why should they be grateful when only a select few even know what you are?”

Frost planted the Traumatic Clock against her chest alongside the diaphragm of Die Agnosis. The Red Giants were silenced as the shadows became thick. An unrelenting force chained them in place as darkness invaded their vision. The only light now were the beaming eyes of the Amalgam.

“Who are you to speak?” The Arachnid hissed as she looked past the Amalgam’s shoulders. “You’re a human when the majority of us were born knowing only one thing – war. The Blood Moons rejoiced when we brought them in. Their bloodlust is insatiable. Look at them tremble in hatred! Did you spare them because you pitied them!? They will stab you in the back –!”

“Look closer.” The Amalgam drew her face near, her cold breath instantly silencing her.

The depth of her eyes swallowed the Arachnid like an ocean. Her shrunken pupils tremored like the hitches of her breathing. Just what was happening to her, she thought.

“Moons are a product of the world. As are you. But you contributed to it. You reveled in it. The Blood Moons wanted nothing more than to belong. You exploited them and dragged them down to the depths of where you are, because you yourself know deep down that you’re chasing something you cannot reach.”

Suddenly, the world shifted around the Red Giant as her many eyes went wide. And then, as the Amalgam fell in total silence, the woman began to speak to herself.


< “It was born from inferiority.” >


Her voice echoed like a haunting bell, causing the Red Giants to stare quizzically as they tried to picture just what was happening within the Arachnid’s cell.

They began calling out her name, some making joking remarks, but the woman only continued to utter a self-destructive monologue.


* * *


Red Giants began their life as any other Star. They roamed the world searching for meaning. The Arachnid’s memories were not rewound that far back. Instead, she was taken to a moment that began her downward spiral.

“Stars are guides. Moons are the ones who deal with the threats of the Nexus.” She was told immediately upon becoming a Star by a being whose face was nothing but a twisted spiral. The gravity of their words rattled the darkness that surrounded the Arachnid.

The only source of light came from a crest she proudly wore on her chest. But it did little against the void that swallowed them both. The tone of the grey being was heavily distorted, and their grey suits were made entirely out of cold, steel feathers.

“We must not commit ourselves to a purpose that strays far from the Nexus. Never forget that it was the Nexus that gave us fleeting souls a purpose in this senseless voyage.”

Bullshit. I envied the Moons. The Iron Stars lived like this. They lived in stagnation in a place where the light can never reach. I found my purpose as a Star of the Nexus. But I wanted to become my own star.

The sound of an indescribable throbbing coursed through her body like an electric shock. The vibrations of the Nexus guided her through the dark to return from whence she came.

I despised that my lantern did not come from inside of me. I wanted to claim myself. I surrounded myself with people who aspired to become like me. Who heralded at the sight of me, a Star.

But even so, I wanted more. This inferior me lacked the gravity of a Moon. They were unwanted by the Ateliers. But people from afar worshiped them.

The Arachnid found herself standing in a shallow pool. Slowly, bodies began to appear face down all around her. Bloodied clouds wrapped around her ankles like shackles. But to her, they were not shackles. They were restraints of the people she kept close.

I climbed the ladder in search of my purpose. What was it that I wanted the most? Why did their eyes shine so brightly towards others?

More bodies piled up around her. Red threads tied their bodies to the base of her eight legs as she turned her head towards the distant skies.

That’s right. Their eyes radiated to a star I had not become yet. I did not shine because I was not high enough.

A mountain of corpses elevated her. The world was a landfill of the bodies she had slain. But amongst their piles were familiar faces.

Iterations of myself pass when I joined Scarlet Logic. Through them I knew that I could become the best version of myself. A Star that shone the brightest. A Red Giant. But the Moons looked at me with pity rather than fear. Their eyes were never set to look up at us.

So…

An ocean of blood rose to catch up to her. The bodies of a Blood Moon were each impaled on her legs. She trampled on them as she continued to reach upwards to a star she believed existed at the end of the red mist. The grey fog above further obscured everything.

But no matter how far she reached, she could not find what it was that everyone’s eyes sparkled with.

I lost my magic. I relied on the tools of man. I groveled to reach the top. But I was not rewarded with my struggles. The Moons I dragged down became my dogs. I realized that if I could not reach the top, then I needed to drag everyone down until I was the only source of their light in this miserable existence.

Suddenly, just as she felt like she was about to clasp at something within the veil –


 

“Yet you are still in the same place as you started.”


 

– A voice with the same resonance as the Nexus spoke to her.

            

    
        518. A Star and the Light Beyond Their Reach

    
    
    
    
                She felt a presence surrounding her but no matter where she looked, she could not find it.

“I am not in the same place! I have climbed my way to where I am! Do you think there’s such thing as a wish without sacrifice!?”

Her vile nature came to light. There was not an ounce of regret to be found.

“This is what I wanted! Everything can be justified by the outcome! Ateliers, the Hungry, the serfs – this is the course of the world. I intend to fully embrace it!”


“How long have you been chasing that dream for?”


 

“What does it matter!? I’ve lived for hundreds of years! I pity my old iterations for never understanding the meaning that’s driven me to this one wish!” Her mind was seemingly long gone.

Her arms were on the brink of tearing themselves clean from her shoulder as she reached into the veil, still clasping at nothing for she believed she was just inches away.

“I am almost there! This vision is exactly what I was waiting for! I can feel it! It’s just out of reach! If I can kill one or two more Blood Moons – or even the Amalgam – then I can become the perfect iteration!”


“You are blinded by a star you cannot see.”


 

“I’m so close! I’m nearly there! All of it… all of it will justify my cause! Witness me! Watch as I clasp onto the same star they all dreamt to reach! I will replace it!”


“It was only you who sought after it. The people you piled under did not see stars. Even now you don’t understand that behind the veil…”


 

Suddenly, the fog disappeared. A night sky filled with countless stars sat at the top of the well the Arachnid found herself in. What she believed was at the cusp of her fingertips was so far away that her hand began to quiver.


“… Is a place we cannot reach.”


 

“You have not changed.”


 

“You’ve remained stagnant. You dragged people down to see the same sight as you. You wanted to become your only star.”


“I… must. Otherwise what have I been doing this entire time if to not be one of those!? I will not be bound to the throes of the Nexus! I want to hear my heart again!”


“You joined Scarlet Logic in hopes of achieving it. Have you not realized it yet?”


 

“No. You are already aware of it. Your heart was Scarlet Logic’s. You never had a choice in the first place. The Monarch’s orders were absolute. You happily followed it for the sake of achieving your dream.”


 

“Exactly. I did that. And what of it!? Am I so wrong for using others to get to where I want!? That is the nature of this world!”


“Then why have you still not moved?”


 

“… I… It’s all perspective. The people I dragged –!”


“They helped you hide the fact that you were unchanging.”


 

“That you could not move no matter how high you piled the bodies.”


 

“That is… I...” The Arachnid was faced with the one thing she feared to confront.

It was that she never moved from the same spot despite all she had done. Looking around, she realized that the bloody waters still caressed her ankles. The bodies she stood atop were built from the base of the sea of blood. The walls of her well were the faces of her past iterations.

And amongst the stars was the face of her very first iterations. The original her.


“It was a spiral of self-destruction.”


 

“… You say that like there was another way out!” She lashed out, her hands falling to her face as she began clawing at her flesh, unable to tear off her hideous form.


“You lived like the Iron Stars. You became unknowingly stagnant despite all you have done. It was futile. Nothing you did changed a thing. You only brought others down into the gravity of your well as a ‘star’.”


 

“Because I am a Star. I am… a Star…! Why am I the only one that won’t shine in their eyes!?”


 

“You tried to escape the call of the Nexus only to live as the slave of another heart.”


 

“I… want to be my own Star!” She screamed as the waters began to rise. “I – I have to! All of this will be meaningless! The light that sparkled in their eyes – it must be me!” Her thrashes were futile. The weight of the countless bodies beneath her locked around her legs, preventing her from moving.

The Blood Moons she trampled further anchored her in place as the waters rose to her ball-like joints.


“It’s already meaningless. The people that you believed who saw you as a light - they despised you. The Blood Moons you broke waited at the opportunity to bring you down.”


Her many eyes widened as she was faced with this realization. Revelation after revelation rose like the waters. They were things she kept locked out of her mind; things she had justified for her one wish.

And yet…

“… I… what have I been doing…?” She arrived at a crossroads as the waters reached her throat. Her eyes moved towards the lights above. Hands then blocked her eyes. They were the hands of those she had snuffed the same lights out of.


“Then tell me, ‘Star’, wherein lies your heart?”


 

She drowned in the blood of her aspirations. And within the cold sea, she arrived at an epiphany.


“I never had one.”


 

“I was lost and the Nexus took pity on me.”


 

“I tried to become something more and fell further.”


 

“It was all a waste. I wanted to claim myself. I still want to claim it. I can… still see the star.”


 

“Yes. I just have to follow the light.”


 

“No matter the cost. I must forget everything and just focus on that light that dangles before me.”


 

“That way everything can be alright.”


 

“What have you become?”


 

A single light emerged at the bottom of the red sea. And behind it was the face of a lost angler fish. A shadowy stem connected the head to a bipedal body. All semblance of her identity was stripped away as she obsessed over one core woe.


“Lost again.”


 

She whispered, following that star that dangled from an illicium, destined to forever be just out of reach.


* * *


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< The Red Giant Has Reached an Epiphany >


 

< Corruption is now unstoppable >


 

< The Red Giant’s Corruption Event Has Begun >


 

< The Red Giant Has Successfully Been Corrupted >


 

< ETERNAL NIGHT >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET RESONATES >
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“Your purpose is to be lost.” The Amalgam’s distinct voice could be heard from beyond the darkness. “And – it’s to be my nutrition. It’s short lived, but I’m happy that you have come to terms with yourself.

Thank you for being my meal. It’s been a while since I have had any meaningful changes to my Mana.”

And almost as quickly as she was born – her lights were snuffed away by something darker than the void.

            

    
        519. The Wedge Between The Stars and Moons

    
    
    
    
                The mocking applause and laughter of the Red Giants ceased abruptly. Dead cleaved their pride as silence took hold of their throats. The cell that contained the Arachnid was filled with the nonsensical whispers of the woman before suddenly – The Arbiter’s Trumpet warning appeared before their very eyes.

Normally the Arbiter’s Trumpet was delayed. After all, it was Scarlet Logic who first assessed the difficulty of a Corrupted. This was how it worked for those outside of Frost’s unique Blessing.

But for some reason they were given the prompt immediately. Whether it was due to the Amalgam’s presence was not known, though they could not care less about the semantics of the Arbiter’s Trumpet.

“A Red Giant… A Star was just…”

“That’s impossible. People can’t Corrupt. People can’t…”

Their voices trembled. Every ounce of their willpower tried to fight off the instinctual terror that reigned over them. The light of a Star was snuffed by the Amalgam to the point where it imploded, resulting in what they had always believed to be impossible.

A person Corrupting was viewed as an existential crisis. It was a core fear that plagued the minds of countless people who dabbled in the conjectures of what ifs. Seeing was believing, and the Amalgam dragged the body of the Corrupted out from its cell.

What was once their compatriot was now a headless, bipedal being that had a dark stalk dangling over where its face would be. At the tip was a star that was quickly snuffed out by the maw of the Amalgam. She approached the nearest cell, slowly munching on the body of the squirming Corrupted like a wolf carrying the carcass of a bunny in its mouth.

The lack of innards also further proved that this was indeed a Corrupted. To think that an Eternal Night Corrupted – which required a Moon or a Color at a minimum – was effortlessly devoured before their very eyes.

“You became Stars because you were lost.” The Amalgam spoke to the first Star, watching their eyes tremble as she plunged a hand into their chest.

The agony they had become accustomed to struck them at a level beyond what nerve endings could sense.

But they did not scream. The existential terror of an individual becoming a Corrupted silenced them. It mused Frost. The Corrupted she wielded was called the Silence of the Stars, and even though she had not yet received its ability – she felt like it was already working.

“The Nexus offered you its hand and you bit it. You dragged others down because you felt inferior. That you needed to matter. Your magic was stolen, and you lost everything again. I have a feeling that Corrupting you will not yield anything different from this thing.”

Frost spoke down to them. She never considered them as equals, let alone a ‘human’. They were irredeemable, and as such, did not deserve a chance at redemption.

Threads were dragged from the hole in their chest as steam violently rushed out.

“But no matter. There are so many more ways to harvest a Star. You should be happy. You’re going to serve a brand-new purpose. Threads can be made from you. Infinite Nex generation. Experimentations. A material. Or someone can spread you open and wear you like a coat.”

Frost did precisely that with their compatriot.


< Stats from Silence of The Stars gained >


 

< Wearing the Silence of the Stars >


 

< Unique Ability Gained >


< ABILITY: Glimmers Be Silenced >

< All that matters is perspective. So long as it’s the only star, then it will be the brightest no matter how dim it is >

< EFFECT: Drown out the light in their eyes to allow yours to falsely shine brighter. Targets with more than 120 RESIST are immune. Higher emotional states will increase its potency >


< Meaning you essentially become a temporary object of fixation >


 

< Something they cannot take their eyes off >


 

< All it does is just make you appear more brighter in their eyes >


 

< Fitting of the ‘Attachment’ Affinity >


 

A dark-green, tail-like illicium grew from the base of her spine. It dangled over her face with a bright emerald light as her body became nearly impossible to see. Two more micro liliums formed on her head as her ears disappeared.

“Secrets… Scarlet Logic’s secrets. We – I know them! I can tell you everything!” The Red Giant broke down.

Desperate yells soon followed.

“They don’t know a thing!”

“I know more than him! More than what you need and want! Amalgam! I’ve lived longer than him!”

“They’re lying! Scarlet Logic kept everything a secret from even us! But I know something! Just let me keep my mind and I’ll be able to tell you!”

“We’re like this because of Scarlet Logic! The Blood Moons know it! Blood Moons! Tell the Amalgam that we’re just as innocent!” One called as all eyes fell onto the Blood Moons.

Mimicry was with them. Several Liquidators carrying ampules of Healing Serums descended the pit and began treating the Blood moons. Their eyes were still largely dull, but when they fell onto the Red Giants they widened as if vindicating them.

“S-See! Amalgam… Believe them! We, just like the Blood Moons are innocent! The Nexus can always use more Stars!”

Suddenly, their eyes narrowed tightly. Scorn born from the bottom of their heart was directed to the Red Giants. They didn’t flinch as meter-long rods were removed from their bodies.

And finally, the Blood Moon that Frost had touched uttered with pure vitriol:

“They’ll backstab you… like what they did to us. Die already so we don’t have to suffer listening to you anymore. It’s so nauseating. We all just want to scream and tear out our heads. Not once were you innocent. Neither are we.”

The Blood Moons were aware of the fate that would follow them too. But what set them apart was that they understood where they went wrong. Appeasing the Amalgam was a wasted effort, and the Blood Moons couldn’t stand to hear them any longer.

There was nothing more they wanted than for the Red Giants to die miserably.

Then, another Blood Moon continued:

“We indulged in the violence because that was all we knew. It was the only way we could make sense of anything. We had to if we wanted to belong! They don’t know anything! They are the cause of everything! I’ll gladly die if it means watching them die right here and now!”

Both sides were torn apart. Neither saw eye to eye anymore. The repressed emotions the Blood Moons carried over years and hundreds of deaths erupted as they condemned the Red Giants.

The Liquidators temporarily stepped aside as Mimicry handled the removal of the rods alone. The Moons were able to move despite their broken bodies, fueled only by the miracle of unadulterated spite.

“I’ve had enough!” Another roared, prematurely tearing their arm free. “I’m reclaiming myself! None of us wanted to live that way!”

“Go to hell! When we meet you down there, we’ll pay you back for everything you’ve done to us!” More and more Blood Moons awakened from their catatonic slumber.

They no longer cared whether they lived or not. All they wanted was to witness the death of the Red Giants that had dragged them to the depths of despair. An absurd amount of Nex was generated by their combined emotions, to the point where Frost would not be surprised if a Disorder Corrupted appeared soon after.

The Blood Moons ironically felt alive for the first time since the beginning of their Replication Cycle. If this was their final death, then they wanted to go down with the Stars that morphed them into who they are now.

It was clear cut for Frost.

“The Moons say otherwise.” She silenced them in an instant.

The short tentacles that served as her ears wiggled as she spoke, and when she opened her maw to take another bite from the Corrupted – her entire being morphed into the jaws of a horrific angler fish.

            

    
        520. The Vermilion Moons

    
    
    
    
                The Corrupted Skills of the newly acquired Corrupted Persona did not appear immediately. A short while was required, and she wondered if she had eaten the Corrupted far too early.

Such things concerned her more than these condemned Red Giants.

“It never mattered what you or they thought to begin with. It was all predefined from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

The Red Giant closest to her entered a state of irrecoverable shock. Their catatonic state made it impossible for Frost to rouse any further reactions from this one, but even so, her presence caused the hairs on their body to rise for they feared her at an instinctual level.

She left their cell and methodically moved from Star to Star.

“I wasn’t born like this. I don’t believe that people can be born so evil. So let me tell you a tale.”

The bodies of the Stars were carved to imprint her fear into their souls.

“Once upon a time this Amalgam was born as an ordinary human.”

She ripped the hearts from the Stars, keeping them alive with Healing Magic. Their organs were rearranged as she tried to find a semblance of meaning inside of them – which in of itself was meaningless.

“I believed that there was always good inside of a person, no matter how depraved or ruined they were. We are products of our surroundings. The world shapes us. This is a truth I’ve learned both then and now.”

The innards of the Arachnids, the Insectids, the Dragnoids – they were all so different. But they all bled the same way.

“One day I put my faith into a star. The brightest star of the Nexus.” The light of her bulb was the only light they could see.

The rage of the Moons resonated with her, as did hers.

“I was a stranger to this world and the Star pointed to where I should go. I was naive. I knew better than to trust them. But I still believed them. I ended up in a place where people like us were forbidden to tread.”

The Stars were silenced by the Amalgam’s morbid curiosity. It was as she said. They were born like any other person. Their innards proved this. Finally, she moved to the last Star whose mind was already long rendered.

“Then – my world was destroyed. It was through the betrayal of that same Star that caused my goodwill to dry up. My hatred for the world was born that day until it spilled over, resulting in the recent Atelier War. I believed that the only solution was to burn everything down.”

Frost now made her way towards the Blood Moons. The Liquidators had long disappeared after their brief healing administration. They gulped in her presence, expecting to receive the same punishment as the Red Giants.

She reached down towards the same girl she touched and to her surprise, her hand cupped her cheek once again.

“That’s why I understand what it must have been like for you.” Frost empathized with the Moons, but nowhere near enough to allow them to walk free.

“… Will you kill us? Use us like them?” The woman asked. She didn’t fear the Amalgam. She simply accepted all punishments that were planned to befall them.

They had knowingly spilled the blood of countless.

“We’re not innocent. We’ll take any punishment. So long as they do as well!”

“I’m happy dying if it means that they die too.”

The extreme length of their spite was usable. It meant that the Blood Moons were never truly tied to the Scarlet Logic. Instead, their hearts were tied with hers.

“No one is going to walk free from this.” She announced. “However, all Moons of the Nexus have suffered enough. You have longer than many. It does not excuse your crimes. That’s why, I’m going to offer you a choice.”

Their eyes widened in shock.

“… a choice…?”

The Blood Moons were never given a choice for as long as they could remember. To hear someone offer it so casually caused them to seize up as they stared up at the Amalgam in a hypnotic trance.

Total disbelief ate at them. They wanted to ask if she was being serious, but they knew better than to speak over a being that could Corrupt an individual.

“You can live as normal people.” She said, further shocking them. “You carry the strength of a Moon but lack the magic and skills to fight the Corrupted. I can a turn a blind eye so long as you turn over a new leaf. You will be closely monitored of course. Your freedom comes at a steep price. I will also relinquish you of your Blessed status.”

It was clear that this option did not resonate with any of them, but not because they would lose their Blessed status. Rather, it was because they would remain incapable of releasing their wrath.

Frost had seen what they desired in their State of Mind. What the desired the most vengeance. It was an imprinted part of them that she deeply understood.

“Our goals align by chance. The other option is to become my Moons. To fight for me. Your reward will be to rejoin the Nexus where my trusted Moons reside. It seems like another trap to work for another’s heart, but in truth – it will satisfy that burning desire.”

She brushed a thumb against the woman’s cheek and swept her gaze to every individual Blood Moon, knowing exactly what it was they wanted.

“There… is so much I still want. Everything was taken away from us. Everything.” The woman trembled momentarily before her resolve returned as she took the Amalgam’s offer in that same instant. “I want nothing more than to break them. It’s not fair that they’re still alive. All of them. Scarlet Logic…”

As fate would have it, Scarlet Logic’s most powerful enemies would be born from their own ranks.

The role they desperately wanted was to fight.

And there was only one place Frost could think of where these vengeful Blood Moons would excel in. Where the Moons of the Nexus fought Corrupted and Individuals – the Blood Moons specialized in warfare.

Therefore, she planned to send them to the Derma Layer to assist with Cadlera Industries and the soon-to-join Inflow Direct.

Nav. Can we ask the Arbiter for one last Council meeting?

“I can. Is this related to the Blood Moons?”

Yes. The Blood Moons, and the soon to be War in Hell. The Blood Moons. If they want to return to the Nexus then they’ll have to clear their name first.

“In what way?”

“Trust. I want to be able to put my faith in them. I’m not going to pardon their crimes just because they’re Moons. They’ll have to work for it.”

Then I believe a change of namesake will be appropriate for the Blood Moons.

“I think so too.”

Frost rose as Mimicry watched in splendor. She was everything she aspired to become, and every cell in her body memorized her mannerisms. All eyes could only see one light in the room – and that light was Frost.

“You will no longer be called the Blood Moons. That name is reserved for Moons that have not yet joined your ranks.” Frost began as their pupils dilated with excitement.

“Namesakes… What are our namesakes, Amalgam?”

“Please give us a name. We’re your Moons now. This last iteration of us belongs to you.”

“Free us from our last shackle.”

Her mind went to something red. Something more vibrant and fitting for these renewed Moons who were on their last iteration, and planned to live it like it was their first.

That was then it came to her like a stroke of lightning.

“Vermillion.” Frost uttered, basing the color from the vermillion created from powdered cinnabar, or in their case – mercury and sulfur. It was a color that began black, but as one started the compound it became a vibrant red.

There was a saying that even if one stirred the compound for twenty years it would continue to become perfect.

There was no better name to represent the Blood Moons who had lived with darkened hearts until now.

And so, she knighted them with their new name on the spot.

“You are my Vermillion Moons from this day onwards. Think of it as your proof of freedom rather than a new leash. Everything begins with trust. I trust you as much as I do with the Red Giants. What I offer you is a chance to change that. Only then will you be accepted into the Nexus.”

She announced with grandeur before her lips curved into a wicked smile.

“Although, judging from your eyes – I can tell that the Nexus is arbitrary compared what you want to do to Scarlet Logic.”

And just like hers, their mouths twisted into sinister smiles.

            

    
        521. The Last Resolution of 350 PA

    
    
    
    
                The final Arbiter’s Council of 350 PA was held on the 45th of the 10th – the Last Solstice.

All resolutions regarding the recent events passed with flying colors. The advent of war was upon them and the Impuritas – which had sought to weaken the bonds of the Ateliers – only managed to breathe new life back into the carcass of two ancient Ateliers of the Nexus.

Caldera Industries and Inflow Direct were greenlit by the Head to reinstate processes that were banned by the Armistice Point Treaty; a treaty that had both Ateliers prohibited from developing powerful weapons and personnel of war.

The reason it existed was to allow the Beholders of the current age to live in their so-called harmony, which was cleverly disguised as a cold war. Furthermore, as the demand for Nex increased there was little incentive to waste it on such powerful assets when total war between the Ateliers became increasingly unlikely.

Additionally, most problems such as the Impuritas and the Corrupted could be dealt with externally. Maintenance was also a large contributing factor that laid their arms to rest.

However, their unity and a pipeline into the Derma Layer had awakened both Ateliers to begin full-scale Pre-War in Heaven production. No longer did the Ateliers have to fear one another, for they had the assurance of the Amalgam and now Time Reverberation.

What took years now only took months.

And on the eve of the 46th the Vermillion Moons prepared to become the first official war-tailored Moons of the Nexus. No longer were they a paramilitary force of an external group. They were now an in-house military force that only served the Head.

Their trial run was of course going to be held in the upcoming war against the Impuritas Beholder Knalzark coined as the War in Hell.

A train sped from city to city via the intercity Gates. The train itself was unspectacularly sterile and had only two seats that ran along the edges. There was only one major compartment which combined the Train Conductor’s Cabin with the rest of the train.

All forty-five Vermillion Moons filled both seats as they wore blindfolds. The Train Conductor stood at the front of the seemingly normal train as they temporarily passed through the darkness of the Subcut Layer, his eyes fixed on the crimson hair of the Moons to distract him from the horrible vibrations.

The Train Conductor was a man with a single clawed prosthetic arm which clasped at a Train Core. His apparel was no different to most Train Conductors, but he could have easily passed as an Inflow Direct Liquidator with his arm. Not to mention he had an artificial, red eye that glowed beneath his blue-embroidered captain’s hat.

“Full speed ahead. Destination: Sector CQ; Three – One – Administrator.” He spoke in a deep, lethargic voice. “Fifteen minutes until arrival. Will you not take a seat, Missionary of Act X?”

“I was told to stand as their guide. I interpreted it as a literal command.” A Missionary joined them in the cramped train as they barreled their way towards the City of Clubs. More than half of the compartment was smothered by the length of her blade and the pristine cloth that draped from it. “I’m only here until we return to H10. You can think of me as an escort for this one.”

A gloved hand pinched the cheek of a grey-haired woman who was partially consumed by the Missionary’s garbs. It was the recently captured Expositionist who was wrapped in a series of belts and chains, her arms tied around her body in a straitjacket.

Furthermore, the many hidden hands of the Missionary held her close. Wherever the Missionary moved the Expositionist followed. One can imagine her being a hermit crab with the Missionary serving as her sapient shell.

The haughtiness from before she met the Amalgam had long disappeared, and being in the presence of such powerful enemies deeply unsettled her.

“Isn’t it dangerous for that portal to remain so far behind the walls?” The obviously high-ranking Train Conductor questioned, seemingly out of the loop as if he had only just awakened.

“It will be moved to Atlas soon. One of Caldera Industries’ sleeping strongholds lies underneath the Nexus after all.” The Missionary hummed, a hand roaming across the stomach of the Expositionist.

“The Seal.” She recited in response. “A place we could never tread. The seal that locked everything unwanted under the blood and bones of millions. Insanity. The Amalgam planned to extinguish us all from the start.”

The Expositionist fiddled with her tongue with the intention of clamping down on it. However, a finger rummaged through her mouth to precisely prevent that.

“Your soul is tethered elsewhere, but one cut of your strings will spell the end of you regardless.” The Missionary snipped the air above the woman’s head with her fingers.

The woman gagged on the length of the finger. The taste of blood and leather nearly caused her to vomit. Not that it was possible with her body to begin with. The Missionary indulged in her curiosity, seeing the woman as nothing more than a pet to sate it.

Her hollow eyes stared down at her with a blank expression. Her dark blue hair meshed well with her light-purple skin, and the long horn atop her head threatened the woman.

“I know your kind well. To think so little of life makes you less than an insect.”

“You don’t value them. Unlike us, we know the value of their lives!” She muffled retorted before her jaw was stretched wide open by two fingers.
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                “Isn’t this one a handful. The Scripts have been lenient as of recent. ‘The crude woman with the grey hair and smells of paper belongs to you.’ Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that the Script could act as a peaceful matchmaker. Usually, its commandments of love are far more violent.”

She placed a translucent, ocean-blue egg just on the tip of her mouth, causing the woman’s eyes to widen in terror. Just when it seemed like it would slip down her throat, the Missionary retreated it into her robes.

“As such, I will refrain from violence as per the intentions of the Script. You should talk more, Expositionist. An ability of yours allows you to recite things you don’t understand. Your role of providing exposition is written in your Script. Failure will result in…”

The Missionary snipped the air again as she hollowly smiled.

“… Monsters. You’re no different from the Anids…” The Expositionist’s voice trembled.

“It’s because their Atelier is run by an Anid.” The Train Conductor cracked his neck and emitted a sound like pummeled steel. “The weather’s clearing down here. It’s been so long since I last voyaged through these depths.”

“You voyaged through the Subcut…?” A Moon asked with sudden vitriol. “Don’t bullshit us just cause we’re docile. Lie and I’ll take that fucking eye out of its socket.”

“Close.” He was unfazed by the threat and returned the stare. “Aye. The Timeless Ruins. A river that gradually begins from the Shallows, and into the ocean Depths.”

“What? This is the first time I’m hearing that water can be found in there.” Another Moon pointed out, right before the Missionary answered with:

“The Ruins can be anything and everything. It is where Kingdoms send fools to fetch them treasures. There’s a reason why so many kingdoms thrive in Emvita. Those artefacts they fish come from a place lost to time.”

“The Depths is the furthest anyone has ever been.” The Expositionist slowly explained out of a sudden compulsion. “The last notable descent was by the Colorless Incandescent.”

“Aye, she was the one that plucked this eye of mine. ‘An eye for an eye’ was what she stalwartly believed in.” The Train Conductor said as the vibrations ceased.

They had returned to the Epiderma, which was confirmed by the glancing looks the Moons gave each other.

The man then continued:

“To think there was a Color that hunted other Colors. That reminds me, the Blue Dalhia was one of the few that were spared. I wonder if the elders of this day and age still remember the history that were buried alongside us. Oh well. Relics like us should remain asleep. The fault lies with your Hearts.”

“All of it is archived by us. Down to every breath and every word that has ever been spoken. We only exist because of what your people have done during the rise of the First Advent. None of it was their fault!”

The Train Conductor approached the woman. The shadow that hid his face disappeared, revealing a human head that was half-flesh and half-metal. Shards of obsidian riddled his bare skin, and it seemed to writhe as if having a mind of its own.

His grey beard was tangled like the brambles of a rose. Upon closer inspection, they more closely resembled a long bundle of barbed wire.

“Care to enlighten us then?” He wearily urged. “Oh? Is this the first time you’re seeing the Curse of the Descent? Blimey. Didn’t think your kind to be so ignorant to us marooned souls. But it makes sense since your Hearts are only in the Derma Layer. Not sure if it affects your kind either.”

Disgust. Revolt. Nausea. Repulsion. Fear. None of these could begin to describe how she felt at the sight of his blemished flesh. A blight of some kind ate at him, and she instinctively tried to distance herself in fear of catching whatever had caused it as she uttered:

“It’s nothing like the ‘Impuritas’.”

“That a new namesake for your kin? Anyway, if I were that then I’d be unfit for a scuttle like this. A squiffy Conductor will lead to mutiny. Both on this scale – and in the bigger picture. We’re all caught up in this big sea of anguish. Ain’t no place for the faint of heart. For all we know we are just small fry.”

His knowledge encompassed things that the even the Expositionist was unaware of. The Missionary only smiled as the attitude of the Vermillion Moons slowly but surely changed towards this man.

“But it is precisely this kind of condition that can bring out a good heart. Weather the storm and getting robbed by your kind is a thing of the past.” He finished, retreating to the front. “Man-O-Wars will be back, and Old Salts like us won’t thank your kin for disturbing our long sleep. You ran a shot across our bow. We’ll generously pay your kind back by thousandfold.”

Lightning struck from outside. A storm swept through the City of Clubs, foreshadowing the full might of the reawakened Ateliers. The train followed a strip of conductive steel towards a station. But rather than stopping, the train unexpectedly sped up.

“Interesting.” The Missionary hummed, noticing something peculiar. “No one from Inflow Direct has attempted to stop us. Forgive my insolence, but my curiosity yearns to be snipped. Are you really working for Caldera Industries?”

“Yes currently. Formerly I was part of Inflow Direct.”

“That explains the prosthetics.” A Moon caught her hand before she could poke it. “Did you try playing both sides back then?”

“My heart is my own.” He assured them before the train took a sudden plunge. “I therefore choose whose siren call I respond to.”

“It sounds contrived.” The Missionary smugly dismissed, unable to comprehend such a thing.

He initiated a controlled Spatial Distortion. It sent them straight to a place that could not be reached by ordinary means, for it was sealed off by the foundations that held Inflow Direct’s infrastructure.

To uncover it meant to destroy what they had built. To breathe life into the carcass of an ancient monster that went against the ethics that Beholder E. had upheld for more than a century.

Only could a powerful casus belli revive the twisting machines that once produced forbidden Serums…
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                “We have arrived at our destination: Three – One.” The Train Conductor announced as the train came to an abrupt stop.

Cool air sept through the crevices of their scuttle as the sound of mechanical shuffling from outside roused interest in the Moons. It was a sound that lacked the clumsiness of the living. The footsteps eventually subsided just outside of the train doors as the Conductor turned his back to them all, bidding them farewell.

“This is your last chance to leave.” He warned, but the Moons only rose to their feet with adamant drive. “Wear the marking of your loyalty to the Head with pride then.”

The Missionary was the first to depart into the frozen landscape that stretched as far as the eye could see. Snow shavings fell from the sky as the groan of pipework reverberated throughout the world.

She was greeted by beings neither living nor dead. Enlarged mechanical hands stood proudly like spiders on their fingertips. Their bodies were a steel mesh and various liquids could be seen running through their hollowed lattice.

They were easily larger than an Octanid, and the Missionary grinned in response to their obvious inspiration.

“And I believed Act X was the first that took after the Anids. This is not the Inflow Direct we have come to know.” The Moons were far more surprised by the revelation of the giant hands that scuttled to make room for them.

Smaller hands of mechanical make magically floated behind their backs, scribing bloodied words from a crimson quill. The book dripped with blood that soon evaporated into a red mist before it reached the ground despite the arctic environment.

Several figures approached them from far ahead. Behind them was an industrial complex that was frozen all over. But little by little, the reverberations caused more shavings from the world around them to release what was once buried.

Each figure was draped in a red ritualistic garb. Rime and frost were shed from their cloth like the skin of a snake. Each of them had a singular red, glowing eye within the darkness of their hoods. They were androgynous with an identical body shape, and they seemed to float as they moved for their robes concealed their legs.

Attached to their bodies were loose scrolls and charms that were written all over with blood.

It was not until they were only meters away when the Vermillion Moons realized that their cloaks were not naturally red. Like the Scarlet Healers, their coats were red because of an endlessly bleeding wound.

“New arrivals come forth.” Despite their appearance, it was clear now that they were women.

No, more than that – they were Healers.

They exuded an aura completely different from the others, but unlike the Scarlet Healers they were not driven by a crazed compulsion to heal. Instead, something else governed them as a pair of bloodied wings formed behind them, and at once, the books that wrote down the body compositions of the Vermillion Moons closed shut. A shockwave blasted throughout the frozen wasteland, causing a tremor to travel beneath their feet as the Moons stepped forward as ordered.

For a brief moment some of their faces flashed pale as if afflicted by sudden anemia.

“Chapter: Three – One. I’ve never seen such beings before.” The leader of the Healers reached out towards the base of the floating book and ran the droplets of blood between her fingertips, assessing its quality.

“High quality blood. The Letters can be written with such complexity.” Another spoke. Their voices were made artificially deep by an unknown instrument, and they spoke with perpetual reverence.

“The beings called the ‘Moons’... blood of an Incandescent.”

A pair of crimson eyes stared back at the Moons unwaveringly as the centermost Healer took the book from the floating, mechanical hand and opened it, revealing an arrangement of letters that only her kind could interpret.

Their hoods flew back as another shockwave was emitted by the book, revealing the faces of the healers. The ‘eye’ was in fact an orb that glowed in the middle of what appeared to be a gas mask that only covered their mouths. Red fluids flooded through a glass chamber where their mouth was.

The Expositionist’ eyes widened in utter disbelief as the Healers began reciting what sounded like a prayer from the book of blood.

“Blood Angels… That means – You are…!”

The book sealed shut, and the Librarian’s illuminous eyes trembled as they gazed deeply into their red irises.

“From the rise of the First Advent.” One ‘Blood Angel’ responded as the others turned their backs and began to march towards the frozen industrial complex.

As more of the frost thawed away, the silhouette of a gothic-styled castle revealed itself. Brown banners collapsed over its battlements, and they were all smeared with bloodied words.

“Impressive that you recognize us. We thought we were long lost to time, and for good reason. No matter. Moons. Recite to us your names one by one. They shall be written, and one elsewhere shall bear the burden of the curse.”

“Why… why are you… how…? You were alive during the book burnings of the fifth year after the First Advent. I thought our Hearts consisted of you too…?” The Expositionist was in a state of total shock. This entire time she believed that people from the era of the First Advent had made up the entirety of the Librarians and were the source of the woes of her Heart.

But to her shock, the very victims of that dark time were still alive.
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                “Hearts?” The Blood Angel shut her eyes for she was unfamiliar with the term. “Don’t be mistaken. You have a similar smell to us, and to them.”

“They are under my control.” The Missionary assured, jamming the Expositionist’s mouth with a finger again. “As you can see, they are my puppet. The ‘Head’ watches through them.”

“The Head. Another person that sought to claim the Nexus?”

“No. This person already has claimed it.”

The Blood Angel’s mouth curved into a smile as her wings disappeared into a red mist, causing more of the world to melt as a column of steel twisted directly beneath them. What they stood on was not a solid piece of ice, but in fact only the frozen surface of a subterranean sea.

“We really are in a new era. Book burnings of the past inspired many to rise to claim their own tale as the disease of pandemonium claimed countless. But flesh falters, and faith dwindles like candle flame. We understood the importance of the letters bestowed upon us from the great Library. The Fifty-Six. But they…” The Blood Angel escorted them forward as she gazed upon the mechanical hands. “… Understood the importance of forgoing the flesh. Contradictions bring birth to beautiful combinations. Before there were the liquid miracles, there were many that strove for the same thing.”

She took the role of the Expositionist as cracks broke through the ice like cracks of lightning. The Moons were infatuated with her to the point where they could not care less if the ground suddenly gave way beneath their feet. They trusted this being who was ignorant to the world, similarly to them.

The metal pipes underneath glowed suddenly as a surge of liquid ran through. The many colors were revealed by observation glasses that were installed along the colossal pipes. Soon, the snow from above became a steady trickle as a wave of heat washed over the world.

“There were many of us in our era of red mists and blackened skies. People of commonality were trampled in the path of those with strength. But there was one who took to the sides of the common, even though their methods were worse.”

The Blood Angel then stared back at the Expositionist with expectant eyes. She knew what the healer wanted. In her mind she wanted to refuse, but elsewhere in a place she could only call her heart – she complied with the soft demand, for she realized that her Heart was not what she believed it to be.

… Even though she was born from it…

“… What were sixteen became one.” The Expositionist’s eyes swirled with a faint glimpse of an unknown color. “And one became sixteen Chapters. They represented a Grapheme of an unknown alphabet.”

They entered the mouth of the industrial complex just moments before a great crash resounded from behind. The entire surface of the frozen sea shattered, revealing the crystal-clear waters underneath and the true extent of the pipework.

A total of two hundred and eight nine distinct pipework ran throughout the seabed, each twisting like the wheels of a crusher. Above them were the lights of natural crystals that illuminated their dark world like a second sun.

The castle followed the design of a great cathedral. Light shone through the many mosaic glasses, each depicting two hundred and eight nine unique icons.

“The sixteen Chapters made up the standard Serums. But beyond the sixteen were two hundred and seventy-three more magical elements that constituted the liquids which elevated the one who brought them all together into notoriety.”

More Blood Angels joined them.

Soon, they were surrounded by nearly sixteen Blood Angels. Their gas masks flicked with a unique color to differentiate them. It was clear that they were all once a part of a different Chapter but were brought together and put to rest after the War in Heaven.

The interior was decorated with black furniture, and had red carpets and banners to complement it. Other beings could be seen roaming within the castle, some shaking the frost from their bodies as they finally awakened. They were mostly mechanical constructs that were powered by an unknown source. The origin of their make was Golemancy – a magic that allowed inanimate objects to move as though they were living.

They were powered by a Serum called Serum Q – Qoph, a puppeteering Serum that streamlined Golemancy. It was restricted ever since the War in Heaven, for there was no limit to how many could be created. They had no mind of their own and followed only a strict commandment that was in the form of bloodied charms that dangled from their pale-red robes.

Within the core of each machine was a red vial containing said Serum. It was the heart of the machines, but not the hands which were the servants of the Blood Angels.

The larger ones, however, belonged to something greater.

They passed through corridor after corridor, walking in one straight line until they reached a place where the light could not reach. It was a much smaller chamber, and a raised platform was illuminated by a single spotlight. Surrounding it within the darkness were many hands and more mechanical entities, each dressed in ritualistic robes similar to that of the Blood Angels.

Instruments and entrances to what appeared to be an armory of sorts surrounded this sacred place. An altar resided in the far back of the room where the floor was raised the highest. There, exactly four tubes containing the most powerful Serums of Inflow Direct resided, the rime melting away with each passing second.

Suddenly, the ceiling opened like the petals of a flower, and an entity emerged. The bust of a man attached to a spinal cord riddled with steel bracings and decorated with innumerable blood-written scrolls scanned the room with its pair of crimson eyes.

“The last ten Serums were created strictly by Inflow Direct. It was a combination of nearly three hundred different magics. Two used by machines and the sickly. Four were used by their elite soldiers. And the final four…”

The Expositionist’s eyes fell onto the black pipes, knowing precisely what was stored within.

“… Were used by their strongest – the Obitutors.”

Once the bust of the hooded, half-machine, half human entity finished scanning the chamber, he stared at the group before him as the hands within the darkness shed their icy skin.
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                Then, he finally addressed them.

“Administrator: Three – One; Catharsis.” He recited its name and designation. It was only now that they realized that ‘three – one’ referenced not just him, but an ancient Atelier or other group that was absorbed into Inflow Direct.

No, more than that – they were largely responsible for the creation of Serum C – Catharsis, a Serum that allowed one to raise one’s emotional state temporarily for better or worse. It was mostly used to allow those to vent or confess.

Hands guided a written book to the face of the entity, and as it read the hands within the chamber stood on their fingertips. The Blood Angels then guided the Moons towards the raised platform as ceremonial chants were uttered by them.

Suddenly, the deep, thunderous voice of the Administrator recited:


“You accept the blessings born from their sacrifice.”


Bloodied words were written in the air surrounding the Healers.

Blood dripped from their palms as they stood around the circular platform, creating a crimson barrier as the Moons stood in silence.


“You accept that your dignity comes from bearing the weight of the Head’s trust.”


Red mist was emitted from the masks of the Healers, beginning the armoring ritual of the Vermillion Moons.


“You accept that your vengeance will drive you to harrow a hell beyond comprehension.”


The hands of the Healers reached into the mist, and they clasped at the clothes the Moons wore, stripping them down to nothing.


“Be stripped of the past.”


The disembodied hands then felt their flesh, assessing available routes as the mechanical hands beyond the mist retreated through the archways. They returned with a series of empty vials and tubes.


“Wear the present.”


The Blood Angels surgically attached the tubes along the backs of the Vermillion Moons, causing them great pain but they stood their ground, knowing precisely that this was their gateway to reclaiming what they had lost.


“Claim the future, as we have written.”


 

Four vials were inserted into their backs, with the tubes being fished through their flesh. The blood that dripped from their bodies was collected into separate vials. Eventually, the tubes terminated at the end of various organs. The ability of the Blood Angels was to interact with the innards of people as well as to heal them, although, they were not so keen to heal the ordinary.


“Your blood will carry the burdens of your wrath. The trauma will destroy the minds of the weak.”


 

“Serum T – Traumatic…” A Blood Angel chanted as she was gifted a large syringe. She stuck the needle into the opening of one vial. A grey-like liquid filled each of them before they were given a direct dosage straight into the side of their legs.

The bodies of the Vermillion Moons flared up as though they were afflicted by a terrible fever. That fever soon turned to fervor as fury burned in their crimson eyes.


“The limitations of the flesh have been exceeded by your kind. The gift of our miracles will improve you through the sacrifices of those deserving of your hatred.”


 

“Serum U – Ultimo…”

Another syringe was handed to a Blood Moon, and she injected them with a bright-red liquid before their bodies were covered piece by piece with a black and red body suit.


“A series of woven cloth protects you from the elements that sever the flesh and shatter the bone. It shall be a gift from the Head who bolsters the flames of your fury.”


The seams that separated every piece wove together to create a perfect fit. A red, short cape that terminated halfway down their backs was also placed onto their shoulders. And on it was the new, formal insignia of the Head – the Black Feather.


“You wear the Head’s insignia with humility.”


 

Sharing the same space was the symbol of a black dahlia.


“You wear the symbol of betrayal with vengeance.”


 

The chanting of the Blood Angels grew louder. It became a cacophony rather than a choir. Utter reverence filled them as they brought forth yet another syringe.


“The emptiness fills with your drive to stand against the traitors.”


 

“Serum V – Vacuity…”

A pale fluid was injected into the third vial, causing their bodies to quiver slightly as they felt their innards seemingly disappear as though nothing existed within them. Their bodies were lighter than ever.


“You will stand before them.”


 

“Serum R – Red Riding.”

The final syringe was brought over, and a blood-red liquid was injected into the last vial in their backs.


 

“With necessity you will bring those fallen to your newfound heights.”


Unlike Serum G – Goldilocks which caused the Moons to remain in the present, Serum R – Red Riding caused those to vehemently chase their goals no matter what. It was a dangerous Serum that was known to lead many to ruin, for it caused a common suicidal tendency for users to jump into action.

But for these Moons such a thing was not an issue. In fact, it was their calling.

However, the ritual was not over yet.

A lull in the chants evoked the Blood Angels’ utter reverence as countless half-meter tubes were brought to them by other Blood Angels. The red mist sterilized the great tubes as a barbed stake was found on each end. One Angel took the item and twisted it, causing four branching blades to emerge from the stake.


“With reverence you bear the instruments of war.”


Four transparent rods were stabbed into the backs of the Vermillion Moons. With each twist the branching blades anchored themselves into their flesh as the Healers secured it into place with their magic. Their upper backs held the containers that were to hold something forbidden.

Not a single word left the lips of the Blood Moons who were focused in only regaining the magic that was robbed from them.

No. It was more than that. What they were given was something beyond their expectations.

Suddenly, a giant needle surrounded by the locks of the Chained Theocracy was brought to them. Within was a dark liquid that somehow emitted a strange, powerful glow.


“You walk in the ranks of the Head.”


 

“Serum W – Wishcatcher.”

The first rod of each Moon was filled with this liquid.


“You serve Her as a Moon of the Head.”


 

A second syringe followed.

“Serum X – Xpulsion.”


“You are Vermillion.”


 

The third.

“Serum Y – Ylem.”


“You are your own beginning.”


 

And finally, the last Serum.

“Serum Z – Zenith.”

The very air surrounding the Vermillion Moons was temporarily torn apart at the atomic level following the administration of Serum Z.

And to think that these were only Serums, and not Infusions.

The Vermillion Moons stood proudly upon their completion. The rods they bared were their shackles under the reign of the Amalgam. But they did not see it as the latter. Rather, they saw it as they key to freedom, and most importantly –


“You are their end.”


 

– Their express ticket to sate their thirst for vengeance.

The book of blood closed, and the eyes of the Vermillion Moons glowed red like the orbs of the Blood Angels.
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                Five days were left until the end of the year.

Frost remembered exactly how things started out just six months ago. Although most of that was skipped due to time shenanigans. Still, part of her wondered how different life would have been if she never went to Grandis.

Would she have followed the same path? Probably. She figured that no matter what route she took she still would have taken the mantle of responsibility over the Nexus.

But this was not what she had in mind when she thought about a different life.

When one thought of a fantasy world the first thing that came to mind was usually adventure and magic. Frost was no different, but there was much more to a fantasy world than just those. Food, the culture, the people that lived in this world – all of it was worth discovering as someone from a different world.

That’s why she imagined a life where she could do just that. No fighting. No rushing to save the world. Just immersing herself in a world far from home.

She took a deep breath of the festive air and strode through the bustling crowds of C6. Thousands of people roamed the great streets of the City of Clubs. There were no weapons to be found on the backs and belts of people, and neither did the residents of this Sector appear to have ever picked up a sword.

They were dressed casually as the masses partook in the largest event that was held at the tail end of the year – the Blooming Week, or the Blooming Festival as many chose to call it. Countless stalls packed with delicious hand-held food lined the sides of the streets. Children, parents, couples, and visitors wore permanent smiles as they indulged in the festivities hosted by none other than the Demi-humans.

The City of Clubs held the lowest population of adventurers per capita. Most were just normal people living regular lives where education was endorsed rather than being a privilege. Although, the City of Clubs was also home to significant Academies that taught combat and magic.

People dressed in colored robes bearing the insignia of such Academies and their ranks could also be seen amongst the crowds. Children as young a ten were wore both the regular school uniform and the magical combat robes. Such people were obviously prodigies in some area of magic, and it boggled Frost’s mind what was considered ‘strong’ to regular people.

That being said, she was happier to see that education existed outside of the Ateliers.

“School life also exists in this world too, huh. The City of Clubs is the only place that really has it. Aside from the inner Atelier Sectors.” Frost spoke to herself, adjusting her shades as she kept her eyes out for a certain trio who joined her today. “Now… They said they were going to wait by a stall. The problem is there’s a thousand stalls. Do they think I’m omnipotent or something?”

A long sigh slipped past her lips.

She was dressed casually again, this time in a black, buttoned up shirt with a large open coat and nondescript pants. It was nothing special, but her presence automatically gathered various eyes from men and women alike. None if really bothered her to begin with, although…

“Oh my –! Ma’am!” A voice called from a stall painted in pink and white hearts. “Ma’am! Lady in the button dress! With the shades! Do you have a moment to spare!?”

Curious, Frost wandered over towards the voice. It came from an incredibly well-endowed Elf who stuck half her body out the stall just to greet her. The Elf looked like she was in her thirties with short, silver hair with a strand of gold. Certainly a unique look, and she looked like she would be dragged through the other side of the stall by her the sheer size of her chest.

“Come right up to the side of the stall so I can talk to ya!”

Oh shit.

Frost could already sense the lust in her eyes and froze just moments before reaching the stall, which she quickly realized was a booth. And not any typical booth too. She was not so naïve to realize that this Elf was providing debauched services within a wooden shack of all things.

“Hold on.” Frost squinted her eyes, pretending to act surprised all of a sudden. “Sorry, I thought you were someone else.” She apologized with a friendly smile.

Yeah, right. There’s no way I’m getting any closer.

It took a special kind of pervert to set up a stall like this in the middle of a festival – never mind the street.

“Aww! How about I give you a discount because you’re so cute~! This is the first time I’ve seen a human like you in aaaaaaaall my travels across the Brandar sea border!” She exclaimed, beckoning her to approach.

“How about I give you a healthy slap. On the house.” Frost reflexively retorted as if possessed, her smile becoming wry since she didn’t want to cause a scene. “Listen, lady – I’m not interested.”

Frost had never been catcalled this directly before. It happened when they passed through the forbidden grove that was H9, but to have someone call her out like this caused her skin to crawl. However, it was harmless in the end, and it wasn’t like she had ill intent to begin with.

Right. I’ve dealt with monsters for so long that I assumed the worst from her.

“You’re really funny for a human! Tell you what, I’ll throw in my special fruits grown and imported straight from our village over in Spiritas! It’s fresh – fresh, I tell you! Do you even know the hassle it took to sneak this stuff past the walls!?” She pulled out a basket of phallic-looking fruits that sparkled as if enchanted with magic. “It’s the kind of stuff they don’t allow here! If someone like that scary like those Justica Arms people knew then I’d be in big trouble! Think about the risk I’m taking here.”

… she’s seriously telling me of all people this? And why am I entertaining this too? Nav. Are those stuff really illegal here?

“Not at all. There is also no evidence to suggest that fruits grown in Spiritas are any different from those grown locally, aside from perhaps the taste and potency.”

Frost was about to leave until someone smacked the back of the head of the woman, right before she was dragged deep into the stall.

“W-Waaaah!? Hold on – I wasn’t done talking to her!” She cried, right before an identical voice shouted: “This is why no one lets us out of the village anymore!”

A second person appeared in her place and wore far more appropriate clothing. If Frost didn’t know any better then she would have thought that this woman suffered from some kind of personality disorder, because the person behind the stall looked exactly like the first Elf, except that her skin was slightly darker.

But most importantly, the stench of lust was lost on her.

“Sorry about my sister. She’s… one of those Elves. I’m just happy she’s into humans now.” She spoke in an elegant, dignified voice like she came from nobility. “The fact that you approached either means you had intentions to buy her service or are new around her. I’m guessing you’re the latter.”

“So avoid stalls with hearts printed on them?” Frost sighed.

“Yes, basically. But you’re half right.” The Elf was also oddly infatuated with Frost. It was not lust like her sister. “You’re… human, I take?”

“As human as can be.” Frost assured, smiling to support her claim, though it didn’t convince the Elf. “What makes you say that?”

“Are you actually not from here?” The Elf asked again, shocked that Frost even asked such a thing. Her emerald eyes exploded with concern, finally giving Frost a reason to stick around and figure out just what she meant.

… I guess this is a good time to get to know the world better outside of the Impuritas and the Corrupted. Demi-Humans can vaguely tell that I’m not human too. Or at least can tell to keep their distance. Instincts and intuition aren’t governed by Skills, huh.

            

    
        527. Twin Elves and the Goddess of Color is...!?

    
    
    
    
                “No. I recently arrived from Grandis so everything’s new to me.” Frost played dumb. “I’m in the City of Hearts, right?”

“Clubs. Sector C-6. Not that there’s anything special to note about it. It’s more that you’re…” The Elf didn’t have a way to describe what was on the tip of her mind as she brought a hand to her chin. Soon, her face contorted before she clutched her head and rested over the counter with her elbows. “… Is this a test from the Goddess of Colors? Or Myrthra?”


Goddess of Colors

< The name given to a worshipped deity that once existed in Spiritas >


 

Mythra

< A widely worshiped deity of love and lust. One of the major Goddesses in Elven theocracy. It is undoubtedly the Abyssal Mother >


 

Frost never would have dreamt of finding a namesake of that missing Beholder from here of all places. The Goddess of Colors didn’t seem to correlate with the Incandescent Colors, although, this was largely because the Colors were largely independent.

Suddenly, the Elf slammed both her fists onto the counter and thrust her face towards Frost inquisitively.

“Your mana. Does yours even exist?” She had to ask.

The root of her concern came from Frost’s mana. Some species and races were able to sense it, similar to how the Blessed were able to see it in a numerical form. Frost was aware that every living and non-living thing had at least trace amounts of mana on them, so for Frost to not exude any meant one of two things.

The first was that she was a special exception. Corrupted also fell into this category, and the Blessed did to some extent. The second was that she was able to conceal her mana. As useful as this was against regular people, the Blessed were able to see right through it.

Not that there were many Blessed out there to begin with, but it was one such quality that made them so fascinating.

So normal people have a way of detecting the Corrupted too. It must be a rare ability.

“That is the likely answer.”

“Are you some kind of… dare I say, Master of magic? A professor!? A high-tier Adventurer!? To conceal your mana like this is incredible!”

Frost was praised for something she had never once considered. Ever. To see someone so giddy about it caused her to feel a little guilty.

“No. Don’t tell me your secrets. I knew it. Brandar has all the best people in the world holed up together. This place really is a cauldron.” The now satisfied Elf retreated into the stall, reverting to her disciplined, dignified manner.

Frost had several questions to ask now that she had the opportunity to, and the Elf was more than happy to answer. In the meantime, the horny Elf hung paper lanterns around the street alongside a brigade of Demi-Humans and Aquatids. Avians trivialized the process by temporarily flying to places just out of reach. With the Eyes out of the sky Dragonids and Avians alike were able to spread their wings, although not in any meaningful way in fear of being struck down.

“An Elf is rarely born with special eyes. Look past the green. You can see a hint of red. Right there.” The woman pointed at her eye as Frost took a closer look.

She’s right. There’s some red in there.

“It lets us detect mana. Really useful when it comes to finding Corrupted. There’s not many Blessed from where we’re from, so we’re considered invaluable.”

“So, what brought you here?” Frost asked, enjoying their conversation.

“Ask my sister. She was tired of copulating with everything that moved in our forests and wanted to expand her horizons. The followers of Mythra bring nothing but trouble to us. Still, that’s my sister. The least I could do was come with her.”

Frost could only imagine what that Elf had committed to those poor denizens.

“That means you crossed the oceans, huh. Must’ve been difficult.” Frost mentally shook her head like a wet dog, hoping that such thought would never return.

“Yep. And it never gets better. We tried bringing over bird but with no place to rest everything that flies end up as shark bait. If they’re lucky then a snack for something bigger. Imagine our surprise the first time we arrived in Brander only to find that the shores were swarming with monsters. At least things look like they’re improving. Aside from the war.”

It was interesting hearing this from an outsider. It put into perspective just how big the world was. What was normal to so many here was, as expected, a nightmare to people elsewhere. Although the same could be said vice versa.

In any case, she came out of was at first a mishap with more knowledge under her belt. She asked about what Spiritas was like as one final question and the woman couldn’t give her a definitive answer, aside from:

“It’s whatever it wants to be, I guess. It’s stable now thanks to the Founding Branch.”

“Justica Arms was founded there?”

“It was. Before Justica Arms we had the Goddess of Color. They called her the Colorless Incandescent. She was ruthless but kind. Our parents are first generation Justicers. There can’t be any greater honor. What runs in my blood is the beginning of a legendary linage that must spread. So imagine how they feel to have a daughter like that. She’s wasting her womb away.”

Galia was the Incandescent Color, huh. A Color that hunted other Colors if what we heard from the Expositionist is to be believed. Just what kind of life did Galia live before she became a Beholder?

“Not one dissimilar to yours, and neither one you will envy. The Archivist remembers the desperate Galia. To cut the middleman and lag of justice was the very idea that gave birth to the Warped Stone.”

So justice can never stray behind judgement. Do you think Galia will be willing to talk about her past over some coffee?

“I’d say it depends on how good the brew is.” Nav jokingly said, although Frost legitimately considered this as a possibility.

I guess I’ll go looking for a good barista in the meantime. On top of finding a place to bring Jury on New Years Eve. Cool that they celebrate it here too.


 

< Side Quests Gained >


 

< Learn to make the perfect cup of coffee [Incomplete] >

< Reunite with the triplets [0/3] >

< Find a place to watch the fireworks with Jury in 5 days [Incomplete] >

< Collect presents for friends [0/Infinitas] >

< Give Nav a hug [Incomplete :C] >


 

Frost laughed to herself.

Nav’s antics never got old.

            

    
        528. Moth- We Mean, Frost's Turn To Be Pampered!

    
    
    
    
                “Frooooost!” Res’ voice cut through the commotion as a long tail wiggled above countless shoulders. “What took you so long!?”

Her smile shone like a star amongst the crowd. Frost didn’t even have to see her tail or hear her voice to know who that smile belonged to. An ecstatic Res practically bounced where she stood, her fluffy ears jiggling like they were made of marshmallows.

Like Frost she took on a tomboyish look. The black pants and white shirt had small speckles of paint. Small splatters of color were also seen around her cheeks, which she quickly wiped off like beads of sweat.

Her biology made zero sense, but it was adorable that her sweat, and tears resulted in color patches. Also, she wore the blue hairclip Frost gave to her many moons ago.

“About time!” Ber exclaimed, letting loose of a long sigh. Her tail despite this wagged furiously behind her at the sight of Frost.

Her style was a strong contrast to Res. She was the first to approach Frost, and she walked with such elegance that people couldn’t help but to stop and stare. Her beauty was unmatched, and only enhanced by the long, black, one-piece dress. Atop her shoulders was an unworn fur coat that served as a small cape.

Ber was by far the most groomed out of the three, with her hair brushed over to one side. It was clear that she had visited a stylist beforehand for the special occasion, not to mention that she wore other pieces of jewelry, such as a red-beaded bracelet and the half-broken onyx hairclip.

“Isn’t it gorgeous!? Ignis made me this the other day!” Ber fawned over the bracelet, proudly presenting it to Frost. “Isn’t she so sweet!?”

“I’m jealous. Ignis is getting creative now, isn’t she?” Frost laughed. “Maybe she can make me something too. Did you girls wait long? Sorry, I got a bit lost.”

“Yeah, don’t think we didn’t see you talking to those Elves over there.” Cer prodded with folded arms as she grinned mischievously. “Anyway, we just arrived. Tch. It’s so stuffy in these crowds. I forgot how much I hated these festivals. It’s the Last Solstice. The Blooming Week. I guess mourning is the other boring alternative.”

Cer sighed. She only wore the same buttoned up shirt she had always worn, carrying the subtle stench of a wet dog. Her pants were also the same Receptionist ones. The only difference was that she brought out the ruby hairclip which pushed her bangs away and let her hair down from its usual pony-tail style.

“Well, today’s the promised day!” Cer exclaimed as the three shoved their faces in front of Frost’s. “And you’re our special guest!”

“Huh? What’s happening –!?” Frost’s arms were suddenly secured by Ber and Res, and before she knew it, she was dragged off into the crowd as Cer led the charge.

“Don’t worry about a thing. Leave it all to us this time!” Res hushed her with her tail, wrapping it around her neck like a cozy scarf.

“Relax. You’re the one being pampered today, Frost.” Ber assured, grinning madly. “So just enjoy the ride!”

“Think of it like your kids wanting to take you out as thanks…” Cer marched on stalwartly, her voice trailing off towards the end all of a sudden. A wave of uncharacteristic embarrassment washed over her, and Frost could almost see her wolf ears turn a slight shade of red. “… O-Or something like that. Geez. The hell are you making us say!? This is just until we head over to Atlas!”

I didn’t even say anything.

Frost surrendered herself to their whims, allowing them free reign over her today as she wore a thankful smile. It was rare for someone else to take the lead. A large part of her squirmed with delight seeing the triplets go out of their way just for her.

They were overly eccentric which was odd considering the Blooming Week was a time for mourning. Res explained that the time for mourning was late into the night. On the final night paper lanterns were to be released into the skies, symbolizing their release of their loved ones.

But during the day? Celebration!


* * *


Stalls sold delicious confectionery by the dozens. Sweet, savory, spicy, tangy – they had everything. Giant cones of fairy floss were held by children more than half its size, and sweet bread-like treats skewered on a stick were a common favorite of the Demi-Humans.

Their palettes were so varied and complex that simple sweets worked the best for them. Everything aside from chocolate and mint of course, as those were poisonous to some Demi-Human species.

From the brick paths of the main streets to the cobblestone alleyways, and the winding staircases that climbed the side of a hill that oversaw the entirety of the city – Frost was always taken aback by just how many different sides of the world there were.

The cityscapes of C6 were larger than any she had seen prior. The architecture was certainly similar. Sprawling parks filled with emerald trees occasionally cut the urban blue and grey. Spires and castles had spires so high that they seemed to reach the clouds. Those were the Academies and were the only buildings other than the Guilds that were permitted to be larger than two stories.

They had a distinct, magical style that distinguished them from everything surrounding them. No matter where one looked both the Nexus and those Academies could be seen over the skies.

Unlit paper lanterns decorated clothing lines and pipework, and even the Liquidators were seen participating in the festivities, some with deadpan expressions and others with child-like excitement.

Of course, the Liquidators with the most augmentations were the coldest.

A few Healers could be seen here as well under the direct protection of an allocated Moon. Not many Moons jumped at the opportunity to escort them, since they would rather spend the Blooming Week in the solace of other Moons.

The Healers and Moons present were also in casual apparel to blend in with the crowd. To onlookers they looked like they were on a date. Several noticed Frost but she was taken away before they could even greet her.

“You gotta try this!” Ber shoved a bar of stacked, savory pastries into Frost’s mouth as she went for a yawn.

“Ber, don’t be so aggressive!” Res reprimanded as she held a small paper bag filled with crunchy spheres glazed with a fruity jam. “These are nicer than pastry. Chew up Frost. Say ‘Aaaah’~!”

Frost, swept by the flow, did precisely that.

“Aaaah.”

However, as they climbed a serene staircase towards the summit of small hill –

“Don’t mind if I do!”

– Cer took the opportunity to place a grape into Frost’s mouth with every intention of getting bitten. However, she slipped her finger away just at the last second much to Frost’s surprise.

“Heh. Enjoy a Me-flavored grape.” She relished beating Res to the punch, causing her mouth to immediately be stuffed by handfuls of the glazed treats. “Mwwwf!?”

“Idiot. Don’t cut in line!” Res growled; her eyes wide in disbelief like she had just lost something precious.

“Then don’t be so slow next time. You’re telling me you wouldn’t take an opportunity when you see it? Hah. Guess you still have some room to grow.”

“Coming from you…?” Ber blankly blinked, unable to believe that Cer of all people was saying this.

“Well yeah. I know I got plenty of room to grow.” Cer placed both hands on her hips haughtily. “I’m still small. Look, give me some time cause I’m sure to be just as busty as you two. You’re just rock melons. Not even real melons.”

“No, that’s not what she meant… actually, never mind.” Frost never grew tired of their antics, knowing well that half of Cer’s idiocy was an act.

Yep. It’s an act. Definitely all an act.

“But what if it isn’t?” Nav sowed the seeds of doubt into her mind, causing a dangerous chill to run down her spine.

Please, Nav. Don’t say that. I’m getting chills just thinking about her poor last two brain cells.

            

    
        529. Festivities and the Gift of Giving!

    
    
    
    
                Before long, Frost had sampled well over fifty stores. Her Dimensional Storage came in handy as she stored away bundles of whatever she found the tastiest. Jury and the others floated in the back of her mind, not to mention the residents of her Floor.

It also wasn’t just the food. They took Frost to the real festivities. The carnival games. There were unfortunately no rides like that from Earth, but games like shooting down cups with a stream of water and throwing darts at balloons were common here.

Magical games were also common. One was the equivalent of an expert-level ‘which cup has the ball?’ which had upwards of thirty cups shuffling so quickly that it was impossible for normal people to beat.

With how common magic was it was only natural for the average difficulty of these games to rise. For example, on Earth a sharpshooter game had a person shoot a pellet gun at a slow-moving target. Here, the weapon used was a Justica Arms replica and required one to shoot a flying target over two hundred meters away dead center.

Justica Arms ran these unsurprisingly. There was only one Atelier that had the rights to create magical firearms. Before every round a Justica Arms Peace Flock demonstrated how to use the weapon before allowing a customer to handle it. Yes, even children were allowed to participate.

It was secretly used as a scouting and recruiting method to find gifted people. The Ateliers each had their own unique ways of bringing people into their Ateliers, and this was on the tamer side from what Cer explained.

“Caldera Industries has nearly every Dwarf from their homeland as a member. Imagine what they did to those that refused.” She said, taking the weapon into her arms as she aimed at the flying disks with gusto. “Watch this Frost! Bang! Bang! BANG!I”

She shouted with every shot she made, causing everyone around them to watch with widened eyes. The silence was telling of their utter disbelief.

“Heh. How’s that!?” Cer didn’t even look up to see the results, for she knew that such a childish game was a trivial task for a Moon like her.

“… I’m watching, alright. Cer.” Frost began, pointing upwards. “You didn’t hit a single thing.”

“You’re kidding!?” She snapped her head up, only to find that all twelve disks were entirely untouched. “Hey! Peace Flock! Isn’t it scummy to be scamming us innocent folks with your broken weapons –!?”

“Sorry, my little sister gets mad when things don’t go her way~” Res swooped in and dragged a gagged Cer away like a child throwing a tantrum. “Right?”

“Shut –!”

“Right?”

“… Ber, back me up here!”

Unfortunately for Cer, Ber was already in the process of receiving her Justica Arms replica. She brandished the beautiful, pale weapon.

“How did the Hired Arm do this again. Like… this?” She hummed to herself, taking aim as she mimicked her stance. “Alright. Time to use this honorless weapon!”

The Justica Arms members expertly hid their irritation as they snapped their fingers, and at once, the clay disks began moving erratically.

In fact, they were far more erratic than during Cer’s turn. And to no one’s surprise, Ber only managed to strike a few. The reason why they were sped up was because they had been slowed down for Cer who they thought was just a child. So this was actually the normal speed.

“Good job, Ber~” Frost praised, patting her head as she returned. “Even I wouldn’t be able to hit those.”

“Yeah right.” Cer thought otherwise. “If the Hired Arm is anything to go by, then you’re probably a master at shooting. Let’s how Res does first.”

Res also returned with unspectacular results contrary to what Frost belived. Ber’s results were also surprising considering her accuracy with throws. As it turned out, aiming a weapon was a completely different skill from what they used.

Still, their results were above average, and they were rewarded with a plush version of the Justica Arm.

“Do you think Galia manufactures these too?” Ber wondered as she cradled it in her fluffy tail.

“Probably outsourced by some weird group that makes stuffed toys.” Cer shrugged, glancing at Res at the mention of ‘stuffed toy’. “… Hey, Res…”

“It’s fine.” Res assured, squeezing the toy playfully. “I didn’t come back from you-know-what just to be stuck in the past~”

Her tail suddenly wrapped around Cer’s waist as she pulled her close. Soon, she found herself sandwiched between her larger sisters.

“But thank you for worrying~”

Cer was about to jokingly retort, but the smugness disappeared as she mellowed in their embrace.

“I’m just looking out for you.” She sentimentally muttered beneath her breath.

If Snap was here, then it would have taken a snapshot of their tender moment. Frost didn’t know how much time had passed, but before long a Justica Arms member approached her with the weapon in hand.

“Ma’am. Would you like a try next?”

Frost jumped at the opportunity.

“Yes please.” She stepped forward into the small, grassy clearing atop the hill. It was raised significantly higher than where the crowd stood, revealing the vast cityscape and a single, long road that led towards the inner walls of Inflow Direct.

And it continued further beyond that, leading to what she could vaguely make out as Atlas beyond the spires of the inner Sectors.

“It’s free, right?” She asked.

“By Galia’s Will.” The Elf gave her the ‘ok’ sign before demonstrating how to use the weapon for the ninth time. “Now, please watch closely. You will point at what you want to shoot with the end of the stick. Hold it out steady with one hand, or two if it’s too heavy. Then, you will use intention to activate the weapon. Simple enough, really.”

Now that Frost was participating, she couldn’t help but notice inconsistencies with the Elf’s form. Why she felt like this was likely due to her being Sinder in the distant past. After all, Sinder was known to be a highly trained individual before he was known as the Captured Star.

The Elf spun the decorated weapon in one hand and held it out for Frost.

“Shoot as many as disks as you can to a win a prize. You may want to take off your shades.”

“No need. It’s easier like this.”

Frost was not a flamboyant person, but upon taking the Justica Arm something snapped inside of her.

She performed the same weapon twirl around between her fingers before it spun around her palm. The force caused ribbons of grass to spiral around her as her hair fluttered to the side.

Then, she suddenly snapped into a distinguished firing position as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Before her hair and the grass had the chance to settle, a golden magical circle appeared at the tip of the weapon.

And not a moment later –

*Bang* *Shatter* *Bang*

*Bang* *Bang* *Crash*

*Boom* *Bang* *Bang*

*Bang* *Smash* *Bang*

– All twelve disks were destroyed in an instant. They had already begun to move but even so, they were struck down with such precision that the Justica Arms personnel could not believe their eyes.

The commotions from the crowd immediately went silent. Finally, her hair smacked the back of her nape, and she lowered the weapon safely before returning it to the Elf with a satisfied expression.

“So, do I win a grand prize for that?” She innocently asked, her shades dropping down her nose to reveal a glimpse of her golden eyes.

It was then that the Peace Flock precisely understood who this person was. And because of that, the recruitment papers were stowed away as quickly as they came out.

“O-Of course. My apologies. Your prize.”

One stuffed Justica Arm was exchanged for the weapon.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Cer shouted, sparking the crowd alive in an instant like a tinderbox. “See? I told you Frost will kill it!”

An explosion of stupefied cheers surrounded Frost as she was then given another stuffed toy. And another, another – and even more were piled into her arms.

Isn’t this… too much?

“According to the Decree of the 6th Branch, on the articles referring to our minigames – declining of an invitation should be replaced with all stocks of Justica Stuffed Arms. Your winning is therefore… five hundred Justica Stuffed Arms.”

Around thirty were already held in her arms like a bundle of stalks. She gazed around to see children in the crowd who watched on with glistening eyes.

“Then it’s fine if I hand them out, right?” Frost said, approaching said children like a certain character from a festive holiday from Earth.

“Do as you please. They’re your property.” An Elf asserted, causing the triplets to immediately approach the giant boxes that held hundreds of these cute toys. “You again? There are no more prizes. State your purpose.”

“Heh. What do they call this kind of Elf on Earth, Nav?” Cer questioned using her sisters as a proxy.

“A Grinch.” Ber answered as she pulled up her sleeves, ready to get to work.

“Don’t say that out loud, Ber. They’re just doing their job.” Res apologized to them. “Sorry about that.”

“They’re with me. And you should start helping as well.”

Frost called out to the Elves, causing several of them to smile knowingly.

“After all, it’s not like these toys are going to hand out themselves.”

“Ah, what the hell.” Cer sighed, dual wielding two stuffed Justica Arms. “Step right up and claim your free toy! Courtesy of The Head!”

The Head was still a foreign term to many. But slowly and surely it will be a namesake that all homes in Elysia will learn of, much like that of the Nexus.

            

    
        530. The Borders of Atlas

    
    
    
    
                The restoration of the Express Trains brought the Nex Megalopolis back to full speed. Few trains were already fitted with Time Reverberation’s Isolation Sphere’s under the strict condition that the Train Cores operate at 50% less potency.

It was no secret that the trains were susceptible to being spirited away by the Spatial Distortions. In the worst-case scenario, the Impuritas would have the power of another tech imbued into the Etched Coins.

This was why only a select few trains were fitted with Isolation Spheres. Regular trains were a standard grey or white depending on whether they were an Express Train or not. These trains were black and decorated with white streaks and ring-like skirts that surrounded them. This served as the only way to visualize the barrier of an inactive Isolation Sphere.

When active they were nearly invisible to the naked eye, and one of the greatest dangers of them was accidentally being caught inside of one. Anyone can enter an Isolation Sphere. Every inch of the barrier was an entrance.

But there can only be one exit.

Snap wasn’t here unfortunately so these upgraded trains were their only way of reaching Atlas in a timely manner. Separate stations were required due to the effects of the Isolation Sphere. Furthermore, they only ran through underground tunnels.

Darkness surrounded them as they were on board one such train with another dozen individuals. Each compartment was private and reserved for individual groups as visitors of Atlas were far-few in between. After all, Atlas was the home of the Blessed and their families that did not live within the Nexus.

That population was only in the tens of thousands.

“Less than week and we already have underground systems set up.” Cer let loose an impressed whistle as she knocked on the thick windows that reflected her heavily distorted face. “Ten weeks in the making thanks to Jury’s tech. Hey. Where do you draw the line between magic and tech?”

“In my world tech is something reproducible. Logic is involved. The same can’t be said here because who knows how these things work.” Frost summarized. “Everything here is just magic cleverly disguised as tech as far as I’m concerned. No point in trying to figure out the how when we barely know the why.”

“Imagine our surprise when we heard that you could find them inside the Timeless Ruins.” Res leaned on a headrest made from dried up paint. It was irresistibly soft despite how ragged it looked.

“No wonder the underground is so distorted.” Ber hummed, tapping on her elbows as she sat with crossed legs. “No doubt another topic to bring to the table.”

“Oi, how about we drop this serious talk and lighten up?” Cer growled, walking her hand onto the table from the window. “Who cares if they have magic and tech like the Ateliers. It’s not like it’ll ever supersede them. And if they do, then just deploy one of us. That’s how diplomacy works, right?”

“Don’t listen to this warmongerer.” Res kicked Cer’s fingers with her own puppeted hand. The two got into a small scuffle on the table, fighting like they were some kind miniature boxing toys. “Stuff from the Timeless Ruins were never big enough to be a threat anyway as far as we’re concerned. But then again, we weren’t the Moons who dealt with that topic.”

“Eclipses on the otherhand –”, Ber crawled a hand into the fray, pinning both contestants with ease.

“Guh!?”

“Grrr!”

“– Have a better picture. Those items would probably rival the stuff harvested from Corrupted. Emvita’s political climate comes in all extremes. War, monsters, the Ruins, stupidly strong weirdoes with those artefacts in hand… They’re pretty much relics of a time before the Eternal Library.”

"Before the Ateliers were kingdoms with those on hand, huh.” Frost hummed to herself as she stared at her own reflection, brushing stray strands of hair away from her eyes. “Has my hair gotten longer again?”

“You’re seeing things.” Cer scoffed.

“Why, you want longer hair? Like mine?” Ber brushed her fabulous hair, waving it as she wafted the scent of sweet roses across their entire, beautiful walnut compartment.

“I dunno. It feels nice playing with it, so I guess having longer hair would be better.” Frost muttered unknowingly, fiddling with the strands before she snapped out of her miniature trance. “I mean… well, nah. What do I mean ‘I mean’. You heard me loud and clear. It’s a bummer that I’m completely stuck.”

“Welcome to my world.” Cer said nonchalantly. “Now you know how poor me feels.”

“Please, you’re anything but worth pitying.” Res jabbed.

“Not true. Well, maybe compared to you. I just got beaten up a lot.” Cer spoke of her past like it was nothing, worrying Frost for a moment. “Hold your tongue Frost. Maybe once upon a time I got angry when these memories came back to me, but I’m fine. It’s not even the root of my own sleepless nights.”

Cer rested her cheek on a hand as she slouched onto the table, gazing at herself in the window.

“It’s probably a good time to talk about it now. Since we’re heading ‘there’.”

Her sisters brought their hands back to their laps as they fell silent. A heavy air surrounded them as Cer knocked on the table with a strange rhythm. As the silence stirred Frost quickly realized that it was in tune with her unstable heartbeat.

“It’s not fair that you’ve heard what their life was like. So about it? I’ll tell you my side of the story. That way I can get it off my chest.”

The same mature Cer she saw on that night in Whartow returned. Not a single hint of mischief filled those crimson eyes. Soon, they disembarked from the train and ventured into the fractured city of Atlas.

“You know Frost, Ber and I never knew the love of a parent.”

Cer spoke slowly as they travelled through the beautiful paradise that was Atlas. The population density was significantly smaller, and the central island housed countless grey spires that reached the skies. They were instruments similar to the pillars that held the Nex Megalopolis and played a vital role in gravitationally locking the Nexus in place.

Where they wandered were the vast, rocky yet grassy landscape of the archipelagos that surrounded the inner city. Ruins of the old Atlas were found overgrown with moss and vegetation. Decorations such as paintings, furniture, toys and burned pages scattered the interiors of these decrepit places – the remnants of people who once lived in a time unrecorded by history.

But they were beautiful. The sun disappeared behind the Nexus, plunging Atlas in an early night. It hardly had any sunlight to begin with due to its position. Yet fields of flowers blossomed on every fragmented island. In the center of each was an obelisk and countless rocks arranged in a uniform pattern.

“Our father disappeared a long time ago. Our mother thought we were strangers. You being just… just you ended up helping us more than you think.” Cer stuck the closest to Frost as Ber and Res led the way, collecting flowers as they crossed renewed bridges made from stone which connected the islands together.

Few people roamed this place alongside them. Not many lived in residential or farming islands, whereas the overwhelming majority were crammed in the ring that surrounded Atlas. Atlas itself was shaped like a ring with an intersecting cross. The quadrants were flooded with water and were generally inhospitable, fitted with Atelier instruments that ensured equivalent if not better security than the Atelier Cities.

Looking up Frost could see the few remaining Eyes of Caldera Industries directly within the shadow of the Nexus. She stood on the edge of one of the islands. It was the first night where no moon was in sight. Not a single star filled the dark world aside from the glimmers of gold that lined the bottom of the Nexus.

Then, with a meek voice, Cer whispered:

“But we gotta love our parents no matter what. I get that some people don’t deserve children. But all children deserve parents. Mom was sick. I desperately wanted to get her attention even if it meant being beaten down like a dog.”

Cer confessed.

            

    
        531. A Wolf's Confession Under a Moonless Night

    
    
    
    
                A long, cold breeze swept by, throwing Cer’s hair into the air as Frost shared the same sights as her. Her sisters were already far along the bridge leading to the one island that was different from the rest. Not many stones or flowers grew there. It was as vacant as the rest where only a single oak tree grew in the center.

“Back then I stole when I was hungry. Fought when I was angry. Swore at people so much that the whole village wished they could chop off my tongue. The human settlements we traded with often threw me into the river when I caused trouble.”

She smiled fondly at the painful memories.

“I was never a good person. I’m more selfish than you think. But when it comes to family…” Cer then looked up at Frost with glistening eyes as she grinned from the bottom of her heart. “… then I can make an exception. I’m starving for attention. You knew that from a long time ago. I do what I do because I want someone to look at me.”

She reached up into the moonless night, but before she could grasp the emptiness, Frost caught her hand.

“You have plenty of people that can look at who you really are now. You don’t have to keep making a fool of yourself anymore.”

“That’s what I think too. But it’s all part of the phase of the moon. That’s why when I’m alone with you – with family – I can shut it all down and just…” Cer trailed off, taking in a deep breath before she suddenly plopped her head onto Frost’s side. “… I don’t know to describe it. It feels like I’ve been doing something for so long but all along it didn’t matter. It’s not a bad feeling. I can call it relinquishing even. A catharsis of just wanting to let go. It’s tiring, you know? Keeping this act.”

“It’s ok if you stop. Everyone will be happy to see this side of you. The real you.”

“But what is the real me? It’s been so long. I have so many phases that it’s all murky. At the end of the day, I want to be up there. A Moon.”

“Is this about Raoul?”

“It is. Raoul was the only other family I had. But he became cold ever since they came to slaughter us. I’m sure he has his own regrets. He probably blames himself for a lot of things. But it’s frustrating that even though I’ve climbed so high – so far and even became the Fang of you…” Cer clutched onto Frost’s shirt, her tiny hands trembling lightly. “… He not once came to see us. Are we just a nuisance? Maybe this whole act is just a bother. I think that sometimes. But I do it to see who’ll stick with me. The last people that did were the twins.”

What Cer felt was still difficult to understand. But at the core of it was her yearning for Raoul to come back. Frost wondered if she could arrange something but until then –

“Cer.” Frost called her, drawing her eyes towards her golden ones.

– She wanted to assure her that he wasn’t the only star in her sky.

“You have so many more people now. Haven’t you realized it? So many people that’ll cry in your absence. That will ask where you are if you’re missing. That will look for you to see if you’re ok. Raoul isn’t the only person that’s your family now. But I know that it must hurt for someone you were so close to drift away.”

Frost clasped onto her face, brushing her thumb across Cer’s cheek where a single tear collapsed.

“I want you to remember that. If something were to happen to you then I want you to remember that we are also looking at you. Being a Moon isn’t easy. Maybe for you, it’ll help if you didn’t need to revolve your identity around it.” Frost then stroked her head, causing the Cer’s eyes to linger on hers as if in disbelief.

“I like this part of you a lot. But I also like the Cer that shouts and jokes at the worst possible time. I hope you realize that every phase of your moon isn’t a segmented personality. It’s really all just you.”

“That’s a tall order. Telling me to forget Raoul. I’m kidding.” Cer joked, reaching up to gently hold Frost’s hand as she nuzzled herself against it. “Raoul is my family. Of course I’m going to want to see him. But you’re my family too. And… I guess everyone is at this point. I want to keep it up until I reach my own resolution. It’s not something you can mess with because Raoul is my problem. But everything else has been solved thanks to you. Maybe it is a problem with identity. Maybe I’m trying to become something more than I already am. Or maybe we all just have attachment issues At the end of the day… It’s all off my chest and in your hands.”

Cer’s tail wagged uncontrollably, her hands slowly sliding behind Frost’s back as she dug her face into her chest.

“… I never had anyone I could talk to like this. Not even my sisters. Interpret that how you like. Hell… forget it. You can see where I’m going with it.”

“It’s ok. At this point it’s inevitable.” Frost motherly hummed, knowing well that Cer saw her equally as a friend as a parental figure. “Cer. I know you’re not the kind of person to cry, but if it comes to it, then you’re welcome to come to me at any time just like this.”

“I hate humans. I hated you from the start, you know? Shit…” Cer did not cry, but Frost could tell by the tremors that ran through her body that she was on the verge of it. “Frost, don’t… treat me any differently because of this. I’m not a child despite how I look. But even so, I still want to grow up on my own. I want independence.”

“That’s fine. You’re still the Cer I always knew. Just a bit cuter this time. Listen. Growing up doesn’t mean independence. Because there have been times when I wish and have fallen into the shoulders of others. You had it right at the start. What you need is family. Friends. People that can catch you when you fall.”

“… Yeah. That’s true as well. I’m not used to heartfelt moments. It makes me sick. But I guess it’s because I’ve never had moments like these in the past. The fact that it comes so naturally to you means that you were probably loved growing up.”

“Thank you. You have no idea how much that means to me.” Frost was elated to hear this. It felt like another passage of her past was uncovered by Cer’s assessment. “Cer. Let’s make a promise.”

“A promise?”

“Let’s not let the past drag us down. I want you to focus on moving forward. Please don’t end up like your sisters. Don’t end up like me when I became the Crowned.”

“… Another tall order. But you don’t have to worry about a thing. Because this time, I’ve offloaded everything onto you. It’s like I said –” Cer broke from the hug, her eyes damp as she knocked on Frost’s stomach. “– All of it is in your hands now. Nothing’s a secret anymore. The details I won’t go into because you probably don’t want to hear how many times I was thrown into the rivers, beaten like the dog they thought I was. That’s where I realized my own value.”

She said, taking a few steps back before turning towards her sisters in the distance.

“I’m the kind of wolf that defies expectations.”

She concluded, her tail inviting Frost to join her.

“And I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Frost whispered before they both began resumed their journey towards the lonely island. “By the way, you never told me why we’re here.”

“Once a year we come to visit family.” Cer said as Frost realized that the stones that littered the islands were in fact tombstones. “The flowers… what do you think… ‘Mom’ will like.”

Looking around, Frost spotted the chrysanthemums, roses, daisies, dahlias, and all manners of flowers appropriate for the occasion. But there was one that stood out from the others.

What she plucked was a purple lisianthus.

“A flower of gratitude. To say thanks to your mother. Even if she wasn’t the best mother you had, you still can’t imagine a world where she wasn’t yours.”

Cer gracefully took the delicate flower into her hands. She held it to her nose, inhaling its beautiful scent before she looked up at Frost longingly.

“To set the past aside and to look to the future. That’s what this flower means in Elysia. To give this to the dead is unheard of you know? Who gives this as a token of valediction?”

Cer chuckled. She did not hate the idea.

“I’m kidding. It’s perfect. My last thanks before… We can all collectively move on.” Her voice trailed off as she watched the tall backs of her sisters with nothing but love. “… One day I’ll grow and start thinking about what I want to do when all of this ends. What do you want to do after this, Frost?”

“I guess… I really haven’t thought about it. Maybe settle down with Jury?”

“Neither. No one has that kind of luxury in this world. But I envy those that can. It’s a long way away till this world gets any better. It’s only going to get worse as well. But so long as people like you exist, then I’m willing to believe in that kind of future.”

Frost looked up at the skies, her eyes brimming with light as the only star in the early night.

“You’re part of the group too. Don’t forget that.”

“I guess I am, huh. Do you know how hard I tried to keep those people alive when the Fractured Nilhim attacked? Praise me already!”

“Yeah, yeah. You did a good job, Cer.” Frost chuckled.

“Tch. I’ll forgive you for not putting your heart in it just this once.” Cer cheekily grinned.

            

    
        532. A Flower's Farewell and The Essence of an Awakening

    
    
    
    
                Frost should have known it from the start. The reason why they skirted around the reason of bringing Frost along seemed so obvious now. The Blooming Week was a time for mourning and there was only one person in the world who the triplets cared enough to visit.

The Blue Dahlia slept at the base of the twisted oak tree. Pink flowers blossomed on each branch as petals cascaded over the humble, lonely island where only the most honored souls were buried.

Not a single headstone was to be found. Instead, eternally lasting flower wreaths with the nameplate of the individuals name were placed atop their graves. The triplets stood at the one buried directly beneath the tree, where the name ‘Blue Dahlia’ was carved out.

Frost joined the triplets as they paid their respects to their long-passed mother, beginning with Cer who placed the purple lisianthus down beside her flower wreath. Red roses and several bouquets were already present.

“Galia came to you first, huh.” Cer spoke both fondly and awkwardly, as if a stranger to her own mother. “I still don’t get what happened between you. But I’m thankful that you at least had a good friend, even if she’s just a snake in human skin.”

She brushed away the broken thorns of the rose left behind by none other than Raoul with a small, longing smile.

“Thank you for at least… giving birth to me. I don’t believe in an afterlife or any of that crap. But if you’re somehow looking down at us then or through Res, then I hope you’re at least smiling now.”

Cer brushed the petals of the lisianthus before reaching up to grab Frost’s sleeve.

“This is Frost. She’s the reason why we’re doing better now. It took thirty years, but we finally have a place where we can replace our old home. Can you believe it? A troublemaker like me works for the same person that rules over that.” She referenced the Nexus with only her words, tugging lightly on Frost’s sleeve again.

Frost knew exactly what the they wanted, and so, she took a deep breath and solemnly spoke from the bottom of her heart.

“I wish I could have met you. I wish I could have told you how wonderful these three are. I thought how ridiculous they were when we first met. But along the way we shared hardships and struggled despite not seeing eye to eye at first. They eventually became irreplaceable to me.” Frost brought a hand to each of their heads, causing them to mellow as their sadness was replaced with everlasting warmth. “They’re in good hands now. Rest well, Blue Dalhia. Leave these three to me.”

“Guess we’re officially adopted now.” Cer wanted to laugh but she refrained. “We usually just come here to bring flowers. But today is different.”

“Very different.” Ber finally spoke, placing down a bundle of blue dahlias freshly plucked from the neighboring islands. “Because we brought ‘mom’ here too. I can call you that, right Frost? Only sometimes is ok.”

“As long as you don’t overdo it.” Frost smiled as Ber stared down at her mother’s grave, not a single emotion showing on her face.

“… I went through hell because of you.” She began. It was clear that deep down emotions bubbled within the cauldron of her heart. “I Corrupted and found myself as something I wish I never was. You cast me away into the lake like a dog. I still don’t remember a time when you looked at me.”

Her emotions were on the brink of eruption. It all bellowed out through her throat as her fists curled into balls of fury. But she never allowed herself to lash out. Instead, Ber adamantly maintained an unchanging expression as she intrepidly uttered:

“But even so… what matters the most is that I’m here now. What happened then will never leave me. It’ll always be a part of me. But I can confidently say that I’ve grown as a result. I can’t say thank you because you did nothing for me. But like Cer, I still have to thank you for bringing me into this world. I’m sure that if your disease didn’t eat at you then things could have changed. That’s the tragedy of it all. So I will never bring myself to blame you.”

Frost remembered the indifferent Ber from months ago. It felt like it had been years since they first met. Ber at the time never really spoke her mind or claimed a direction. She mostly went along with Cer’s antics and was just there in the background.

But over time Ber grew up to become such an exceptional wolf that knew exactly who and what she was, as well as what she wanted. It brought Frost to tears as she listened to them say their goodbyes.

And finally, it was Res’ turn to offer her bundle of red roses.

She placed them in the center of the flower wreath, and then, she plucked a folded handkerchief from a pocket. Within was a beautiful blue shard – a piece of her Atelier Lenses that held the consciousness of the Blue Dahlia.

It was not an item Frost could analyze either, and it was not known if it was because it was far out of her league or…

… because it wasn’t an item at all.

“I thought you were buried here thirty years ago.” Res softly started with a hushed murmur, her voice slowly picking up as she found the confidence to stand straight. “But this this whole time you were still shielding my eyes. For thirty years you have still been with me.”

She clutched the fragment between tender fingers. It blinked as if acknowledging her voice.

“Thank you. Mom. It’s ok now. I can see the colors of the world. You don’t have to keep on trying so hard anymore. Your overprotectiveness has been painful for me. But now I can stand on my two feet. Finally…”

Res then placed the fragment onto the flower wreath, nestling it within the petals of the red roses.

“… you can rest now. Someone terrible told me that a mother’s love is a wonderful thing. I know you meant the best for me. But looking back now, I think you strangled me with it. I’m not blaming you. I only have myself to blame because I was too young to know myself.”

The light of the shard dimmed as the life of the Blue Dahlia faded away like the petals of the tree. It was though she too was finally letting go of Res.

“But now I can finally look off into the ocean without fear. Know the colors of the flowers. I never knew how wonderful this world was. Slowly and surely, people pulled the petals of my bleak flower open. I guess deep down I knew that it was never as terrible as I believed it to be.”

She paused for a short while. Nothing but the ocean breeze and the breaking waves filled the air as lights began to dot the dark skies beneath the Nexus. Atlas came to life suddenly, with each spire illuminated like a Christmas tree.

Fairies hovered in the skies. In the background, far away at the coasts of Atlas people cast away flaming paper lanterns into the sea. They did not go far and fizzled away, some floating before their embers were taken by the wind. Few were swallowed by the surrounding gravity wells that lurked beneath the ocean depths.

Finally, Res found the courage to continue.

“I want to ramble and talk until my lungs give out. But you’ve seen it all already. Mom. Thank you for loving me. I wished that you could’ve done the same for my sisters. I know that you’re probably full of regret.”

Then, Res smiled. It was a smile her mother had never seen before. She was so full of life that the dimming fragment could not help but to brighten as though the Blue Dahlia’s eyes had opened for the first time.

“But we’re fine now. That’s all that matters, right?”

And before her were the faces of her daughters. Not just Res. But all of them.

Suddenly, an abnormal amount of Nex was generated from the object. Negative Nex? Positive? Frost couldn’t tell what the reaction was. A small swirl of golden particles radiated from the fragment. She only saw it for a split second before she swallowed it.

It was clear that she was the only one who noticed the bizarre phenomenon. The triplets would have said something otherwise.


< Frost? >


 

< An unknown reaction has occurred >


 

Is it linked to what I just saw?


< I am not sure either. Oddities have been surrounding you as of recently. The first instance was with the Memory Bistro which allowed you to see fragments of the past. Even with Ber you were able to see the world shift before her Corruption. It’s like Jury’s powers, but it only activates in extreme, Nex-rich environments >


 

Nav articulated as clearly as possible as Frost placed a hand on her chest. A residual warmth lingered where the light entered from, like a final thanks from the Blue Dahlia.


 

< That light you have absorbed is indescribable >


 

< It is not a soul thankfully >


 

Thank goodness for that. So what is it? A pure form of Nex or something?


 

< Unknown I’m afraid >


 

< But if I had to venture a guess – then all my calculations point towards an… >


 

Nav paused as if in disbelief.

What Nav? What do you think it means?


< … An Awakening? >


 

She was not certain of it herself. But as if to confirm her suspicions –


 

< Magus formally invites you into the Floor of Hope >


 

– Magus finally opened his doors for them.

Frost stared at the Atelier Lens in stupor.

The light had finally faded away. Something had triggered within the mind of the Blue Dahlia in her final moments. And like a fleeting candle, she burned the brightest before her lights were snuffed out.

If she was still alive, then she would have been the first to take a step towards an Awakening – a process that was still difficult to fathom.

But it was neither a process of despair like the Corruption nor something hideous like the attachment of the Impuritas to their Hearts from what she could tell.

If anything, it was hope in its purest form.

            

    
        533. The Silence of Atlas

    
    
    
    
                The only two places in the Nexus Frost had not yet visited were the Floor of Hope and the Floor of Purpose. She finally received an invitation for the former, and the latter has still yet to make a formal appearance.

With things now in steady motion it would not be long before she could leave the Nexus and the Ateliers under the care of the Head and Time Reverberation. The Nex Megalopolis kept its mysteries out of sight even from the Eyes, and not to mention that the issue with newfound Corrupted, Originals, Impuritas and the Seeds now plagued the Outskirts away from sight.

But she trusted that the Head – in her absence – would be more than capable of dealing with it, as would the Repenters and the Ateliers.

The Nex Megalopolis was only one small part of the world. Yes, it was closest to the Nexus, but her sights were set to the shattered landmass of Paradise beyond the ocean. The coasts of Grandis could be seen as far as the isolated archipelagos of the old Atlas.

Fallen spires and remains of an era remembered only in memory scattered the outer, broken lands. The trenches that cut through each island were clearly carved by powerful magic. The seabed surrounding the islands were shallow where clear water clashed with the blue of the deep sea. Coral thrived here. They sprouted through the windows of sunken homes as vibrating barnacles grew along the underside of wooden foundations.

Eels hid in the eyes of broken dolls that once belonged to children of the lost city. And beyond the submerged history, far across the hazy seas was the shattered lands of Paradise. In a thousand years from now no historian worth their weight in gold could ever conclude that its gorges and deep passages that ran into the mainland were caused by natural means.

“The story of the loss of Paradise never touches on what happened to the world around it.” Cer said as they headed towards the main segment of Atlas, where its wide streets were crowded with well-dressed individuals who hadn’t a care in the world.

“Yeah, well that’s because you’ll hear the same thing no matter who tells you the story.” Ber followed through. “It just vanished. Everything disappeared with a trace in the blink of an eye.”

“But that’s what hearsay does.” Res added. “The story changes every time because anyone that saw it directly is likely dead. I remember the 3rd Branch Justicers humming about lights that filled the skies when we did our rounds a long time ago.”

“Now that takes me back.” Ber reminisced with a pleasant voice. “Waaaaaaay back. Remember, Cer? When we fought that giant jack in the box with shoe for a head?”

“Oh yeah! Heh. I felt bad watching the Peace Flock get their groins kicked in by that thing.” An unsavory grin crept on Cer’s face.

She clearly felt the opposite.

“Are you telling me there was a Corrupted that went around kicking people’s genitals?” Frost was more shocked that this was even possible in the first place.

“Hey, I don’t make up the rules! That thing was an outlier.” Cer barked. “Besides, you’re telling me you wouldn’t take a groin-kicking Corrupted over a screaming shape like the Re-Entry Cube?”

“You’re putting words in her mouth again.” Res sighed, glancing over at Frost who had a face similar to Nav’s vacant perplexity that spelled ‘does not compute.’

“I can’t imagine what kind of thoughts brought it to life.” Frost didn’t even want to think about it.

A part of her thought that the triplets were kidding but then again, a groin kicking Corrupted was absolutely within the realm of possibility.

She sympathized with the victims of that Corrupted from the bottom of her heart. Even as a woman she could never forget the soul-crushing pain of getting whacked in the scrotum. Just thinking of it made her stomach squeeze.

“We called it the Hateful Windup.” The name Res revealed only caused Frost to further speculate on its origin. In the end, she became sidetracked as they ventured into the streets of Atlas.

However, Nav had something to say.

“A missed opportunity.”

How come?

Frost had no idea what she was talking about.

“The name. The Hateful Windup? I can think of a hundred fitting replacements.”

Really? Like what?

Just as she was about to ask the triplets more about Atlas, Nav proudly gave the Corrupted a fitting name.

“The Nutcracker.”


* * *


The atmosphere was vastly different from the Nex Megalopolis. Silence prevailed as what was supposed to be the ambience of a bustling city were in fact faint whispers. Even children of the city did not carry the same sparkle in their eyes compared to those from elsewhere.

They were quiet, patient and easily controlled by their parents who also carried an air of apathy. But upon noticing Frost and the triplets their interests sparked as though life had reinvigorated them.

This of course did not extend to the rest of the population. Luxury surrounded them and yet it did little to catch their interest. Extravagance oozed from their apparels as they strode with purpose, but with minds lingering elsewhere as if they had left it behind in homes too big for only one person.

The city never crossed was not the first thing that crossed her mind. No matter how beautiful its contours or architecture were, the people were always the first thing she thought of.

“It’s suffocating, huh. Are there unspoken rules about keeping quiet?” Frost wondered, speaking to match their whispers but her voice was easily carried by the wind, drawing more interested eyes.

Res shook her head and her tail simultaneously.

“Silence. It’s a debilitating Condition that keeps people from using chanted magic. Atlas is overprotected if you ask me. But for good reason.” She pointed her tail up to the sky where the fractured base of the Nexus hovered. “Can you smell it in the air? There is powerful magic at play here.”

A chlorine-scent lingered in the air, difficult to tell apart from ozone. Melded within was a serene freshness that swept across the world. A scent that she could not describe lingered in the air.

It smelt like moldy paper – yet was far from being unpleasant. Buried beneath were undoubtedly libraries and ruins of the old, rotting away to give rise to this ancient scent.

The roads were made from stone bricks, with the mortar replaced with a glass-like material.

Some roads were entirely made of glass, allowing them to walk above the vibrant coral reefs that made up the shallows beneath Atlas. This was only in the outer rings of Atlas. Only one major road ran across the city, intersecting in the center where only exalted individuals were allowed.

The roads leading to the center were vacant. So utterly absent of life that Frost was left wondering just why the roads were built so wide if the population was miniscule in comparison.

Then she remembered the Nexus. The wars. The tragedy of the past and realized that these streets were in fact lanes built to support the march of armies. A figure in grey approached them from one of the buildings to the side. The building itself was built like a small, gothic chapel where individuals dressed in silky, almost transparent white and blue robes went around waving a smoking lantern.

So that’s the source of the scent, huh. They’re burning paper.

The figure was a man with long, grey-burnt hair with streaks of red found within. It was styled as a long ponytail. Paper charms written in red were tied throughout his hair in the style of bowties.

His apparel was closer to something found in ancient Mesopotamia mixed with the priest-like style of Act X. It was clear that he was not of this era, his green eyes carrying knowing wisdom far beyond their imagination.

His face bordered on the fine line of masculinity and femineity, likely due to the Elven blood that ran through his veins as evident by his pointy ears.
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“A welcome to the Head and her Moons. Oh, how bright our starless night shine. I almost did not recognize you due to your apparel. But alas, the ribbons of this City have drawn me precisely where I needed to be.”

He spoke like a servant of Act X, uttering nonsense between what little sense he spewed out to begin with. His tone was drawn out, and almost ditzy in a way.

It was a combination Frost never would have expected to hear from the man.

But what caught Frost’s intertest the most was his Atelier designation.

Blood Letters? Looking at those charms he’s probably a part of what the Archivist saw when the Blood Moons visited Chapter: Three – One. So that’s the name of their Atelier, huh. They had healers that weren’t part of Inflow Direct as well.

Let’s hope they have answers in store for us.

            

    
        534. A Brief Lesson in History

    
    
    
    
                Frost was in Atlas for another purpose besides visiting the burial site of the Blue Dahlia. H10 was not a suitable place to keep a permanent portal into the Derma Layer due to the security risk it posed.

It seemed counterintuitive to have it transferred beneath the Nexus, but this was one of Caldera Industries’ largest pre-War In Heaven strongholds. CogitO’s presence also plagued Atlas in the form of the Silence debuff that plagued all those that had less than 50 RESIST, with the additional caveat of completely nullifying music.

“Remember those big whales, Frost? From H3?” Ber said as they were brought along the lane towards a central, grey structure resembling a sharpened spear. “They’re the reason why musicians from H5 don’t get anywhere near there. It cancels out the music.”

“But this suppresses magic?” Frost questioned and was immediately answered by the man who steadily walked slightly ahead of them to the side.

“ImpulseWorks actually designed the Silent Resonance. Picture the heart of a whale impaled onto a stem of consciousness. Like their debilitating wails deep underneath, they can create a profound effect when on the surface. It crushes all. Including our voices. It prevents people from making cantations.”

Little introduction was needed to know that he had seen things beyond their understanding. He looked ahead as if visualizing it, a hand running through the air like he wrote every experience down into an invisible book.

“I didn’t realize how powerful their sonars were.” Frost was in awe.

The man quickly wrote in the air again with a finger, whispering: “Sonar. A synonym for the sound~ Ahem. Excuse my brief bout of curiosity. We Keepers were once workers of the First Advent, so newfound knowledge is invaluable to us. I hear it is fine to divulge in closely kept secrets of the Nexus.”

“At least you know your place.” Cer was grateful that no added explanation was required. “See how easy it is when we’re the faces of the Nexus?”

“Quiet.” Res hushed.

He was here before the Archivist’s arrival, no doubt.

“There was a fifty-year period before she claimed it as her own.”

So that’s when the book burnings occurred.

Atlas once housed the Eternal Library. Its vast knowledge was passed around, the incomprehensible scabbles of the fifty-six-letter alphabet meaning nothing to the pompous masses, but everything to those that groveled in their feet.

It was not knowledge of technology – though few were lucky enough to find something similar. Magic was instead inscribed into those pages. Knowledge beyond what should have been known. Secrets of those above spilled uncontrollably when the language was deciphered by emotions, rather than an understanding.

The Unlocked Keeper shallowly went over how the knowledge of the Advent opened the door to war on an untold scale.

“Beholders of today are firmly rooted with their gifts from the Advent. In comparison, those of the old were quickly eaten away and transformed into something hideous. Something so lost and consumed by the core concept of their gift.” He said, staring vacantly ahead as he recalled the tragic memories of those devoured by reality-defying, cognitive-born objects.

The Archivist further confirmed that this was why it was important for a Beholder to find their one perfect book. A mismatch ran the risk of utterly breaking them.

“Even now the Beholders are slowly being eaten away from it. Have you noticed it as well?”

Frost noticed this as far back as her first meeting with Carpalis. In fact, it was Carpalis that revealed this truth to her. Each Beholder lived in unimaginable agony stemming directly from the technology they carried, having stagnated them like they had lost their light.

Absolutely. So long as they keep meeting the demands for Nex then they can keep what’s left of themselves.

Little else was known about the fifty-year dark age aside from war. Weirdly enough, he knew more of the five years leading towards it than the forty-five years after.

And after those that emerged from the gauntlet were the Beholders born by the Archivist’s aid. Eventually, everything thereafter resulted in the War in Heaven one hundred and fifty years later in 200 PA.

“Elysia is a big world. It almost makes you wonder why none of the Beholders have tried to enter the Expanse.”

Res murmured something beneath her breath as soon as he mentioned the landmasses afar. One of the reasons why she relied on her CognitO Filter was precisely because of what she had seen out there with her own two eyes.

And yet she could never articulate what it was aside from it being the equivalent of staring into the abyss.

“Probably the reason why Demons are so ready to die.” She said offhandedly with a long sigh.

“Or why the Elves and most magical races are on the distant continents.” The man added cheerfully.

“Like the Magicalis. Those weird… beautiful creatures.” Frost could only describe them as such, remembering the giant entity that danced ritualistically around Galia’s servants, and the fluff balls that resided within the Nexus. “Our sights today are towards what lies beneath.”

Frost reminded as the man plucked a charm. At once, the scream of the whale – the Silent Resonance – became palpable. The power of the Blood Letters allowed them to place the burden of agony and injury to someone or in this case, something, other than them.

It was a method that required the total bloodletting of both creatures in equal amounts before the blood needed to be exchanged. Furthermore, those with lower Soul Ranks could not curse a being with a higher Soul Rank.

However, if the cursed being died then so did the connected individual. What it also did was slightly increase the stats of the benefiting person. So the more charms one had, the stronger they became at the extreme risk of dying if just one person did. As long as they could bleed, then they were fine.

“In each other we trust. We bloodlet to remove the impurities to become clean.” He said bringing them towards the base of the colossal spire. “We’re here. Our time was short but pleasant. Head in. The entrance is a Spatial Distortion.”

I kind of hate the idea of a Spatial Distortion existing right below the Nexus.

“You say that as you’re about to open one into the Derma Layer. The theater of the War in Hell will be right beneath the Nexus.”

When you put it like that… Well, I can close it up at any time anyway.

“By opening it up elsewhere.”

Haaah. Alright. You win. I haven’t done it yet, but we’re about to find out what makes this Caldera Industries stronghold so special. Depending on what we find I might end up moving the portal somewhere else.

Suddenly, another Keeper passed by them.

Following him was a man from a foreign kingdom, dressed in purple garbs befitting royalty. He sat atop a horse-drawn carriage as his knights trailed behind, wearing highly reflective, plated armor that clanked with each step.

They had finished from a council between various nations held by the Exalted of the Nexus. They were, after all, the ones responsible for foreign interaction and relations often between multiple different kingdoms.

Atlas was the only neutral place in Elysia where such talks between rules could take place under the promise of total protection.

Cer scoffed at them, nudging Frost’s arm as she pointed at them with a sly grin.

“Look at what they need to mimic a fraction of our stats. Normal people require so much metal just to protect themselves. Blessed can get away with less equipment. But us? We just need the skin of our teeth.”

All thanks to P-Factor Augmentation. It’s exactly why we’re able to take swords to our necks like they’re nothing. The source of the unfairness of stats. That kind of armor on earth was top of the line in the medieval era. Here? It’s like bringing a coffin along with you.

It was the first time she had seen the official military force of another nation.

And she could hardly believe just how primitive they were in comparison. Not because of their technological difference. But rather, because of how utterly mundane their stats were – stats that were considered ‘normal’ across the board in Elysia.

It again put the might of the Moons into perspective; how the quarrels of normal people were just far too insignificant to interfere with in comparison to the Corrupted.

            

    
        535. The Great Forge of Caldera Industries

    
    
    
    
                It came to no one’s surprise that something unnatural was buried deep underneath the Nexus. Traces of unearthed Genesis Stones filled the cavern walls as Frost and the triplets walked down an oddly narrow corridor.

Gaping cavities that were once filled with large pieces of Genesis Stone riddled the walls like the honeycomb structure of a nest. Within each hole was a highly reflective mineral that Frost was unable to appraise despite her somewhat high Appraise Object level.

Res reached into the cavity and knocked on its surface. A resounding, dull thud filled the blue-tinted cavern. It was freezing. So much so that even they felt it bite into their bones. It was a psychological phenomenon associated with the Shallows of the Timeless Ruins.

“Looking Glass. An obsidian material that’s said to reveal fragments of the unconsciousness. But depending on your Soul Rank, it ends up breaking. This is a telltale sign of the Shallows. We’re in the Ruins. There’s a place like this underneath the Nexus?” Res spoke breathlessly.

Indeed. This cramped space was one branching entryway that descended into the Ruins. Far from being spectacular as Frost imagined. There were no artefacts of hints of a world lost to time. Everything was excavated and drawn deeper into the Ruins to a place where Caldera Industries set up an ancient stronghold.

“The seabed is more than a kilometer deep. Did the Spatial Distortion send us that far down? Or do the Ruins cross some kind of higher dimension?” Frost let her mind be heard by the triplets who only shrugged.

They were used to the anomalies of the world by now. In some instances, it felt like they were walking in circles.

“Whatever it is, it’s not playing well with my senses. It feels like I’m walking on air.” Ber described, feeling a rush of wind ahead as the chamber widened.

The light-blue tint turned purple briefly, revealing a highly reflective space that shattered the moment Frost stepped foot. The reflections of the triplets also caused it to shatter, leaving behind a murky ink that could no longer reflect the light.

It seemed that they were not the first to have caused such a reaction. Interesting caverns also revealed the same exact fractures. Upon approaching them they turned into ordinary, unusable glass.

The cavern eventually opened like the maw of a great beast, with the texture of the walls becoming that of crusty sinew. The blue intensified until it became an unbearable light blue, requiring even them to wait momentarily until their eyes readjusted.

And when it did, pillars of steel rose to the ceiling, prying the ruins apart as steam vented from the base. Frost gazed into the grates from where the steam rose and caught a whiff of sulfur and earth. The steam turned out to be a powder as it clumped in the back of her throat before it was promptly dissolved.

“Brave of them to lay down a trap for us!” Cer cried, her voice echoing as the world quaked.

“It’s not a trap. It’s more like waste management. So that’s why the walls look like someone poured concrete all over it.” Frost described her surroundings, before moving onwards, following a methodical thumping from far ahead. “The Shallows is just this, huh?”

She was severely disappointed. However, she held her breath as she approached the light ahead.

“Fortunately for us.” Ber growled. “Can’t we just take a break from the anomalies for one day?”

“A break? What’s that?” Cer playfully jabbed.

“The thing your neck will be if you can’t behave.” The strictness never died with the old Res. She said this with an eerily happy smile on her face, causing Cer’s tail to fuzz up as it stood up straight behind her. “We’re in Caldera Industries’ territory. A place of the past.”

“The present personnel work inside of the spires. I’m beginning to think that no one’s here.” Ber said, but Frost believed otherwise.

“Chapter: Three – One were kept in stasis somehow. It could be that the Ruins can preserve people. Kind of like a natural form of Prolonged Stasis.” Frost pondered as she brought a hand to her chin.

“I have no idea what big bird is saying, but can you hear that?” Cer’s ears twitched. “It sounds like metal being beaten. If this is Caldera Industries, then we’re going to find Dwarves.”

“And where there are Dwarves, there is a forge.” Res added as the cavern now moved into a decline.

The walls shook. A haze of noxious particles blocked their sight as they ventured deeper within. The great thumping became better defined as it reverberated within their chest like the drums of war. And soon, as they walked into a chamber larger than conceicably possible –

“A-Are you seeing this too!?” Cer was the first to react, her jaw hanging in total disbelief.

“This – all of this was underneath the Nexus!? In Atlas!?” Ber was beyond stupefied as she rubbed her eyes as if stuck in a dream.

“Machines of the pre-War in Heaven. But we don’t even know what Caldera Industries even uses today.” Res rationalized the scenery, but even so, she could not help but to be gripped by its mechanical majesty.

Even Frost was not immune to it. She felt its power. Pillars filled the world as far as the eye could see. They stood kilometers above and they could only just make out the top of the pillars, which were sharpened like giant stakes.

Beneath was an industrial complex where tens of thousands of Dwarves hammered away with tools more than ten times larger than them. They beat down metal made hot by a colossal, magnetic coil. Slurries and refineries powered by gravity alone streamlined the process to a terrifying degree.

Things were superheated in an instant. Compressed in the blink of an eye. A molding press larger than five hundred meters could be seen in the background, slamming away to mass produce components of war.

All of it – every single thing – was powered by Caldera Industries’ tech. And in the center of it all, floating in the sky was a singularity where raw materials were drained from. The walls did not need to be mined. Material did not need to be outsourced, for it all was generated by the chained black hole that hovered above, its accretion disk being scooped by giant nets.

Frost didn’t know what surprised her more. The primitiveness of the forge despite using technology beyond Earth’s capabilities, or the chamber itself. It was vast, blue and the ceiling could not be seen no matter how high she looked.

And yet exotic flora and fauna existed in the fields beyond. Frost could not believe that what was the equivalent of a civilization thrived beneath Atlas. She gave her condolences to the Minu Auditors, for she could not even begin to fathom how difficult it would be to monitor an industrial complex of this scale.

Rime, rust, snow, and water dripped from the nonsensical machines as the sealing Chains of the Chained Theocracy were torn apart by their own personnel. Several machines exploded as a result, shredding dozens, perhaps hundreds into thin ribbons.

But no one ever dared to stop. The production must go on. In fact, the Dwarves began chanting to the beat of their hammers, drowning out the wails of death.

Safety was not a priority, and she drew parallels to the industrial revolution where it was impossible to tell whether it was people that ran the machines, or the machines that ran them.

Production ramped up before their very eyes, as though they had only just awakened moments before their arrival. Interestingly enough, only a small section of the complex was left in pristine condition. It was the only place where no frost or rust coated their crudely made, yet perfectly operating machines.

This was likely the only section that remained active whilst the others went into stasis. Frost still could not believe her eyes, and further into the distance she could see the outlines of even more structures.

Whether they belonged to Caldera Industries or to the Shallows was yet to be determined.

“… Frost. Frost. FROST!” Cer nudged her, causing her to jolt back into her body as she found a black, floating eye hovering just meters away from them.

“Huh!? Oh… Sorry. I’m… I’m not going to sugar coat it. This goes beyond anything I was expecting. I based it solely on what the Archivist saw in Chapter: Three One. I didn’t think it was anything like this.” Frost gushed exasperatedly. “ImpulseWorks operates on a scale like this too. I should’ve known that an Atelier as old as Caldera would be more than the Sites.”

“Neither did we. This is only one of their forges too. The main one resides in the heart of Dwarhelven.” Res reminded, causing Frost to nod to herself.

“Plus this is one for the pre-War in Heaven days. Makes sense for it to be under the Nexus considering that was where the war happened.” Ber added.

“And by the way, what’s this eye doing here?” Cer resentfully pointed her nose at the miniature black hole.
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        536. Spatial Distortion IV and the Gigaforge

    
    
    
    
                The Ateliers controlled a large portion of Elysia. That much Frost knew. But the true extent was never made clear to her, even personally visiting their abodes. She was also aware of how much of the misery was attributed to them, which too was a truth that was still murky at best.

But here, she realized that the current state of Elysia was a blessing. A clean, pure slate compared to what it was, and now; what it could be after she had given the greenlight to produce weapons of war.

To say that she had cold feet was a severe understatement. The challenge ahead was to keep the war in the Derma Layer from spilling, and to prevent the Ateliers from using such machines for other undisclosed purposes.

The gravity of it all caused her face to visibly pale as she gulped deeply, attempting to digest the sheer weight of the responsibility she shouldered.

Nav. We’re going to need a whole lot more Moons as soon as possible.

She cleared her throat an collected herself. Finally, after coming to terms with the newfound risks at hand, she settled her eyes onto the Eye of the Architect and acknowledged its presence.

“I presume you’re here to escort us?” She wore a frozen face of utter complacency, never allowing herself to appear weak in the eyes of the Ateliers. “Very well. Show us the way.”

The black eye nodded once and slowly drifted away, ushering them towards a path carved into the walls of the colossal complex. Clearly the path was created by an accident that scarred the walls, evident by more carved paths that ran across like the claw marks of a beast.

“Must’ve been a Dragon or one of those giant moles. Could see them living down here” Cer said matter of factly.

“Tell me a Dragon that’s been found this deep underground.” Ber countered, running a claw along the walls. “Dragons prefer to sleep in places too hard to breathe, like in the mountains. But in the Subderma? I don’t think so. I’ve never heard of a Giant Mole down here too.”

“Remember, this isn’t the Subderma. We’re in the Shallows. The Timeless Ruins. Whatever it was, it was undeniably huge.” Res reminded.

“Probably a Corrupted.” Frost assumed before asking the Eye. “Unless there are equally as frightening monsters found in the Ruins?”

The black eye nodded. They crossed a derelict bridge far too old to have belonged to Caldera Industries, made of a stone that had weathered centuries, perhaps thousands of years without appropriate wear.

One had to wonder from what era this bridge came from.


“Beyond the Shallows lurk creatures that beg to be forgotten. Others clawing to be remembered.”


 

The black Eye spoke in a hollow voice, eventually leading them through a small, thin layer of fog. It continued once they were enveloped.


 

“They are creatures that sleep undisturbed. The Shallows serves as only the mouth into the Inner where life believed to have been perished and those from tales thrive in a world like ours.”


 

Frost was intrigued by this. But how much was true was still up in the air until she personally descended.

“But you have made it beyond that. You have descended into the Depths. How do the monsters compare to the ones of the Shallows if where able to carve the walls like this.” She inquired as the stone they walked on became a chiseled road where pipework and metal gratings filled every inch of the world.


“Incomparable. What lies beneath made us understand the weakness of our flesh. That is why we must endure the attachment of steel and machines. But never allow it to meld like that of the despicable Liquidators. We are separate entities. The living command steel. Steel must never gain a consciousness of its own.”


“Lovely.” Nav spoke sarcastically. “They will certainly love me.”

Raw materials ran as molten slurry beneath the grates. At the same time giant cylinder spun as powder and liquid were mixed into a special, construction blend. It was poured into transparent, magical glass which served as a mold. It thoroughly impressed Frost by the lack of rebar required.

In another corner the desecrated bodies of Dwarves were personally taken away by comrades – a rare instance where their dignity was upheld, though it saddened here that it was only after their deaths.

“Are you aware of the protocols that must be followed if you wish to continue production?” She asked the Eye with a severe tone. “Accidents I can accept. But a pattern I will not turn a blind eye to.”


“We are aware. Otherwise, their bodies would have been kept preserved as bait for expeditions into the Timeless Ruins.”


 

“Yeah, yeah. Sounds like you care a lot.” Cer growled. “Monsters are the same everywhere in this eat or be eaten kind of world. On the bright side Corrupted don’t live down there!”


“But Genesis Stones certainly do, as do a number of anomalies. You can think of the Ruins as the ‘Well’ within the Subderma. Descend or rise too fast and you will be afflicted by the Curse of the Descent. Or Ascent depending on who you speak to.”


 

Basically, the curse of becoming an Impuritas.

Frost had more to ask, but the Eye was quickly joined by multiple more. Soon, one turned into more than fifty Eyes of the Architect. They conglomerated above them like a bundle of balloons, swimming through their air in a school.

The beatings of the colossal hammers grew louder. Sparks spat into the wide paths they followed as the world constantly shook. The great forge beyond slammed as the beat of the metallurgic symphony, and soon, the voices of the Dwarves could be heard singing a song of war in their Dwarvish accent.


“Material comes from the Reality Manifester.”


 

The hollow choir of the Eyes echoed, singing harmoniously with the hammers as a dark shadow loomed above. It encapsulated the world as a single star cut through the steam, sparks, and smog beneath.


“Refined slurries drip from the Gravity Forge.”


That was where Frost needed to go, and it sat directly beneath the gargantuan black hole on a raised platform. Multiple crossing roads were laid down by Dwarves in real time. They laid the brickwork at an incredible speed as another team drove a train with a single, cylindrical wheel to press them into place.


“Slurries flow to the Titanic Press.”


The fact that they could create this infrastructure in such a short amount of time was nothing but incredible. They were wide enough for armies to march down comfortably, and in the distance the great spires were lowered as the ceiling continued to fall.


“But when O War calls, then the Titanic Forges come to rest.”


Suddenly, thousands of lights illuminated above, guiding the collapsing ceiling. It stopped just a few hundred meters above them, but the ceilings elsewhere around the world. Suddenly, slurries fell from the skies. The lights were in fact ducts that flooded the world with molten material.


“Then the weight of a collapsed star shall bring it all together.”


And before it could swallow the industrial complex – the ceilings beyond collapsed with a great clap that caused even the triplets to rock their heads in anguish. As Demi-Humans with sensitive hearing, the sound took over a hundred HP from their health pool. It understandably angered them as Frost quickly tended to their injuries, half impressed that this forge was able to even injure a Moon.


“Witness the resurrection of the Gigaforge.”


Kilometers were crushed by super compressed steel. The world groaned almost as loudly as did the metal. The shockwave created by the sudden compression was what injured them in the first place.

One by one, segments of the ‘gigaforge’ peeled open, revealing colossal columns that could only be described as an amalgamation of steel arranged into the shape of a serpent. On its head was blue drill that bled with an orange glow.


“And know this, O Head as you open the doorways to our theater of war.”


 

Indeed. As Frost reached the underside of the blackhole, she reached out a hand and was about to open a gateway into the Derma Layer. She planned to keep it open for the next twenty-four hours, as it was not possible for her to leave it open forever due to the strain it had on her Mana.

However, as if to alleviate that…

… A being approached from behind, followed by a sea of white Eyes. Their stats were identical to the Eyes of the Architect, but their voices were more feminine.

The being – neither man nor woman, for they closely resembled a distorted machine beneath their cloak – approached with an extended, rubbery, blackened hand like it had been placed into a fiery forge.

The cloak was not even a cloak. It was a cloth made to hide their hideous appearance. A single orange tie and the hints of a blazer were all Frost could use to humanize it. They didn’t even speak.


“To you O Head. A gift from Him.”


The Eyes did that for them.
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Frost hid her surprise. She was under the assumption that only the Golden Index had Impuritas. But with the context of the Curse of the Descent and Caldera Industries’ heavy involvement in the expeditions into the Timeless Ruins – it was only natural for them to inevitably become something they were not.

She could sense the anguish. The pain of walking. The utter despair of holding out the black orb in its hands as it reached out towards her. There was indisputable fear in the air, and every breath it took wheezed like a death rattle.

But even so, something drove it. Something indescribable kept it breathing.

And that thing – that color in its heart – was a purple obsession.

An attachment to something she could never fathom.


“Open the gates for us. This should be more than enough to sate that maw…”


It trembled at the mention of her ability to consume everything. And as Frost took the object into her hands, still unable to appraise the object, she turned towards the black hole and began devouring the chest-sized orb.


“That maw that erases all attachments.”


< Unique Ability Gained >


 

< Ability has superseded a previous Ability >


 

< Spatial Distortion I has been upgraded >


 

< ABILITY: Spatial Distortion IV >

< EFFECT: Deplete your mana immediately to create a major Spatial Distortion connecting you to your last known location within the Epiderma and the Derma Layer. Up to three major Spatial Distortions may exist at once and each may connect to different locations. Mana regeneration is unaffected, but your emotional levels will dictate the stability of the Spatial Distortions >

< Attachment may very well be the root of all suffering. Endorse Attachment. As we always have, as it will always be – and as it must become >


 

Like an apple, the black hole was swallowed by Frost, stunning Dwarves and the triplets alike. Finally, her golden eyes glowed like stars as she prepared to create the portal, feeling her entire body tremor to a near unbearable degree.

It was as though her body was collapsing into itself.

She wondered if this was only a fraction of what Beholder Knalzark had to endure at every waking hour.

As blue lights carved into the world like blade had cut through the fabric of reality, the Eyes collectively recited:


“Endorse Attachment.”


 

And when the portal opened, the instruments of war and foundations for the theater launched forward onto the pavement. The spires collapsed one by one and fell towards the rift like giant bullets, marking the beginning of the Nexus’ foothold into the Derma Layer.

            

    
        537. Heart to Heart With The Vermillion Moons

    
    
    
    
                What entered the Derma Layer were no more than the pillars that would allow Caldera Industries to claim it as their foothold. They were like the instruments used for the Root-Pillar Complex, only these prevented Spatial Distortions from occurring in the immediate vicinity.

However, it had a debilitating side effect. A low enough Soul Rank meant being spaghettified by their immense gravitational force, hence why they were never installed in the Epiderma Layer. The Subderma Root-Pillar Complex also had the same side effect, yet civilizations were said to thrive at the base of its roots, further expanding the scope of life in this enormous world.

One by one, the pillars ploughed through the portal at lightning speed. They carried the force to level a city and yet, their momentum was abruptly destroyed as if they hit an invisible wall. Above a black hole belonging to Knalzark forced these kilometer-long pillars into the ground. He drove them like stakes, using nothing but what seemed to be a telekinetic force.

In truth, it was no more than him altering gravity to his whims. Since they had a Core of some kind within, he was able to control them like how a star forces planets to orbit it. They moved gracefully in the air despite their immense weight and were shaped like putty by the mere movements of his hands.

And when they were driven in the ground – the entire sterilized cavern quaked. Some semblances of an industry already existed but was highly limited to only a select few of his trusted Architect, and other unnamed beings that Frost never had the chance to encounter.

The Head had already disappeared from the limelight as soon as her job was over. The reins were now in the hands of Caldera Industries. However, she did not leave without first meeting with a certain legion of vengeful Moons. She went alone for this, as the Three Heads of Security did not want a reunion with the same Moons that tried to kill them.

In their minds they were as guilty as the Stars, and only once they were fully vindicated would they bother to show them any glimmer of respect.

In a separate section of the Gigaforge where no Dwarf was allowed to tread, Frost strode across a frozen sea. Across were the structures of an entirely different era, most castles with few being the concrete homes from either Earth or the past Elysia.

Shattered stone and signs of combat riddled the sea. They eventually entered a channel that led towards the heart of the urban ruins. Frozen vegetation grew through the cracks of cobblestone which meshed with what appeared to be an asphalt road. Despite the hints of a modern time, it was still far more medieval.

Giant castle walls stood proudly in the distance. They were green as moss sept into every crack, and blue from the ice. A satisfying crunch accompanied her every step as her feet sunk slightly into the uneven terrain.

Eventually she approached a place where the light could not reach, and where only bioluminescent, cylindrical lamps lit up the pathway. They were closer to fluorescent lightbulbs – the same found implanted into the backs of the Vermillion Moons.

Deep within the ruins was the cavity carved straight out of a building, its floors on the brink of collapse. And there, several campfires could be found. Rings of rusted metal seats surrounded them as crudely chopped meat cooked over the open flames.

It was clear that it was only recently attended, and as Frost wondered where the inhabitants had disappeared to, her senses alerted her of a foreboding presence.

She walked into their territory, straight into the darkness. And at once, she took off her shades and commanded:

“Unfortunately for you, your Serums are hardly suitable to hide within the darkness.”

Indeed. Waiting above her within the ruined building were hundreds of fluorescent lamps – the same kind found outside. Except these belonged to the Vermillion Moons. Four of the longest tubes glowed ominously despite their dark coloration.

Shuffling could be heard above before they dropped before her, one by one with a heavy thud. Soon, innumerable whispers surrounded her as she stood before them.

“The Amalgam is here.”

“Here…!”

“To talk with us?”

“A meeting so soon!”

“In casual wear. That was a taboo for us.”

“Not even the Queens allowed us to see them once. Yet the Amalgam came to us directly.”

“It’s because she’s just as invested into us as they were.”

“Scarlet Logic never tried to seek us individually like this. What brings the Head herself to us in this lowly place?”

Surprise. Shock. Confusion. Slight trepidation. Perplexity. No number of words could describe how they felt, but a unanimous sense of reverence filled their crimson eyes. It was a blessing for the Head herself to approach them, and they could only imagine the reason why.

To send them off into the Derma Layer? To give them more orders? To test their newfound strength? The questions filled their minds as their chests heaved with anticipation. Their tight skinsuits rubbed like latex as they leaned forward as if to hear the Amalgam better.

However, much to their shock –

“Disregard the formalities. I’m here to say hello. If I came to test you then I’d come in more formal wear.”

– The Head herself came to greet them. Nothing more, nothing less. It was difficult to gauge their reaction but as one could imagine, they thought they heard wrong.

“All Moons are precious to me regardless of your past. What matters is that you are redeemable. Onto less pressing matters – I assume you’re adapting well with the changes?” She looked at the fluid-filled tubes attached to their backs.

A part of her wanted to ask how they were able to sleep with that, but she refrained and instead, moved through the crowd to sit herself down on a rusted chair.

“Go on. Take a seat. Let’s be civil here. No Ateliers are here to govern how you should and shouldn’t act. Think of me as a guest. A friend.”

“There’s no way we can –!”

“So I came here for nothing then.” Frost interrupted the voice of one, silencing them as another quickly spoke:

“Please stay right there. Everyone…” She nodded to the rest of the Moons as they each took their seats, some almost in disbelief that they were able to sit so close to the Amalgam.

This Moon was the same one Frost had held back within the prison. She sat just across her from the flames as she slumped over, her elbows resting on her knees.

“A friend? You should know how hard that is for people like us. When someone of higher power cuts in it’s never just ‘friends’. People take advantage of the weak all the time. If they’re nice to you then they’ll find a way to wring out the worth out of you.” She explained why they were so apprehensive by the Amalgam’s claim to be a friend.

“Even weaker people want to take advantage of the strong. No one can trust anyone anymore. But that’s how it’s always been. Brandar’s different because no one’s fighting to survive every single day. Out there it’s different.”

“No. It’s hardly different here too. But on the bright side it aligns with what we want to do. Shit. It’s nerve-wracking, I won’t lie – being stuck face to face with someone that can Corrupt people is terrifying. You can see why it’s hard for us to tell if you’re good or evil.” Another Moon said, folding her arms defensively as if Frost would strike them down.

However, another Moon then mumbled beneath her breath just loud enough for them all to hear as a brief silence crept in.

“But still, you offered a hand to us. That much we know.”

“And that’s the most we want to know if we’re being honest.” One said, patting her knee as she stared into the open flame. “Everyone has their own sob story of how they got to where they are. Ours just happened to be a few pages longer. Moons don’t have the luxury to sleep in a place called home. We’re soldiers through and through.”

“But you hit the nail on the head. What a lot of Moons want is a place to belong. Argh… No, it’s more than that because its easy for us to feel lost. Probably like our moon, we’re just looking a planet to orbit.”

Some laughed at her. Others smiled, and few stared with sunken eyes. They all understood what the Moon meant by seeking a ‘planet’, but whether because of pride or something else, it was not easy for them to outright admit it.

Seeing that Frost’s eyes shifted empathetically stirred the silence around them. Then, another Moon spoke up with a wry smile.

“Hey, at least the Amalgam isn’t a Beholder. She’s still human, right?”

“An Archetype. Two completely different things. You can smell it too.”

“On the bright side you don’t look like you’re being eaten by something. That’s probably because you’ll eat them back.” One snickered, grabbing a stick of meat and munching down on it.

“Well, in the end, even Beholders are looking at a place somewhere not here. That goes for all of us. Even as Moons – something that’s supposed to be up there in the sky – we’re still looking elsewhere.”

Yeah. It’s always felt that way, huh. People in this world are always fixed on a place somewhere far away.

There were always the metaphors, the allegories, the motifs, the aspirations, the desires, hopes and dreams of going elsewhere. The symbolism of the birds, and the dreams of chasing and even becoming a ‘star’ were prevalent ever since she set foot into this world.

Stars to Frost were just stars. As someone from Earth she never realized that the Stars in Elysia…

… were simply reflections of their ambitions, hopes, dreams and somehow nightmares. They were abstract things that only held meaning to individuals and the collective.

“But did the Stars and the things above possess their own meaning?” Nav did not expect her to answer.

It was more food for thought to fuel what little they knew of the world beyond Elysia’s reach.

            

    
        538. Paradise Found

    
    
    
    
                “That’s when you realize that becoming a Moon isn’t all that exciting.”

A Moon admitted, bringing Frost back.

“I’m proud to be one but being lost in the misery is the norm in this twisted profession. What can you do other than try to overcome it? We’re too dumb to think hard like this. We’ve been sculpted to just nod our heads and throw ourselves into conflict. Lash out to make ourselves feel better. We’re assholes. Nothing’s going to change that, because we’re still full of hate.”

“Just look our bodies. But then again, what kind of Moon doesn’t go through this stage of transformation? We’re no insects. We can’t undergo metamorphosis. So instead, our bodies just break. We live with it. These tubes are a fucked up way of calling us butterflies. Maybe we’re moths. Who knows. Everything tends to be up to the eye of the individual. That’s how things work.”

They vented in her presence. They gushed to their heart’s content as Frost personally lent her ear. The weight of their wrath was enough to physically crush a normal soul, but they used it as tinder. What remained of their souls held on, wanting nothing more than vengeance.

So Frost had to ask them an important question.

“When all of this is done. When Scarlet Logic falls and when you rescue the Moons from their Hives, what do you want to do afterwards?”

It hit them like a truck. None were able to respond. The minutes that went by seemed like hours as they froze, wracking their heads at the thought of respite.

“… You know, I never thought about that.” A Moon put down her stick of meat and laughed. “We’ve lived expecting to die in battle. There’s no such thing as an end for us. If we live, then we’ll just die on another mission.”

“I hate to admit it too, but even when they’re gone it’s hard to see ourselves go back to…” One let out an exasperated sigh, her eyes widening for she was entirely unable to comprehend such a thought. “… Well, what the fuck is normal anyway?”

“Someone will slight us, and we’ll snap their neck. Someone slams a door too hard, and we’ll think we’re under attack. All just at the snap of a finger. In our sleeps when the walls rocked, we’d jump awake on instinct. In our dreams we weren’t spared. It’s hell in here too. It’s hard to not brush off the instinct that’s been branded into us.”

PTSD? They’re so hardwired for combat that loud noises create a Pavlovian response. It will be a monumental effort to help them.

“Are you reconsidering?”

No. Unlike Scarlet Logic, I’m not giving up on them. Everything they did isn’t easy to forgive, but it’s not like they’re purely evil like the Red Giants. They’re redeemable. That’s why I’ll help them.

“Even so, would you still want to return somewhere?”

“… Yeah. Yeah we do. No… Of course we do. Like we said – Belonging is a big part of us Moons.” The girl directly ahead of her wore a pained smile as she looked away, unable to look at Frost directly in the eye. “But what place is going to take us? We’re just wreak havoc.”

“There’s a place in the Nexus all the Moons call home.” Frost began, illustrating that paradise. “That place is also where I call home. Healers, Moons, people we cherish – We live in the highest point of the Nexus where we make our own food, our own homes, and live together as a community. It’s a place that can handle you. The Healers will help you, and the Moons there will prevent problems that arise from your trauma.”

The Moons listened closely. As like the Moons she escorted onto her floor, their eyes were wide in disbelief. What Frost did was establish her Floor as their ‘star’. As their dream to chase. If they were lost, then all they needed to do was to remember the place that was waiting for them at the end of their tribulations.

“You are Vermillion. But you are first and foremost, my Moons. When this ordeal is over – and when you have gained my utmost trust – then my doors to the Floor of Amalgamation will open to you, and the Blood Moons waiting to be saved.”

The Nex emanating from them was rich. Though they didn’t show it on their faces, she could sense their turbulent emotions. It had been so long since they felt a sense of belonging, and like the first time she had offered them her hand, they vehemently accepted it with determined eyes.

“I want you to return to me alive. You’ll be at the frontlines of this War in Hell against the Impuritas. The Hearts of the Derma Layer. Everything that is defined as evil by the Head. It will not be easy, but I am counting on your experiences to guide you well.”

Though her tone was elegant and commanding, there was a parental undertone that caused the Vermillion Moons to slightly melt into their seats. Frost was done here and had stayed much longer than she anticipated.

But she didn’t mind it at all. She wanted them to understand that the reason they fought was not solely for her, but also for themselves. It was her way of getting their spirits, to impart unbreakable determination and allegiance to the Nexus.

Because what could the Impuritas or Scarlet Logic promise them now aside from death?

They were irreplaceable, as were all of her Moons.

“… you’re probably the first to tell anyone something like that. I thought the ‘terrible’ Amalgam would break us down. Kill us. Do all kinds of things that we’ve already gotten used to.” The woman ahead admitted sheepishly, rubbing the back of her head before she slumped back and exhaled. “Not this. Never this. What the hell… telling us to come back in one piece? That’s a new one. I guess people were right. There really is a heaven in the Nexus. And we’re invited. Us of all people.”

Then, another suddenly stood up from her seat.

“… Amalgam. Can we show you how strong we’ve become? These Serums let us use magic again. We’ll probably never really the real thing back, but I guess that’ll make it easier for other Moons to take care of us later.”

What were once seen as shackles have become the key to their freedom.

            

    
        539. The Power of The Forbidden Serums

    
    
    
    
                The Vermillion Moons possessed eight Serums. R – Red Riding, T – Traumatic, U – Ultimo and V – Vacuity was kept in the smaller tubes anchored into their lower backs. W – Wishcatcher, X – Xpulsion, Y – Ylem and finally, Z – Zenith filled the half-meter long tubes along their upper backs.

They first needed a suitable test subject to showcase their newfound might. And who else fit the criteria better than a Red Giant? Exactly three Red Giants were kept in captivity. They were chained and impaled by various rods like living pincushions and were kept alive by a constant stream of Serum H.

Tubes were threaded through their muscles. There was more Serum H in their bodies than there was blood, and it was a medical miracle that they were still conscious. More than that, they were fully aware and alert of their surroundings, but they played dead when they realized just who was now in the presence.

Frost was there to keep them alive just in case the Vermillion Moon took it too far. Though with Frost’s Skill Mastery over Prolonged Stasis, there was no such thing as ‘too far’. No matter how much damage they took they could not die unless she explicitly gave them permission to.

Of course, this meant that she needed to be in contact with them as well.

The smaller tubes were able to hold roughly 100mLs of a Serum. This meant that most if not all four of the lesser Serums were a one-time use before they needed to be restored. Thankfully, this was where Serum Y – Ylem came into play.

The 500mL of Serum Y was how their Serums were replenished. Serum Y required the Mana of its users firstly, transforming it into the black-glowing liquid that served as their Serum reservoir.

They were limited by the rate of its regeneration which was approximately 2.88mL a minute. It took 24 hours to fully replenish Serum Y at a 1:1 ratio with Mana. But it could be hastened by burning twice as much Mana, or instantly replenished by bloodletting.

This however took 20% of their HP and reduced their maximum HP by 20%.

“Everything comes at a price, huh.” Frost commented as she was told that Inflow Direct’s equivalent of super soldiers – the Obitutors. It was also not surprising that many did not return alive, namely due to Serum Y’s demand over their life.

R – Red Riding was a Serum that served to stimulate a fight or flight response similar to a shot of adrenaline.

However, it also kept the Vermillion Moons razer focused and mentally proactive. It meant that they were unable to remain stagnant like the Moons administered Serum G and were constantly striving towards their goal.

This also meant that when they lost their goal they’d be just as susceptible to Corrupt. This was another reason why Frost had offered them an invitation into the Nexus.

Red Riding at its core gave them the illusion of grandeur, like they were the vengeful protagonist of a fairytale. It was unfortunately not known whether it was related to the Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin.

U – Ultimo was the textbook ‘super solider Serum’. It allowed them to temporarily exceed their level and boost their stats for thirty minutes before their stats were shaved in half for the next two hours. But it did bolster their stats passively, nonetheless, making them formidable fighters.
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They were incredible compared to ordinary Moons. In fact, they were stronger than them whilst augmented. But without the Serums they were easily the weakest of all the Moons.

That being said, T – Traumatic was the next prohibited Serum. It was liquid fear that induced terror into those significantly weaker than them, to the point of complete submission. This came at the price of making it difficult for them to distinguish the innocent from foe as they would become one homogenous mass.

It did not incite Corruption as Frost initially believed, but it could certainly contribute towards one. The blinding nature of it was easily a reason to prohibit its production. When used actively, it had the potential to turn enemies into Shells.

And finally, V – Vacuity. This was an enigmatic Serum that left a gaping cavity within the Vermillion Moons, meaning that they were possibly no longer what they once were. They had no organs or a reason to eat in the first place other than to satisfy their remaining instinct.

It was not seen as a drawback from them because they were not supposed to be alive in the first place. As Moons they were able to resist its indomitable power.

And that power, as one demonstrated on a chained Red Giant, was the ability to tear things apart at a molecular level. It all depended on the opponent’s DEF stats of course, but it also applied to the mind.

Too low of a RESIST stat and they may as well be brain dead.

Vacuity was the magic of erasure, and by the virtue of being Moons they were able to wield its exceptional power. A healer could easily reverse the changes. After all, their Souls were strong enough to RESIST it.

Indeed. It was able to erase Souls as well, making them powerful assets to dismantle Scarlet Logic.

After all, they feared those that could destroy the Soul.

The Red Giant could not scream or repent if they wished.

As for the remaining three major Serums – they were far more abstract and difficult to explain without demonstration.

W – Wishcatcher granted them the ability to seek those alike. They described it as seeing a star in the sky that showed them where other Blood Moons resided. It was similar to the Galvanic Blood that the Triplets had which allowed them to sense one another, causing Frost to wonder if it was partly made from Serum S.

X – Xpulsion was another combat Serum that was more like thermite than an explosion, capable of destroying even Stars of the Nexus if used correctly. It was a terrible weapon used in the War in Heaven that claimed the lives of many Stars and Moons.

A vial of this Serum was kept around the throat of the Red Giants. The reason for this was not to threaten them. Rather, it was there because they planned to execute them.

“Ever wondered what happens when a Star dies?

One asked Frost, torturing the Red Giant in her hands.

“They explode. Everything around them disappears as colorful mist fills everything. They’re our backup when things get dicey. Our getaway card when can’t possibly win. We can get away easily. We’re Vermillion Moons of course. But the Hearts? Everything will be replaced with stardust.”

They were living bombs. Stars destined to go supernova, the equivalent of the nuclear option. Frost then realized that they were probably responsible for the majority of the damages within the Nexus’ interior.

And may explain why the Ateliers were so lenient with them compared to the Moons.

Whatever the case was, she had no qualms in using them like this.

Finally, Serum Z – Zenith.

It was the culmination of all Serums, but also the absence of it. Serum Z was essentially magic in its rawest form, allowing the Blood Moons to use known magic once again. However, their magic was strengthened by tenfold, and whatever coloration it once had wielded a black glow.

It reinstated the powers that had been stolen from them, and most of all, when active, a black, ominous flame surrounded their being as if they had broken through their limits. Zenith used 289mL per use, but it was well worth it for the price.

Flames that barely reached ten meters became flaming lances that went as far as a hundred meters. Giant magical blades grew to sizes larger than the buildings of the Shallows. A single crystal arrow turned to a hundred and they were all dyed black.

It was only unfortunate that it devoured a piece of a person’s soul per use. However, their souls were already so miniscule that it had no effect on them, making them the perfect retainers for such power.

Frost could never see herself using these Serums outside of the Vermillion Moons. As impressive as it was, the drawbacks only chipped away at a person. But for the Moons that could no longer lose any more than what Scarlet Logic had stolen –

– they were more than happy to wield the forbidden powers of the Obitutors as her living bulwarks against the Impurities of this world.

            

    
        540. Vitamin J for Jury

    
    
    
    
                Frost returned to the Nexus the following day. She was finally going to enter yet another Floor of the Nexus. But before that, she briefly immersed herself in the Common Hub.

Countless new faces swarmed the streets. The number of Blessed still hadn’t exceeded the amount she saw when she first arrived in this world, but it was a relieving sight, nevertheless. People confessed their experiences to the Receptionsts at the overcrowded Reception. A small team of Hora Therapeutic members and Healers received countless inquiries at a permanent booth built right beside the Reception.

Those members, however, were not the Lunar Haruspex, but rather Candidate Moons chosen by them. Their job was to listen to confessions and collect inquiries for Hora Therapeutics. They were secretaries in a way, and the Healers were there to provide as much healing as the Blessed required.

The faces of the Candiate Moons varied from smiles to disturbed frowns. While it was unclear what was unloaded on them, one could tell that they struggled listening to their unfortunate experiences. The Blessed in the greater part of the world were highly sought after. As a result, it was not uncommon for them to be objects of desire, often landing them in traumatizing situations.

Especially paired with the fact that so many were discarded by the Nexus during the Hyperlink blackout. There were so many more Blessed out there, and more that likely refused to return to the Nexus out fear of being thrown away again.

This was why there was an active effort by the Head to help them recover as much as possible. Additionally, the 100 Nex quota was subsidized by the Ateliers to let them live here freely, and Frost considered making it a permanent change.

The tragedies were only a small subset of the conversations in the Common Hub. It was easy to get caught up in the negatives because of how boldly they stood out. In truth, there were smiles no matter where she looked.

Since she was here, she took the opportunity to try the baristas and café. What she was after was the perfect blend of coffee. Not because she wanted to get Galia to confess about her past over a cup, but more because she was craving something.

It’s has been a while since the hunger pangs bothered her. She has been eating fairly well since she arrived in the Nex Megalopolis. Now that she had thought about it, eating the same kind of food normal humans ate kept that overwhelming hunger away much longer than eating something like, for instance, another human.

Most food stores were run by Demi-humans due to their advanced sense of taste. When Frost entered one such humble establishment the cashier froze instinctually.

They were a young, fox-eared Demi-human boy, and his ears drooped as if surrendering to Frost.

“Hey. Can I get two coffees? Your recommendation, please.” She asked with a smile, only further frightening the poor kid.

“Yes! S-Sure! Right away! L-Large or small?” The Demi-human deeply bowed before they swiftly concocted the drinks.

“Make them large, thank you.”

Haaaaah. I really hope we find a way to mask my presence. It’s a shame that it’s becoming increasingly difficult for people to approach me. I just want to talk sometimes, you know?

Frost sighed mentally, dejected by this.

At least it’s limited to Demi-Humans.

“For now.”

Please don’t say that Nav. I’ll die if I don’t have people around me.

“Are you by chance part rabbit?”

Honestly? Compared to all this ‘light’ stuff? I’d love if I ended up being part rabbit.

During her wait she heard some other interesting topics crop up.

“D7? I wouldn’t advise going anywhere near the City of Diamonds if you’re after good food. Even the City of Clubs has some dodgy stuff closer to the Emvita border.”

“It’s not like the Ateliers are regulating food and wears. I heard a toy blew up in the face of a kid.”

“That’s because of you know who lives there. The rejected nobles with coin from whatever broken kingdom they came from. Justica Arms can maintain order and the Associations can look after building codes, but who looks after food and wears?”

Frost never really though about it. The Ateliers were picky with the things they regulated. But often it was up to the Associations to regulate other civil and societal aspects of the Nex Megalopolis, with their Branchers wielding special powers that allowed them to arbitrate problems so long as it was within their jurisdiction.

Then of course, the offenders were sent to Justica Arms.

That was if they were lucky.

“The GRA. Gastric Rights Association. The City of Diamonds has enough money to keep them from interfering with the poisonous shit they serve to people. They can’t even give restaurants Starbits over there.”

It came to Frost’s attention that the City of Diamonds had the second highest crime rates, with the City of Spades unsurprisingly taking first place. This was largely because the Golden Index, despite their involvement with the Outskirts, were not as organized as the other Ateliers.

After all, the bulk of their personnel were the equivalent of hired arms and mercenaries led by even more hired arms from the same cut of cloth, which was why they were so susceptible to betrayal in the first place.

Carpalis never really talked about the problems with her Atelier. We always knew she was being betrayed by her own people left and right. After everything she’s given to them, they are still turning their backs to her? That pisses me off.

Carpalis had the grand illusion of her Atelier being one large family. But what kind of family betrayed their kin for coin? It also didn’t help that Carpalis was no longer in direct control of her Atelier due to her injuries.

Even Frost was not blinded by the off chance that the Vermillion Moons could come back to bite her. It was admittedly unlikely thanks to making an example of what happens to those that oppose her.

Fear, death, misery – The things that Frost once despised were now mere tools for her.

But she never allowed herself to become apathetic.

I’m going to need to speak with Carpalis after this.

“Cleaning the Golden Index can be a project for the Minu Auditors.” Nav suggested, causing Frost’s face to brighten up and unfortunately frightening the young boy again.

You know what, that’s a good idea. If it’s them then they can uproot the problems in the Golden Index. Carpalis is much softer than she looks, and I think that’s part of the reason why she’s such an easy target. Forgiving used to be the norm in my world. Or at least in my small circle. But here, forgiveness with no recourse just gives that person time to plan out their revenge.

Frost took her cups of coffee after paying a small handful of Nex as she pondered on the ways the Minu Auditors could kept Carpalis. Could the Repenters help? Was it viable to place her troublesome personnel into the Repent Cycle?

In the end, Frost could not stay in the Nex Megalopolis any longer.

The Head had its work cut out for it.

A loud bell rang as she stepped out of the store. Suddenly, two familiar faces stared up at her with surprise.

“Normal me? What the – Why are you here!?” The Sleepy Frost exclaimed, holding the hand of the Star Child who couldn’t help but to rapidly nod in response. “And what’s that smell!? C-Caffeine!? You like that stuff? Geh. I didn’t think you were that different to me.”

“Perfect timing.” Frost pleasantly greeted. “I just came back from Atlas. I hope you two aren’t up to trouble.”

“The only trouble here is everyone in your floor.” She complained, flushing a slight red as she folded her arms. “I can’t sleep without being attacked by Jury. I’m not even safe from the Healers! One pillow is enough for me, thank you.”

Ugh… I’m jealous. Nav. What do I do? Do I head to the Floor of Hope of go see Jury and get what the Sleepy Frost was having?

Which one is the Floor of Hope in this instance?

Nav jokingly said, but Frost seriously considered whether just skipping Magus and just heading straight to Jury.

Frost. Don’t tell me. Are you lacking in your Vitamin J already?

Vitamin J?

“Vitamin J – Jury. Sorry. I couldn’t resist after hearing about Inflow Direct’s Serum naming scheme.”

Hearing this, Frost was about to leave to get her quick fix of Vitamin J. That was until the Star Child took her hand, and without a word spoken, she tugged her and the Sleepy Frost along, pointing at a star drawn above her head.

Never mind. I guess I can live a little longer before my Vitamin J depletes.

            

    
        541. The Floor of Hope Opens

    
    
    
    
                “The eighth Floor. Just after the Floor of Despair and before the Floor of Ego.” Frost soliloquized in the vacant halls of the Nexus.

The clopping of her leather soles was the only sound that echoed here. Even the patters of the Star Child and the Sleepy Frost were silenced as if they were incapable of making noise.

The Star Child was still in her white, robe-like dress. Nothing about her seemed to have changed despite having Archived the Lull-A-Goodbye. However, the darkness within the Floor was partially removed as the faint outlines of rivets filled the skies like false stars.

Clearly, the Floor of Desire was the insides of the black sphere that contained the Captured Star, the very thing that the Star Child took after. Similarly, the Sleepy Frost was also very likely a manifestation of the same thing if Lull-A-Goodbye was anything to go by.

When Frost asked the Sleepy Frost if she knew what she was, she quickly answered with:

“You. But me. I don’t have many memories aside from all the dreams I’ve experienced. That place inside of… what was it? The Floor of Desire, right? It was just like that place. But I also remember plenty of others like me.”

The Sleepy Frost was able to share her experiences but was not quite sure of it herself. She was full of doubt and her eyes were raised to the ceiling in constant self-scrutiny. Either that or she was already tired after less than an hour out of bed.

“There were others?” Frost raised a brow, the Star Child nodding as if to confirm this.

“Yeah. But I – or… well, it’s weird. It nothing like the other ‘Other’ us in the Nexus. We had white hair, just like her, and golden eyes like everyone else. People in white coats constantly watched over us. But so long as I was allowed to sleep, then I thought it was fine.”

The Star Child wore a conflicted look when she said this, but nodded, nevertheless. She drew a picture of Nav and tugged on Frost’s sleeves.

“Oh, yeah. Mhm! I guess you liked her. I don’t even remember that person. *Yawn* I just wanna sleeeeep already~”

“Hey, hold on. Don’t go sleeping on me now when we’re getting to the good part!” Frost snapped her fingers as the Sleepy Frost clung onto her arm like a koala. “What about the ones with the red eyes?”

“Uh… I think they were killed or something.” She yawned again, causing Frost to sigh. “From what I can remember at least. Sleeping and death. What’s the difference?”

“Now I’m starting to doubt if you’re an Alter me or not.” Frost said in a deadpan voice.

The Star Child puffed her cheeks in a pout before she weakly punched the Sleepy Frost on the shoulder. She violently shook her head, displeased by her insensitivity. It was surreal seeing the Star Child act so brazenly all of a sudden, and it was strictly towards the Sleepy Frost.

She never really took a direct approach and simply solved everything by drawing it in the air. So to see her take action took Frost by surprise.

That had her wondering as they approached the door of the Floor of Hope.

“Aren’t you both technically the same person?” She asked, looking down at the two.

Suddenly, the Sleepy Frost glared at her as if offended whereas the Star Child just shook her head again.

“Whaaat? No way. I’m more you than her.” The Sleepy Frost claimed.

“But she’s also more you than me.” Frost countered as they bickered at Hope’s doorstep.

“That can’t be right. You’re more me than I am her!”

“Look, I’m not the one with the ‘Alter Frost’ label slapped on me. The past me is definitely closer to her though.”

“Don’t fry my brain like this! If past you is closer to her, then present you is closer to me! You and I are like two peas in a pod! Two cuddle mates under a blanket! Two seeds in the same fruit! Two bullets in a mag!”

She clung even more tightly right as the Star Child held on to the Sleepy Frost’s back with an excited expression.

“I guess that much is true from our hair. But still, that doesn’t change that the Star Child is…” Frost unexpectedly trailed off. “Wait, are you really ‘me’ in the first place?”

The distinction between each doppelganger was not so clear. However, she figured that the Star Child was closer to the Captured Star than Frost’s own identity was. The Sleepy Frost was certainly just a lazy ‘reskin’ of her with the added bonus of being able to talk.

Is the Sleepy Frost the me that managed to escape or the one that’s still stuck in a dream?

“She could also be a pure manifestation of just you and dreams. Nothing more, nothing less.”

I forgot the answer doesn’t have to be so complicated. Just like the Innocent. Although now that I think about it… isn’t the Innocent just the same thing?

“Do you enjoy poking holes in things? Do you like finding unneeded flaws in a story?

Nav scolded.

In this case? Yeah, let me critique everything because this is confusing the hell out of me. I guess it CAN be as simple as that. The Star Child is the closest to the Captured Star anyway. And that goes back to the notion of desire. If Lull-A-Goodbye is something to go by, then it started with a dream about a world outside of the black egg.

Frost stared into the eyes of the Star Child, just wondering what was in her mind. There were things that even the Sleepy Frost could not translate. Those golden eyes were as extraordinary as ever. Anything that was even loosely related to the Captured Star had golden eyes as proof of their bizarre heritage.

Though calling it as such was probably incorrect.

Because the past Arbiter has the same golden eyes, as did Lailah. But she was still uncertain if Lailah was really created before the inception of the Captured Star, during, or after.

“You’re forgetting one more thing.”

Hmm?

“Lailah. What were her desires in that moment? Was it freedom? Or was it the longing of losing a friend over and over again?”

It was difficult to say, but Nav was on the right path. The Book of Dreaming Mortality could go both ways between the Captured Star and Lailah. Both had their own interpretations of who the tale closely followed.

But in truth, it was almost certain that it simply followed both equally, just like Anna and Cinder in the Book of Civitas Cinder. Frost habitually overthought things, so Occam’s Razor helped spare her this time.

Soon, the doors of the Floor of Hope creaked open inwards, revealing a bright, golden light that beckoned them to enter. It was warmer than sunshine, the rays casting away her worries behind in the cold air of the pale Nexus as they entered a world unlike any other.

“Greetings esteemed guests!” A voice called from within the light as it steadily faded. The silhouettes of mountains filled an endless expanse. “Welcome to the oh so benevolent Floor of Hope!”

Golden buildings stood further into the distance, illuminating the world as the abstract light faded, leaving them in a dim world where no stars shone in the sky. Those buildings were beacons, and the mountains held what looked like artificial stars atop their summit.

The expanse was a sandy wasteland where little vegetation grew. Ruins sat beneath those towering buildings. It was nothing like Frost expected it to be. She envisioned the Floor of Hope to be a magical place of gold.

Yet what surrounded her was more fitting to be in the Floor of Despair.

“I agree with that sentiment, my Amalgam friend. This is admittedly less hospitable than I imagined it to be. Let’s not speculate just yet! Let’s get comfortable with each other’s presence first!”

He noticed the confusion written on her face as he approached them from the base of a large, sandy dune. A cold breeze swept across the desolate lands, carrying waste into the air as the belongings of the dead rolled in the sand like tumbleweed.

Then, with his diamond-encrusted cane in hand, and his top hat in another – he finally stood before them with open arms, welcoming them to his desolate abode.
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                “Far from what I was expecting.” Frost returned his greeting, the sands sifting underneath her feet as she moved towards him. “No stars huh. This must be the old world. I’m starting to think that all of the pre-Awakened Floors are going to be like this. Starting from the past until it becomes the present.”

“With the sole exception of yours.” Magus heartily laughed, twirling his top hat around a finger. “Let’s not forget that the Floor of Judgement also begs to differ. And what’s this!? Not one, but another adorable little You tagged along! Ah, where are my manners?”

“H-Hello… Top Hat Man.” The Sleepy Frost cautiously hid behind Frost. Her gaze timidly moved back and forth from him to her, asking for his name.

“Fear not little one! I am from the same deck of cards from your Amalgam guardian, for it is I, the Archetype of Hope – the Magician!” Golden cards gushed from his top hat.

The sound of a thousand flickering pages briefly filled the silence as the cards magically orbited him like a tiny asteroid belt. His top hat bounced back onto his head with the flick of his wrist as what were supposed to be his eyes rolled like slot machines.

Depictions of swords, staves, wands, and pentacles alongside a number between zero to ten drew out the timid Sleepy Frost from behind her older counterpart. Finally, the symbol of an overflowing chalice was revealed in both eyes, symbolizing the Ace of Cups.

It was a card that symbolized that one was in a position of safety, and that one could drop their guard and relax in a net of comfort.

“But you may call me Magus. Short for magician!” He flicked a finger into the air and caught the same card depicted on his head. “For you~”

“Er… Is it safe? It’s not going to explode?” The Sleepy Frost had a vivid imagination just like the Star Child.

She was clearly not used to being around people, let alone knew how to speak to others properly.

Every single Alter Frost can’t communicate normally. She can talk, but like Anna she’s going to have to get out of her comfort zone. To be fair if I was constantly drowsy then I wouldn’t want to talk to anyone either.

“C’mon. Magus wouldn’t hurt a fly. Take it.” Frost cooed, placing an assuring hand onto her head. “He’s not a bad guy. He’s another Archetype of the Nexus.”

“Indeed! I’m a fun guy!” He proclaimed, saluting her. “No response? So you’re not from a military background like the Hired Arm.”

The Star Child tilted her head suddenly, drawing a giant mushroom above her head.

“No. Not that kind of fungi.” Frost laughed. “She’s more… how do I put it? A younger me from the old world, but not closer to the Captured Star like her.” She placed her other hand on the Star Child’s head, causing her face to brighten as she drew a ‘>ᴗ<’ emoji with her light.

“Is that correct? Hm…” Magus stroked a nonexistent chin as he inspected the girl. Then, with the click of his fingers, he stabbed his cane into the sand and chuckled. “With shorter hair and different colored eyes this would have been wishfully nostalgic for me! Alas, red eyes belonged to my dear friend. Not that I haven’t taken a liking to gold, mind you.”

He said joyously. Frost imagined him winking at her, causing her to grin.

“Thanks. So long you understand that we’re two different people. But then again there’s no denying that there’s some Sinder left inside of me.”

“Indeed. Looking at you does strange things to a fool like myself. O nostalgia. Undeterminable nostalgia. Our window to the past~ Hmhmhm~!”

“High spirits as always, huh?”

“But of course, for what is hope without a smile? Even in a place like this hope will always prevail as a shining beacon for others.” He spoke in his eloquent, gentlemanly tongue just moments before the Star Child pointed at something in the distance.

Without warning, she took the hand of the Sleepy Frost and began roaming the sandy expanse.

“W-Woah – hold on! I’m not cut out for runiiiiiiing!” She cried, her voice disappearing as quickly as their visages over a small mound.

“Is it fine to let them run off on their own?” Frost asked, ready to catch them in an instant.

“It’ll be fine. Children should be lively.” Magus hummed, turning his head to the side as the rotation of his cards steadily slowed. “Yes. They should be free.”

His tone lowered unexpectedly as if a surge of unwanted memories assaulted him all at once. His sudden silence was deafening, and it nearly killed the upbeat mood they had between them.

“Shouldn’t we all? It’s not like you to sound so down. Did something come up?” Frost juggled the mood, speaking on a high note which Magus – though he didn’t outright show it – deeply appreciated her concern.

“As with all Archetypes there comes a time when we will question our own existence.” He began, speaking deeply as he raised his eyes to the sky where no star could be found. “Dear Anna turned out to be a major contributor to the Collective Compendium of All Knowledge, which we now know as the Eternal Library.”

“Yeah. I never would have expected her to be so involved with something that big in the past. Not that I really know the scale of it to begin with. I’m still struggling to grasp how big the Nexus is.” Frost bounced off him.

“The Director… that madman. I still receive letters from him. Heralds arrive to personally deliver handcrafted cards for me.” He said, pulling a blue letter from his suit. It had a crudely drawn smile of it and was scented with pleasant cologne.

“None of us still know what he’s up to either. But he’s helped us in the shadows more times than I can count.”

“The Star Child as the Captured Star. The truest essence of the ‘Light’ next to you. I’ve been watching that child for a while now, my friend. She’s not as clueless of the world as you may think.”

“Are you saying that it’s all an act?” Frost questioned.

“No. It’s more that she is trying to figure out what she wants.” Magus answered and walked along one of the many paths ahead. “Come. Shall we go for a walk?”

“Right next to you. Out of all the Archetypes you mentioned, none of them have really questioned their existence like us.” Frost walked by his side, the sand sifting heavily in their wake as they ventured into the unknown expanse. “The Arbiter knows exactly what she was. I do too but then again...”

Her voice betrayed her mid-sentence. As much as didn’t want to admit it, the question of her own existence was something that bothered her. The brief moment of anger that bubbled and inevitably erupted while within the memory of the old world ate at her.

Frost deeply exhaled, venting that creeping frustration before she continued.

“… Identity is something that’s struck me with grief before. All those names attached to me makes me wonder just what the hell I am sometimes.”

“What of the reverse of how you feel? For us that do not have many namesakes like you?” Magus admitted that he had the opposite problem, that there was not enough information to give a hint of who or what he was, let alone where he began. “Like the Arbiter I have considered that I may be a Star of the old. An entity born from a place where only thoughts can reach; as I paraphrase the revelations of the Arbiter.”

His head morphed into the card of the Star. It was a depiction of a woman kneeling at the edge of a pond, carrying two containers of water streaming from a source beyond the borders of the card. It nourished the land depicted within, bringing new things that otherwise would not have existed.

“Frost. The reason I have called you here was not to discuss these things. I merely dabbled in them because you are the one person I can trust wholeheartedly with my nonsensical babbles.” He said as they approached what appeared to be a rundown orphanage, a place that seemed to hold a special place in Magus’ heart but for reasons he could not place a finger on.

It upset him beyond words.

“The friend I remember was a born listener. A person who I recall having outlived me. Children of our City never knew the stars. Instead, they knew of the people and monsters that sat at their heights. Such monsters became inspirations. Beacons of hope, believe it or not. Hope comes in many flavors and more often than not –”

His rant came at an abrupt pause as they passed by empty beds soaked in blood. Rooms were crushed by debris and the belongings of children torn and scattered across the broken floorboards.

The sight broke Frost’s heart, and she could only imagine how Magus felt as he brushed a hand along the desks of a mess hall where children gathered to eat.

“– Hope is another side of a coin shared with Despair. Both are one in the same. Despair breeds Corruption as we’ve found. And hope…”

He stood in the center of the carnage. The ceiling of the orphanage revealed a starless sky. And yet Magus continued to look up into the nothingness as if enchanted. Then, he brought his invisible gaze back and stared down at the remains of the belongings of people once precious to him.

“… is an Awakening. My Amalgam friend. Stars are strange, abstract things in our world. In yours, they had one meaning. A role model. A parent. A hero. An entertainer. A giver of new things. Life. Hope. All these things are Stars.”

He then resumed walking.
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                They eventually left the dilapidated orphanage and were greeted with the sight of an artificial star – a golden building constructed in the center of a slum in the far distance.

But that still did not shine as brightly as Magus himself did, nor did the invisible star he kept staring at in the sky.

“You understand why I brought you here. It is of a resonance I felt. A ripple that swept the sands of this desolate place. While hope has enough flavors for us to remain here for the next ten years, it will all come down to one thing.”

“What is it?” Frost patiently asked, waiting for what felt like minutes before Magus’ card transformed into that of the Magician.

“A belief.” He stated. “And it is through belief that miracles can be born. What glues them together like the binding of a book is oneself. What I mean to say is that stars – the symbols of hope – should be determined by only ourselves. If we all look at the same things, then are damned to same fate as the last that failed.”

“Belief gives birth to miracles. The same can be said about the Stars too, right?”

It was a collective belief that brought them to exist in the first place according to the Arbiter. When the stars disappeared and they lost their literal meaning, perhaps it was their individual beliefs that had made them so monstrous in the first place.

“More than that.” Magus cleared his throat. “Us. That’s why an Awakening is a belief that comes from within more than just an epiphany. I felt it. But such thing has perhaps never happened before in this world. It’s still so abstract. Even the formation of literal stars is easier to understand than the formation of one’s true belief to make them their own Star.”

He himself was also confused, and he openly admitted it with what felt like a smile. His joyous tone steadily returned as he spoke of the prospects of the future, his body become more and more animated now that he had proof that people could truly become Awakened.

“An Awakening is akin to that. To become the you that you have not yet become, unlike the Corrupted that takes what already exists from within.” He concluded, panting, and brushing off the nonexistent sweat from his forehead.

“Like an idealized self?” Frost found it hard to hold back a small chuckle. Though they shared the same views, what they saw was completely different.

“Perhaps. It’s shameful for me to admit as the face of hope itself that I am not certain of it. But my friend, you have shown me that hope exists even here. I wept stardust when Res’ dear mother’s light finally extinguished. She would have been the first.”

It was not blissful ignorance or a veil that covered one’s eyes like Res. Rather, what Magus saw was an ideality – a manifested belief that came from the deepest reaches of oneself.

That was when Frost realized it as she saw a streak of light suddenly cross the sky.

Hope was something that existed when all lights were extinguished.

Hope was something that illuminated one’s world in their darkest hour.

Hope was the thing that kept people chasing dreams.

But true hope was to transform into someone better.

“An Awakening isn’t just a realization. It’s…” Frost tried to find a better word for it, eventually landing on: “… A finalization, huh.”

“A woman after my own cards!” Magus laughed. “Perfectly put. A finalization of oneself. Corruption is born from many aspects of emotions and thoughts. But it ultimately boils down to the things that pre-exist. An Awakening is more than just that. It makes you wonder how such a power came to be.”

“… Maybe it’s what Elysia intended for in the first place instead of Corruption.” Frost threw in a curveball into the conversation.

“It could very well be. The Corruption and Awakening are two sides of the same coin. But one side lands on every flip of the coin. Yet even so, it goes to show how intertwined both Affinities are.” He flipped a coin several times.

It landed on the same side each time before he chucked it straight into a breast pocket.

“As you can see from this Floor, hope incurs despair. I often wonder if I was a good person in the past. It can be easy to use the despair of others are the source of one’s own hope. Ideally another’s hope can be one’s own.” Magus fell onto the sand dune, sitting upright as he clutched tightly onto his cane.

A silent breeze swept by again. The Star Child and the Sleepy Frost suddenly came into view as Frost sat down beside him. Then to his surprise, he felt a warm arm wrap over his shoulder.

“You’re a good man Magus. Don’t let yourself say otherwise.”

“Hearing that from a friend is a gift I shall cherish. Awaken people, Frost. Beyond your admittedly terrifying maw and powers will undoubtedly rival Corrupted like that of the Icon of Judgement – I think your power lies in something else.”

“You think so?”

“Oh friend, I know so. How many people have changed because of you? How has this small part of the world changed because you took the mantle that others refused? While you can Corrupt, Realize and rescue through Salvation – You have shown that an Awakening is part of your deck of cards. Not just for the Floors and the Archetypes. But for all.”

“… I… Mhm.” Frost was at a loss for words. Hearing this from Magus meant everything to her, to the point where her eyes blurred. “Yeah. To me it’s the natural thing to do. To call it a superpower feels absurd. Aha…”

She struggled to hold her grin, her eyes glistening despite the absence of the stars. Instead, her eyes were the stars of the night sky, and those tears that trickled down her cheeks sparkled more brightly than anything in the world.

“… yeah. It hits like a truck when someone else spells it out for you.” Her voice quavered as the lump in her throat grew. “I’ve helped a lot of people. And I’ve also lost so many more. I think I know what you mean by it all being two sides of the same coin. That loss has only taught me to be better –”

A surge of emotions caught her voice. The lump that formed was unbearable as she clutched her chest.

“– But it hurts so much sometimes. It’s unbearable. Hope takes more than just belief. It takes courage. That’s what I believe.”

“That’s still a belief, friend.” Magus’ tone changed again, not wanting to intrude on Frost’s outburst.

He then handed over a golden handkerchief to her.

“Those tears are proof of your resolve. Our existences that were once blips in a lost history have become something that can tangibly change the lives of countless. We are ‘stars’ to many. But you are even greater than that. The humility you still have is a trait most valuable for someone with so much power. Frost. You have gathered so many to propagate our ideas. It’s limited, but it has changed many lives for the better.”

“In one small part of the world. But I’m proud of it.” Frost thanked him as she wiped her tears away. “I really needed to hear that. An Awakening won’t be easy, but I believe many of us can get there one day.”

“As I said, miracles are born from beliefs!”

“Yeah. Belief. Those things direct us to where we need to go.”

“Now you’re understanding! Because without belief, it becomes a place where one wants to go, rather than needs.” Magus celebrated with a hearty laugh now that Frost had recovered. “When I Awaken, I wonder what will change. What I will discover. What will become of me. But I shall patiently wait until that day arrives. Because I can firmly believe that it is a matter of time with you at the helm of the Nexus. All of us trust you.”

“No pressure.” Frost laughed. “That’s what I’m aiming for. There’s a lot of things on my plate. But I’m happy everyone’s sharing it. Magus. Thank you. I’ve learnt a lot. I’m lucky that we have you around.”

“Likewise, my friend. Aim high. And in due time –”

Magus sought the stars again.

“– Everything in the Nexus will be Awakened.”
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                Arrangements for 351 PA were now in order. With less than five days left the Nexus entered a state of hidden pandemonium. The Sacral Appraisers of Justica Arms worked grueling hours tending to the crystals that grew within the expansive Middle Sanctums.

The Moons of the Nexus were guided by Stars to become familiar with the interior of the Nexus. While in one hand it was their home, in the other it was a fortress. Since the War in Heaven meant that people could enter the Nexus uninvited all personnel needed to familiarize themselves with the layout in the event of war fell into their soil.

Frost took major precautions as did the Beholders. Their goals moving into the following year were simple: to bolster their power and reclaim all assets that had been lost.

It was clearly not an easy goal as the Ateliers and the Beholders themselves required to constantly churn and devour Nex, as well as meet the demand quotas of their products to maintain their Atelier at an acceptable level.

The Ateliers were, after all, the manifestation of their philosophies.

It was a topic for the first Arbiter’s Council of 351 PA, but something Frost also had to deeply consider. Because she wanted to know which Beholders would be readily available in the event of an emergency.

Ultimately, she wanted to keep the Beholders centralized but also understood that it would not be an easy feat.

In the meantime, Frost returned to her Floor. The moment she stepped into its doors she was greeted by a sight to behold. A beautiful, red-brick pathway led to the mouth of a bustling town of several hundred. Their voices were carried by a sweeping breeze that brought about the floral scent of the gardens built along the plains and low hills.

Many streams ran along, supporting the growth of these flowerbeds. Crops such as corn and cabbage were grown in cultivation fields by Healers who wielded red, fleshy apparatuses created by none other than Ignis. The Healers that worked in the fields did not need to, but it was something that they personally wanted despite resources already being abundant on the Floor.

They were equipped in adorable gardening outfits almost too large for them, with some going in with only a shirt and shorts on. Despite the ‘tools’ doing the heavy lifting for them, they still broke a sweat as they were not used to physical labor.

The Black Wings on the other hand ran laps around the fields in their small squads of five. Even Moons helped around whether out of an obligation as part of their community, or because of something undiscernible within their chests.

The coloration of their hearts had become much better now, with their desires and old emotions gradually returning. Frost guessed that in a few months Serum G will be flushed out of their systems for good.

Plus, it was nice seeing the Moons in outfits that weren’t suits. In fact, Moons put in the largest effort into making this space as livable as possible.

The houses followed a strange blend of gothic and tudor architecture, with the lower floor made of brick and the upper made of timber. The beams, which were Ignis’ bones but masterfully disguised, were highlighted in this design which Anna believed to be the best fit.

She wanted something different for all residents to be able to clearly differentiate their home from the rest of the world.

“Amalga – I mean –!” A Healer rushed up to Frost, skipping over the streams only to fall flat on her face into the dirt. “– Frost~! Ehehe~!”

Her cap flew off, and her clothing was stained brown, but even so, she looked up over at a quickly approaching Frost with a smile worth a thousand more.

“Here. Stand up. Are you ok?” [Cleanse IV] removed the filth from her body in an instant.

Once on her feet, the girl cheerily clasped Frost’s hand, her eyes beaming like stars.

“Thanks to you! It’s been so long since you’ve come to visit!”

It hasn’t really been that long, has it?

“You forget that your Floor is under the influence of an Isolation Sphere.”

Frost’s gaze moved towards the center of the Floor where a pale, rectangular monolith rose like this world’s version of the Nexus.

Right. My day out would have been a week for them.

After a brief greeting, she let the Healer go her own way. She wasn’t the only one to approach her too. Fruits, flowers, and all kinds of delicious treats were served to her by both White Doves and the Black Wings whenever she came to visit her Floor. They were like children yearning for their parent’s attention, but they were also mindful as to not completely swamp her.

Not that Frost minded. People would kill to be flocked to by Healers like her. One by one, a new piece of apparel was hung on her body. First it was a flower wreath. Another was a necklace. A bracelet. An entire basket of sandwiches. She had become a walking Christmas tree before she could even walk up the steps leading to her home.

She climbed the newly built steps that went up the small hill. The yard before her manor was filled with slimes as always. As much as she would have liked to feel their cool gel around her skin, she gave them a small glare to keep them from approaching.

Many slimes shivered as teardrops formed beneath their eyes.

I’m so sorry, but I don’t need any more ornaments on me right now.

Once inside, she plopped everything down carefully as she scanned the empty atrium. Not a single soul was present despite the mess left behind by presumably Cer. Jury was busy working within her Workshops according to Nav. And sadly, Frost had to deflate with a long, depressed sigh.

“Let her know I’m back.”

“No need. She’s already on her way. Her Frost sensors have alerted her before I had a chance.”

“Maybe she needs some Vitamin F.” Frost grinned, pointing at herself with a thumb. “F and J.”

“FMJ? Are you talking about full metal jacket?”

“No… never mind Nav. Don’t make me self-conscious about my pronunciation.” Frost waved her hand dismissing an invisible Nav. “FMJ. Do you think that Vengeful Red Corrupted uses specialized bullets?”

Considering the name, it must be bullets sourced from unending hatred.

“Unending hatred to end said hatred. Sounds like the logic of a Corrupted alright.” She mused before walking back outside the estate. As she walked down the eastern wing of the estate, she asked Nav: “Is Ignis busy?”

“No. You arrived at a good time. She asked for your whereabouts just now.”

She strode through the wide, timber halls with slack. There was no need for her to maintain her image here. Her home was one of the few places where she was able to drop all honorifics and that cursed ‘empress’ persona she picked up ever since she met the Adventurers of Grandis.

Excitement coursed through her veins unexpectedly. The jolt of electricity made her smile as she imagined what her journey around Elysia would be like now as an overpowered ‘Adventurer’.

She eventually brought herself back as the squeaks of her rubber soles returned. By now she had reached the far end where a red door with a white cross awaited. The white cross had veins and nerves creeping into it from the red. It was a subtle addition that few were able to recognize.

Never mind the cross. In this world the cross which was heavily associated with health on Earth meant nothing here. What replaced it was the white feather. Frost, however, wanted to bring it here.

But she did not want to associate it with magical healing. Rather –

“Is she waiting inside of her clinic?” Frost asked, knocking on the door once.

– She wanted it to represent practical medicine; a process that healing could not possibly replicate.

And at the core of this idea was Ignis.

Slits then formed along the crimson part of the door. What mimicked wood now had the texture of warped flesh. Suddenly, the slits opened to reveal many red, feline eyes which widened emotionlessly at the sight of her.

Then, the door opened. But rather than a creak it let out a wet squelch.

“Ignis. It’s time for your weekly evaluation.”
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                Two months ago, Ignis received the power to create organic material. Since then, Frost had used her spare time to teach her everything she knew of the human body to facilitate her knowledge.

While Skills could not be increased by knowledge alone and had to progress through practical experience – it was wisdom that increased one’s breadth of flexibility. Frost was a living example of this, as she had unique ways to combine her Skills together to create unexpected combinations.

Though it has admittedly been a while since she had to resort to creative endeavors.

The door peeled open, revealing a sterile-white laboratory. A single bed resided in the center of the spacious interior as rows of wide desks surrounded it. Various instruments made from flesh resided atop those desks including long strands of veins and arteries which looked like the legs of a decapitated jellyfish.

“Frost. You’re here already.” Ignis greeted her with a warm smile, waving with a hand that had transformed into many thin tentacles. “Troubling. Can I finish this quickly before my evaluation?”

Laid atop the bed was a naked Black Wing. A thin, absorbable material covered her body as she gave Frost a weak smile. And beside her head was another pair of Healers that kept her alive with a constant stream of healing magic.
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“Of course. Did something happen while I was away?” Frost hurriedly stood by the bedside of the Black Wing and took one of her hands.

In that instant her muscles relaxed as black particles invaded her body. [Prolonged Stasis V] guaranteed the Black Wing’s life. Though the Healers beside her were already more than enough.

“Nm. Don’t know. She collapsed and the Healers couldn’t heal her properly. It’s painful for her to breathe. Lots of pain in her chest.” Ignis gave a rapid handover before placing a hand under the covers, causing major discomfort to the woman. “Mn. It’ll be ok Healer. Frost is here now.”

“Ghhk… I figured…” The Black Wing squeaked, her arms begging to clutch at her chest.

“My healing can’t through to her. Even [Cure Disease] isn’t working.” Frost commented, hovering a hand above the covers. “May I take a look at you?”

“Please…”

There was nothing to be found at a first glance. But she quickly took note of her shortness of breath and quickly brought a finger to the woman’s wrist.

“I’m with you. I have a Skill that prevents anything from going wrong, so please trust us.” Her tender voice brought the Black Wing to ease, as did her touch. “Ignis. She’s tachycardic and her pulse is weak. Her lips are slightly blue too.”

“Signs of respiratory problems… Because that can mean her heart is compensating for the lack of oxygen in her body.” Ignis caught on quickly. Speaking to her was hardly like talking to a child anymore. “This will hurt a little bit. Please administer the painkillers. Or else…”

The Healers dropped two beads for the girl to take sublingually, which meant to allow it to dissolve under the tongue. It impressed Frost that they were aware that the sublingual route was faster than taking a substance orally.

Inflow Direct’s painkillers were powerful to normal people. The unfortunate truth was that those that were stronger had to rely heavily on pure grit and sheer willpower to go through similar surgical procedures.

Ignis was able to suppress parts of the nervous system but only through severing the nerves, which in itself was a painful procedure. For now it was better to use substances.

Then, after exactly a minute, her tentacles glided down to the woman’s upper-inner thighs. She could not feel it at all, but even so, as per Frost’s teachings, she still needed to ask her for consent to proceed any further.

“Is this ok? I want to take a closer look at you.”

She asked a bit late, but she’s doing just fine. Her enthusiasm needs some work too, but I think remaining stoic has its advantage in this kind of situation. It’s been a while since I’ve been involved in something like this.

“An operation?”

Yep. Never had a hand in it myself since I don’t have the qualifications. But in this world, I’m practically the only one that can give the thumbs up.

Frost didn’t expect to meet Ignis in these conditions, but it was a good coincidence as much as she did not want to admit it. It had been over a month since Ignis took a deep dive into the realm of biology. With the Isolation Sphere she easily had nearly a year of experience cultivated already, but that was only through studies.

But in practice Ignis was still an infant.

However, she was by far the closest thing to a doctor – no, a surgeon in this world. Carpalis had been her regular test subject for some time now and she only had incremental successes. To what extent now was something Frost wanted to keep as a surprise.

As for right now, she wanted to see how far Ignis’ knowledge had come, as well as how her powers paired with it. This was why she did not outright state what the issue was and only provided hints from what she observed.

Also, it wasn’t like Frost knew the source of the problem either, but she was aware that it must have been caused by a foreign object if Healing magic did not work. That, or electrical activity of the heart which was yet another thing that could not be treated with healing magic.

“You’re watching closely, Frost. It’s making me nervous.” Ignis glared up at her, which meant she was embarrassed.

“Ignis. You can’t say that in front of the person you’re trying to help.” Frost hushed with a smile as the patient in question grinned as if to stifle a laugh. “Hold on tight. Ignis is just going to put something inside of you. Do you want me to explain, or do you want to have a go? Actually, go for it Ignis. You’re the one she’s entrusting the procedure on.”

“Mmn.” Her cat ears flapped as if to nod in her stead. “I’m doing an internal check. Since we know it’s affecting her heart and breathing, that means we can first investigate her cardiovascular system. It won’t hurt as much as opening your chest with a hammer and chisel Miss Black Wing. It’s useless with this.” An extremely thin bundle of tentacles waved in front of the woman’s eyes. They were so thin that they were almost transparent. “Full body-scopy. My tentacles are going to go inside your blood vessels to find the problem. You won’t feel a thing.”

“S-Sounds wonderful…” The Black Wing had a good sense of humor, smiling through the uneasiness of having those inside of her.

[Weaponized System] was hardly a weapon at all, and the System she manifested was the Nervous System.
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                I’ve heard nerves were transparent. Then again, I’ve never actually seen one in person.

“I’m starting. I think there’s a blockage somewhere. Were you injured before?” Ignis asked as her tentacles entered the femoral artery found in the woman’s inner thigh. Blood gushed for only a split second before it was completely sealed.

“My leg was messed up badly when I squared up with an Aspiring Moon. They didn’t mean it because it was my fault in the end. I got all fussy and walked into their training grounds like an idiot. Next thing I know I’ve fallen over. Crazy thing is that I didn’t even bleed. Part of my leg just vanished. I didn’t even know I was hurt until someone told me to look.”

Ignis turned to Frost with a confused look.

“Meaning it was cauterized. Its why people are left in chunks rather than a pool of blood in extremely traumatic events. Like a car crash for example.” She explained in layman’s terms.

The two blankly blinked. Even the Healers didn’t know what she was talking about.

“… a car…?” Ignis sort of understood what one was, since she had heard the term being thrown around by the likes of Jury, Nav and Anna.

The Black Wing on the other hand groaned out: “Is that some kind of steed…?”

“Sort of. A good thing to remember is that energy equals heat. Doing anything is going to produce heat. So naturally, the more violent it is, the more heat it’s going to produce.”

They seemed to understand now. Or at least they pretended to.

Finally, Ignis seemed to have found the issue as her ears perked up.

“Obstruction in the pulmonary artery. It’s a blood clot. An embolism!” Upon stating this Ignis rapidly removed the obstruction, dragging it free from her body as she held the tiny, goopy ball that caused the woman so much pain.

Her breathing instantly returned to normal as she wheezed with: “I… Can breathe so much better now… That thing… it was inside of my heart?”

“At the top right side of your heart.” Frost provided her with some patient education as she illustrated on her own chest. “Sounds like to me you had a DVT after getting your leg healed before it got dislodged and turned into an embolism.”

Spirals turned in the eyes of all Healers, but Ignis’ ones widened with awe.

“That makes sense! Deep vein thrombosis! If it was cauterized, then the blood must have also dried up! I think a Healer healed you before you were cleansed!” A lightbulb appeared over her head, leaving Frost beaming like a proud mother.

“Is it supposed to be that dangerous?”

“No!” One of the Healers answered the Black Wing immediately, handing over her clothes. “I’ve never heard of this happening before.”

“It has to be rare! It has to! Please don’t punish that Healer! She did nothing wrong!” The other assured Frost, only to have a warm hand plop onto her head.

“Hey. It’s ok. It’s not like she did it on purpose. Besides, this is the kind of field where complications are bound to crop up. I’ll never blame a Healer. Got it?”

“Y-Yes!” The Healer nodded.

“Alright. Please help her back home. Congratulations on your recovery and discharge~!” Frost hummed, causing the Black Wing to wryly smile.

“You’re not seriously going to shoot me now? After all that?”

Does she think I mean shoot by discharge?

“Mn. Do you want to get shot?” Ignis didn’t mean anything by it. But the Black Wing interpreted it as a threat. It didn’t help that Ignis glared at her like she was about to do it herself.

And so, after a quick thanks, the Healers wrapped their arms around the Black Wing’s waist and helped her of a door connecting directly to the outside. Once free, Frost’s shoulders collapsed as she approached Ignis with an extended hand.

“Haaaaaaaah. Ignis~ You’re so cool.” She patted her head, the girl melting instantly to her touch as she purred lightly. “I give you a nine out of ten.”

“Eh? Where’s my one extra star?”

“Use your voice more. If you can do that then you’ll be perfect. You were right about your deduction. [Cleanse] is a superficial Healing magic that requires direct application, and [Cure Disease] won’t stop foreign material from causing said illness in the first place.”

“Mhm. Praise me more.”

“You passed the evaluation with flying colors. I’m so proud of you. I can tell you’ve been busy while I was gone.”

“Very.” Ignis firmly nodded as she stood on her toes, wanting to bury her head deeper in her palm.

“Were you lonely without me~?”

“No, not really.” Ignis’ nonchalant words caused something to shatter inside of Frost. “Because I have Nav and Anna and everyone else here. But I also missed you too!” She beamed with an earnest smile.

Ahh. My broken heart’s healing~ Just look at that smile.

“Hmph. I’ve seen that smile a thousand times already. That means she’s one thousand times closer to me than you.”

Something broke inside of Frost again.

I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.

 

* * *


Various organs were placed onto the sterile tabletops. Wood was not a good material for a surface but with [Cleanse] anything was viable. Ignis began from the far left of the increasingly complex line of organs she created thanks to [Gene Expression].

“[Gene Expression] in its first ten levels was limiting.” Ignis began, poking at near pile of bones and cartilage, as well as capillaries and small strands of pulsating muscle. “I couldn’t make anything very good. Most of my [Manifest System] consists of these basic ‘organs’. Even the items I made were limited.”


< ACTIVE: (E) Gene Expression >

< Machinery of life >

< EFFECT: Create basic organic items using your Biomass. Simple organs may be created >

< COST: 30,000 MP per 1cm3 >


 

“I see.” Frost loomed over her as she refused to look further ahead. She wanted Ignis to properly introduce them as a surprise. “So those backpacks you made – those are from [Manifest System], right?”

“Mn. [Manifest System] is more complex but it’s different because that is more like me.” She said, holding out her hand.

Something scuttled from behind a raised curtain.

Suddenly, a creature resembling a boney spider appeared. It was purely legs and was easily larger than Frost’s head.

The tapping of its legs caused chills to run down Frost’s spine before it crawled over Ignis’ body and sat atop the palm of her hand.

“What’s this? It’s cute~”

That is nightmare fuel.

“This isn’t a good example. This is an item using my cells so it’s not compatible with people unless it’s used like prosthetics.” Ignis explained. “Making organs like this is easy but they have a mind of their own.”

She rubbed the center of it, causing it to melt as if it was a Demi-human being pet.

“I’m guessing they inherit your instincts.” Frost deducted, making Ignis smile warmly again.

“Yes! That’s what I think too. I can’t make a brain or anything that complex, so it was weird that they naturally went to protect the Healers immediately. They carry my intentions.”

“And that’s incompatible with people because that’s ‘you’ in a way, huh. But [Gene Expression] …” Frost followed Ignis as she moved on to the next organs. She plucked a bundle of thick arteries, ducts, and slabs of meat with specialized linings. “… makes it universally compatible since it doesn’t inherit your will. I’m impressed with these. This is stomach lining.”

[Appraise Object]


 

Stomach Lining

< Biological tissue highly favored in high-corrosive environments >


 

The reason why she was able to create this was because her [Gene Expression] Skill was not level 10. It was beyond that. What was demonstrated here was merely what she was able to achieve at level 20.


< ACTIVE: (E) Gene Expression II >

< Machinery of life >

< EFFECT: Create moderate organic items using your Biomass. Lesser organs may be created >

< COST: 25,000 MP per 2cm3 >


 

But she did not have 20 levels in [Gene Expression]. With the number of items remaining, it was clear that she was higher than level 30.
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                The next set of organs was where things went from good to incredible. Skin, hair, and even several organs were displayed before her. Gall bladders, intestines, stomachs, bladders, and other less important organs were able to be perfectly created.


< ACTIVE: (E) Gene Expression III >

< Machinery of life >

< EFFECT: Create intermediate organic items using your Biomass. Intermediate organs may be created >

< COST: 20,000 MP per 3cm3 >


 

This included a bundle of inconspicuous, transparent strands. Nerves. They were the single most important component in Frost’s eyes when it came to the restoration of body parts. This opened a tremendous number of doors for Ignis. If she recalled correctly then the core issue with Carpalis’ only arm was her agency over it.

Furthermore, she now had the components to even recreate her missing arm.

“Hard to tell. Miss Carpalis is a Demon. Our similarities end as soon as you take a closer look under her skin.” Ignis elaborated further as she pointed to a colorless vein. “Look at this. She gave this to me when I found it under her shoulder. It was in the same place where a lymph node was supposed to be.”

It had the structure of a branch of coral, but more closely looked like a dried-out bough of some kind of a tiny tree.

“This is?” Frost reached out to touch it. The organ contracted like how muscles did when shocked postmortem.

“Demonic tissue. A Mana Channel. It’s another circulatory system that supplies Demonic tissue with mana. I don’t even know where to start with making something like this.” Ignis’ was more shocked than Frost was by the find.

She wanted to know more about it. Since Ignis didn’t possess [Appraise Object], Frost was able to uncover a little more about the organ.

[Appraise Object].

 

Mana Channel

< A channel of the Mana System found within magical species. Required for even the most basic motor functions >


“So Demons have their own unique body systems. What about the nervous system? Demons require both?” Frost inquired. “This just got way more complicated. You can’t replicate this?”

“Impossible. I don’t even know how it works. She said all Demons have this. As you know, Demons can cast magic without chanting.” Ignis further explained the magical process in Demons compared to Humans.

The first was that Humans had to move and concentrate mana to create a spell. It came from within but only those with immense knowledge and willpower were able to conjure magic without a chant to help develop the spell.

Demons however were able to bring it out by biological reason. This was through the Mana Channel – an extremely durable system that increased a Demon’s strength the larger their mana capacity was. This was why when their mana was depleted a Demon would remain entirely vulnerable as mana was required for even autonomous systems.

This paired with the fact that Healers could not heal Demons meant that losing even a finger was seen as a catastrophic loss. However, Demon society in the Zelmori continent were more accepting of loss and death contrary to the vengeful Demons of Emvita.

“Meaning her missing arm can’t ever return.” Frost uttered, hoping this wasn’t the case.

“Mn. I can make an arm. But she won’t be able to control it. I still have good news though, Frost. Please don’t look so sad or you’ll make me sad.” Ignis’ tail gently tapped her head as she gave Frost a warm smile. “You were right before about her arm having neurological problems. It won’t be easy because nerves are more complicated than veins, but I can restore Carpalis’ broken arm now!”

This would at least bring Carpalis back to her original state. The only other issue was her fractured Faustian Bargain. No matter the medical knowledge they had there was no possible way for them to help her restore it.

“You’re awesome, Ignis~ C’mere~” Frost embraced her lovingly, causing Ignis to proudly nod her head as if to say, “Praise me more.”

Ignis also had the idea to integrate special tools into Carpalis’ second arm. Due to the lack of Mana Channels, she wouldn’t be able to control it. However, Ignis showed Frost a severed arm. She brandished it like a blade and at once – a giant bone blade sprouted from elbow down.

“It’s all compatible with Humans and many Demi-Humaneyess. We have very similar biology. Not only can I replace their bodies, but I can also enhance them with weapons.”

“So an arm can become a blade at the spur of a moment.”

“Mmn. Legs can become tentacles. More arms can burst from the back of a person. Even eyes –” She then moved to a pair of eyes which were installed into the center of the table. “– can emerge to help them.”

What Ignis had created were not only biological replacements, but also weapons. If one wished, then they could have both arms replaced with Ignis’ versions. Due to the compatibility of her created items, it would be under their sole control. In the future it may even be possible for her to totally replace a person with an immensely powerful version.

But then that brought the question of whether that was really them in the first place and not a doppelganger.

“The Black Wings were interested in the application of it.” Ignis revealed. “It can make them much stronger. Also, do you remember Cara?”

“The Dawn Collection Team Manager? Yes. Did she speak to you?”

“No. It was Mimicry. There are a lot of Scarlet Logic defectors. All of them have problems with their bodies. I think they can be used. They’re not bad people. Cara… she was there to help.” It pained Ignis to even utter the name of that traitours Atelier, but she empathized with Cara and Usa’s team.

Justica Arms had detained a considerable amount of Scarlet Logic defectors. Frost had an idea. If they were anything like the Blood Moons, then she had use for them. Paired with Ignis’ biological augmentations and they’d perhaps make for another splendid, vengeful force.

Or more than that…

… Nav. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?

“Scarlet Logic’s forces will fight against their own. There is no one else more willing to die for that cause.”

Exactly. And with this, we can make them better.

“Wouldn’t that mean Ignis will be taking the position of Wrath within the Nexus? We are, after all, missing an Atelier and Beholder symbolizing the Affinity of Wrath.”

Frost’s lips curled into a sinister grin. Of course, she’d never allow Ignis to become a Beholder unless she explicitly desired it. More than that, it would be Frost or someone else other than Ignis who would manage the group.

But even so, Nav was correct.

Because if there was anyone other than Frost who despised Scarlet Logic more, then it would be Ignis.


* * *


Before Frost left Ignis she revealed that Stella would soon be receiving her eyes. She guessed that she required [Gene Expression IV] before she could make it work, but she was also in the position of making it happen right now.

The only component she was missing were rods and cones of the retina – which were specialized photoreceptor cells that allowed one to detect light in the first place.

“Make it special. We’ll wait until it’s perfected. Let’s not give Stella an incomplete gift. She deserves better. That kid has gone though enough already.” Frost sincerely asked, and Ignis responded with a small, understanding nod.

“I will do everything in my power to make it perfect. No one should have to lose anything or be born like that. Frost. I still remember that day. The way people were broken down. How everyone turned into slimes.” Ignis, though her face was unchanging, spoke with a quavering voice. “The strong didn’t want to save us. We had to do it ourselves and all we… I could do was hide and close my ears.”

It was rare of her to speak so deeply about herself. Her crimson eyes were moist with brimming tears. But beneath that was a flame of conviction that rallied Frost’s heart.

That’s right. I only understood that Ignis’ desire was revenge. But now that I realize it…

“I want people to be able to protect themselves. That’s why I will do it!” Her determination was indomitable. While the future was never set in stone, Ignis seemed to have already carved her path out so clearly that Frost was at a loss for words.

… She’s the Symbiote because she wants to help people. People that can’t help themselves. I never thought of it that way.

“And who do you think she took after?”

You’re giving me too much credit. But if that’s really the case…”

She placed a hand on Ignis’ head one last time before departing from the clinic, leaving behind a young girl with the capabilities of manifesting her dreams into reality. But before she was able to leave, Ignis tackled her from behind, her face buried deep into her back.

“… Then I couldn’t be more proud of her. There’s still a lot to teach her. But if she’s like that then it won’t be long until she teaches me a thing or two. I still remember when she couldn’t talk to anyone… how far has she come along?”

Nav remained silent. When the two separated, the sapient machine put down a book as she glanced over at a tall mirror just across Anna’s tea table.

“I’m envious. When will I be able to see myself change?” She coldly wondered, not a soul around to hear her words as she blankly stared into the reflection…

… yearning to become more than just a cold machine sewn in up tidily in human skin.
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                Something unordinary strode with purpose. Deep within the recesses of H5 was a being dressed in a coat of black feathers. The dilapidated streets were devoid of all life after the recent evacuations.

The figure whose eyes carried the cosmos blended with the shadows as she approached an abandoned perimeter located within the heart of an urban complex. It was the resting site of H5’s Retrofitter, yet the security was nonexistent.

However, Galia knew this was far from the truth. The moment she stepped into the perimeter she smirked knowingly as she set her sights onto the concrete bunker. Her strides were long and elegant, each step as silent as herself.

She descended into the concrete tunnels, allowing the darkness to envelop her. Silence prevailed in this place, but her ears picked up a deep resonance further ahead. An unnatural choir caused a rush of haunted air to travel into the tunnel.

The ethereal strings were played on what sounded like a harp. Galia knew however that this was far from the truth. Her pace quickened as she dominated the cold air with her presence alone.

“You’re quite something to play that miserable tune.” Galia spoke into the darkness, her voice echoing within a vast chamber.

Sat at the base of the mound where the Retrofitter once resided was a figure dressed in only a black two-piece suit. Her long hair coiled behind her like a bundle of rope as exactly three swords impaled her on the spot.

“Ahh… For a Beholder to directly address me makes my blood gush so beautifully.” Enoch began, lifting the blades one by one as blood gushed from her wounds. “A deity to call forth a human is a tale as old as time. Ahaha… I hope you understand that I had to make preparations.”

“With that introduction you’re hardly more human than I. You’re aware of the reason why I’ve called you here, Enoch. It’s to do with the gift I must leave for the Amalgam.” Lights instantly dispelled the darkness. Stars filled the skies at the single click of Galia’s fingers.

Enoch basked in the light as her wounds sealed before their very eyes. The blood beneath her crawled back into her body but not before leaving behind a perfect circle. Enoch’s elated demeanor hid her arranged defenses in case Galia had come to slit her throat.

Even the lights Galia had erected were not a means for convenience. They were there as a warning to Enoch and threatened to descend by her will. As much as the two knew they were allies, they both could not help but to at least take appropriate precautions.

Although they knew that fighting was a foolish endeavor.

“Oh~ Am I being entrusted with its creation?” Enoch unexpectedly destroyed the ring of blood around her, suddenly trusting Galia as if they were close friends. “I take it as a yes. You chose the right Tempered Artificer for the job. Quick to business. I like that that. I guess the tales about the Colorless Incandescent can apply here too~”

“That impatient me would have already killed you where you stood.” Galia smiled smugly. “But neither of us can be called humans in the fullest extent. You and I have cast it away, snipping at the beloved leaves that we don’t dare to infect.”

“I am nothing but human~” Enoch boldly claimed, tilting her head to the side as she placed a finger on her cheek. “I’m just a little more tempered than the rest.”

Then, Enoch removed her suit revealing her white, buttoned shirt that revealed her bare, white flesh.

“Yet you know the tune of the Depths. Not a single blemish on your flesh. Can you really be called human when even Beholders –”

Galia exhaled through her nose, amused by the reveal as she too removed her coat and threw it aside. Underneath she wore another thick layer of clothes, covering every inch of her flesh. The apparel was colored darker than her hair, with the highlights as gold as the eyes of an Angel.

“– Will rot to the Curse of the Descent.”

When her undercoat too was taken off, all that remained was a sleeveless top. Her arms and body were wrapped in grimy bandages with black inscriptions. She began from the tips of her fingers, removing a glove to reveal her untouched dark skin.

But as she removed the bandages…

“No human can resist the infection. Only something beyond us can descend. If it’s not our bodies that break, then it will be our minds in that place where we fear to tread.”

… slits in her arms peeled open, revealing eyes and skin with the texture of burnt flesh. It was disgusting, and proof that Galia – despite her outer appearance – had lost a part of her humanity despite having no tech fused with her body.

“That’s why I’m curious, Enoch.” She rebandaged her arm as her thrown apparel magically hovered back to her. Her arms returned into their sleeves, the comfort of the feathers bringing peace to Galia.

“I knew that you hardly passed as a human from the moment I saw you. You’re more of a serpent than I am. But we both carry the same ideals. I will remind you – were I still the Colorless Incandescent, then I would have slain you were you stood.”

“You’re mistaken. I am human.” Enoch assured, bleeding herself again as if to prove it as her eyes widened into giant crazed spheres. “I’ve been tempered for so long that I’ve become resilient. Temper Aspirations. G-Z7 made me realize that being human is a silver lining~ Besides. I never descended to that same place. This tune comes from a friend of mine.”

“From a time not belonging to ours no doubt.” Galia’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

Enoch happily laughed at Galia’s judgement.

“I don’t lie. I’ve learned that only the truth should be spoken. I’ve gushed enough to know it’s better like this. How did our business turn to this~”

“I had concerns, but they are mostly alleviated now.” Galia snuffed several lights above, leaving behind only the harmless ones. She had figured something out with Enoch and was satisfied with her conclusion. “That makes us both similar in that regard. That we are both invasive seeds.”

Enoch’s eyes returned to normal as she nodded in complete agreement.

“Your intuition is terrifying. I’m glad I didn’t have to die today~ But that just means I’m useful. Because you’re right. I’m the Artificer of Rupturing. I’m the creator of all the strongest Atelier Items. Let’s leave our differences aside and get down to business~!”

“That would be wise of us.” Galia held onto the same expression the entire time, as if she had only partially listened to Enoch’s words. In truth it all mattered little to her but conveyed the opposite.

Her specialty after all was manipulation. Her test here was to see how far she could get away with bending Enoch to her will. Unfortunately, Enoch was far harder to crack than she thought.

No… she expected this. The tune Enoch played paired with her uninfected body was enough to convince Galia that she was a valuable ally. Whether or not she had descended did not matter.

What truly mattered was that Enoch stubbornly held onto her own ideals and identity despite being in the presence of a Beholder.

This was invaluable to Galia.

“The Amalgam will be arriving shortly. She will explain her preferences to you. Truthfully, I was not required to be here.”

“Look. I’m clean.” Enoch showed both palms to Galia. “But that’s surprising. Do you think it’s necessary to be overprotective of the Amalgam?”

Galia turned her back to Enoch, leaving behind a blueprint of a Victorian-era firearm. The same smirk broadened as her visage disappeared into the darkness.

“Believe what you want. Beholders are moving again. The stagnation we faced… the chains and the vows we’ve taken to prevent ourselves from killing one another – it’s all gone. Therefore, this is the least I can do for the one that has freed us.”

Enoch collapsed when Galia’s presence finally disappeared. A long sigh of relief left her lips as she congratulated herself for surviving. Her eyes never left the opening of the chamber, and as the lights faded out one by one, she whispered:

“You say that, but don’t you mean the one that resolved the mistakes of your past? You may not know it, but those triplets are special to you. The same as their big brother. Really, the Beholders don’t know how to say thanks. But I should be grateful that I can walk by their sides~ Now then… How shall I create this gift for our benefactor?”
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                Frost’s arrival was met with the applause of Enoch in dark chamber. The Retrofitter that once called this place home had long been relocated into ImpusleWork’s Headquarters – M-A1.

“Amalgam! I’m honored – No, I’m completely enraptured that you’ve trusted me with something so unbelievably important!” Enoch’s neuroticism was amplified now that they were alone.

I should’ve brought someone along. Doesn’t matter. Enoch’s not that bad.

“Ahaha! My blood’s burning! So this is what it’s like to be alone with someone higher than the Beholders!”

Never mind. They’re all batshit insane.

Frost cleared her throat, pretending she didn’t hear anything as she approached the woman.

“Calm yourself, Enoch. I was called here by Galia because she wished to present me with a gift.”

Enoch erected her posture as she proudly tucked her hands behind her back.

“Beholder Galia entrusted me to create your gift. She was here not a minute ago. You should have passed by her in the corridor.”

“She must’ve disappeared before I noticed her. If I’m getting this correct – Galia called me here to meet you rather than herself?”

“As expected of a mastermind of your caliber.”

“Then that simplifies things.” Frost said, approaching Enoch with a hand. “I was going to consider Kissaria but you’re an Artificer too.”

“Sorry, I apologize if you’re aware of this already.” Enoch tilted her head at Frost’s extended hand, wondering what the gesture was supposed to be. “But Kissaria would’ve been a terrible call. Oh. Did you want my heart? No, my hand?”

“It’s a handshake.” Frost clarified, causing Enoch’s eyes to sparkle as she quickly took it without a hitch. “I thought all Artificers were capable of creating Atelier Items?”

“Generally speaking, yes. That’s the role of an Artificer in the first place. The difference between regular Artificers and us is that we specialize in other fields.” Enoch sadly had to break her hand away as she slit her wrist.

Four orbs of blood hovered above her head.

“Kissaria the Artificer of Restoration; Ifrit the Artificer of Annihilation; Samyaza the Artificer of Alteration; and myself – the Artificer of Rupturing. Our namesakes define our specialization. But there are more distinct abilities that separate us.”

Each orb morphed into a statue vaguely resembling each of the Artificers, with the last being an arrow that pointed down at her.

“For example, Kissaria can make restorations of not only Atelier Items, but even Corrupted Items. Ifrit can destroy both and that self-proclaimed Watcher Samyaza can change the form of an Atelier Item.”

Enoch sucked the blood back into her body. The wound sealed before Frost could even blink. Her regenerative powers were inhuman.

“So what is my power?” A blueprint of a Justica Arm was taken from inside of her suit. “Creation and power. Atelier Items require the blueprint of a person’s heart. We can create items without them, but none can compare to I.”

The air around Enoch drastically changed. An aura of reverence filled those crimson eyes as she bored them into Frost’s, begging her to choose her for this task. Frost didn’t sense any ulterior motives, and to begin with Enoch was far from the least trustworthy ‘Beholder’.

“That explains why Galia wanted us to meet. I don’t endorse this approach, but it has made things faster.”

“Forgive me for asking but… why here? If it’s a Justica Arm you want, then we could have set up a place to make it up there. The Corrupted can be sourced as valuable material too. Unless it’s because I’m kicked out…?”

“Nonsense.” Frost assured.

“So why?” A perplexed Enoch could not figure out the reason why Frost wanted to do this privately. “A Justica Arm shouldn’t warrant this much secrecy. The blueprints don’t even have a novel concept. It doesn’t reek of magic. It follows conventional laws. Even a Dwarf can build this.”

“The materials. That’s the key difference.” Frost revealed deeply. “Dwarfs are metal workers. They cannot work with the materials I plan to put towards my Justica Arm. I’m going to need something with precision. Range. Anything to make up for shortcomings. But no ordinary material will work. I know that much.”

“All the more reason to source it from a Corrupted, no? I can’t think of anything better than the Woe of the Fallen Star Corrupted.”

“That’s where you’re mistaken. And why I wanted to avoid prying eyes.”

“I’m listening...” Enoch silently panted, salivating at the proposal Frost teased.

“And why I also needed to confirm things. If I were to source you with the materials now, then will you be able to create the weapon immediately?”

“It depends on the materials. A Woe of the Fallen Star might even take me a minute. But anything beyond that will take days.”

“How many?”

“Six – no, five. I can guarantee you it’ll be done in five days.”

Frost liked that she was confident even without seeing the materials first. What were the mateirlas in the first place? What made them so taboo that Frost had to hide from the others?

“Enoch. I have one last question. Do the DEF stats of a person carry over if a limb is severed?”

“Indeed. The remains of a Moon can be highly valuable.” Enoch still didn’t know what Frost meant, but guessed that perhaps the Moons would be sourced as materials for her weapon.

“I was curious. Enoch.” Frost commanded once more, her eyes brimming like stars. “What part of the body do you think is the strongest?”

“Easy. The skull.” She tapped her head.

“No.” Frost wore a sly grin as she then slithered a hand down to her own thigh.

Enoch’s heart raced, her crimson eyes matching Frost’s glow as the slow, burning realization of the ‘material’ branded itself into her mind.

“The femur.”

“A-Amalgam… Don’t… Don’t tell me…!”

“It’s exactly what you think.” Frost severed her right light without a second thought. The dull thud of her limb caused Enoch to audibly gasp. “I’m sourcing myself as material for my own Atelier Item.”

Enoch stared at the clothed limb with widened eyes, then back at Frost’s stump that quickly regenerated, beginning with bone as muscle and tendons coiled around it like ivy. The Artificer shuddered. She had seen multiple lifetime’s worth of insanity, but this was nothing like she had ever seen before.

The fact that the Amalgam did not flinch was also an indication of how tempered she was. Her balance was entirely unaffected as she stood there on a single leg as if bolted to the ground.

“A-Aha… ahahahaha… You’re insane. I got it. A Justica Arm made from a leg…”

“Will five days be enough?”

“Five days will be more than enough. To think bone can be used a barrel for a gun. An Atelier Item created with the essence of the Amalgam herself.” Enoch drooled at the thought. “You’ll be leaving shortly afterwards, I recall.”

“I’ll be departing to Grandis. That’s why I’m going to require a weapon with zero compromises.” Frost’s AGI still had room for improvement.

Her crutch would therefore be a weapon that will never allow a pest of the likes of the Bloody Herring to pester her ever again. And when paired with her marksmanship –

– Nothing could ever flee her reach.

            

    
        550. The 50th of the 10th, 350 PA

    
    
    
    
                The Nexus bustled with activity as the end of the year neared. Stalls were set up within the Nexus for the first time since the Blessed were welcomed into its heights. With the approval of the Head and the endorsement of the Moons and Stars, the Blessed were allowed to celebrate the coming end of the year.

The open pillars and rings above the Reception were decorated with banners and paper lanterns to celebrate the final day of the Blooming Week. The five days since Frost’s outing with the triplets saw the Nexus explode with activity.

All stores of the Common Hub closed that faithful morning on the 50th of the 10th. But behind those empty counters were families that worked their kitchens like it was their last. Many had awakened hours before the break of dawn to prepare for today.

Insectids stirred several pots at once on a flaming stove as Demi-Humans scurried around to taste and season the food to perfection. Outside Avians with bird-like hands finalized the décor of the Common Hub, draping everything in golden and red ribbons.

Dragonids flapped their wings for what was the first time inside of the Nexus under the direct supervision of the Stars who watched on with support. Their presence was made known to all as people flocked to them as they usually did. They were deities in their eyes, but before that they were guides who ushered people in the right direction.

Strange beings such as those with a canvas for a head strode along a group of Elves as they made one last check before the Nexus awakened. Ayel approved of everything with glee in his voice, all the while an Elf explained how the gold symbolized a new beginning, and how the red was a reminder that they were all not so different from each other.

Giant Lamias made last minute scrubs along the blackened pathways as people set up long stalls in ever street. Succulent food, refreshing beverages, and all sorts of dazzling confectionary were arranged along the stalls, free for the taking.

All expenses were covered by the Head.

It was not long before people arrived in droves from the Central Relay. The morning was as packed as the afternoon. Musicians played their songs as members of the Ateliers paraded down the central street in the first ever public showing of their unity.

Stella, Aster, Sana, and Revy explored the streets to their hearts’ content. The tiny palm that had once helped many was loved by countless. Though Stella could not see anything, she knew how vibrant the world was in these heights.

“Next year you’ll also be able to see how beautiful our home is.” Aster promised her as she had heard of Ignis’ progress. “Everyone’s working hard so that you can enjoy the life you missed out in the Derma Layer.”

“What about you, Aster?” Stella whispered just out of earshot as Aster fondly smiled at her adorable friend.

“I’m old enough where it’s too late to change anything. But you’re still so small. You too Revy. It’s not too late for you to make good childhood memories.” She spoke soothingly like an older sister, tightening her hand around Stella.

The festivities of this place were nothing like the cruelty of their old home. What were once games of painful sacrifice were now memories born from their happiest moments. A prize as small as a plush doll caused Stella to smother her face into it to hide her welling tears of content.

“It’s so fluffy… and warm... A-Aster… Do we really deserve these happy things?”

A suddenly scrubbed her head. It was Sana, and she messed with the poor girl’s hair with a small groan.

“A kid shouldn’t be thinking whether they should be happy or not.” Sana spoke coldly.

Then, her coarse grip loosened.

“No point in wondering about anything. Leave that to the adults.”

“That’s right. Stella. We’re your stars. So please, just leave all your worries behind because we all just want to see you smile.” Aster assured her from the bottom of her heart, parting the clouds of doubt that overshadowed Stella’s happiness.

“Mhm. I’m sorry... Then can I…”

“Yes?”

“Yup?”

“Ask away.”

All three of her friends stopped to look down at her. The girl peeked a closed eye from the side of her cuddled plush toy and gave into her childish selfishness for the first time.

“… a pet. I want something fluffy like this. I remember when the triplets let me touch their tail for the first time. Back when I thought they were going to kill me after taking me back to their camp… It was… it was why I was able to trust them. Because I thought that there was no way that someone so warm and soft could be a bad person.”

“See? You really are just a kid!” Aster pinched her cheek.

“Wanna hold onto my tail?” Revy offered with a smile.

“A pet… I heard there were fluffy creatures somewhere in the Nexus. We’ll ask the Amalgam if we can adopt one of them.” Sana approved before warming patting the girl’s head. “Aaaaah. I’m hungry. Let’s go eat something. I’m in the mood for bitter melons.”

“… is it bitter?” Stella removed the plush further away from her face this time.

“Oh yeah. Enough to make a Healer want to put down the idiot that snuck it into their plate. Anyway, so what if it is?” Sana teased, giving Stella the push to choose something she wanted.

And finally, those quivering lips gave way.

“Then I want something sweeter.”


* * *


Moons of the Nexus participated in the festival. They wore uniforms tied to their role within Time Reverberation and subsequently, the Head. Blessed did not immediately recognize them, especially those outside of Hora Therapeutics. Furthermore, Moons were not easily as approachable as the Stars so large cavities formed wherever they walked.

It never bothered them. Their jobs were never rewarded with gratitude to begin with. If anything, they were thankful that the Blessed were able to smile so freely. However, in rare instances, children and Adventurers approached these Moons to express their heartfelt thanks for their service.

The Moons were the most powerful individuals, second to the Beholders. As a result, so many saw their role to fight against the Corrupted was seen as natural. That they were born and built for that sole purpose.

But only few knew how difficult for Moons to go against those living nightmares. Even fewer were able to picture the extent of it. These same people never took the Moons for granted and expressed their thanks as they told tales of the Moons to their kin.

The Aspiring that accompanied them never let them dwell in the silence for too long. It was a strange relationship where they filled the lonesome void of those Moons, some even being seen as something they never would have dreamed of having before the rise of the Head.

What did this mean exactly? Only those Moons knew as they smiled to themselves in the company of their chosen disciples. The air of utter superiority always followed a Moon. Unfortunately, no amount of help could bring them down far enough to blend in with normal people.

But even so, they didn’t mind it for they had a place where they could elsewhere in the Nexus. Morning turned to noon. And noon to evening. The presence of the Ateliers had grown significantly, as did the Head. Black Wings took to the streets, parading their weapons to showcase the might of the Head.

Healers joined them, conveying the Head’s command over both life and death; kindness and strength; peace and deliverance which promised to defend the Nexus and all its inhabitants. Banners of Atelier insignias, the Head’s symbol, and all relevant bodies were raised into the air.

A Black Wing draped in a black, heavy militaristic garb spoke on behalf of the Head as thousands of Blessed gathered near the Reception. The reason why Frost, Jury and the Three Heads of Security were not present was to ensure the Head was strictly viewed as an entity of the Nexus, rather than as a person.

The Black Wing’s had a multitude of golden feathers that ran up the side of her coat; an indication of her rank amongst the Black Wings. The more feathers one had the higher and stronger they were.

Reverent cheers and patriotic roars filled the air on the eve of the 50th of the 10th. Only a few hours remained until midnight so one had to wonder:

Just where was Frost and Jury?

            

    
        551. Dress Her Up For The New Years!

    
    
    
    
                Tonight was the night.

The Floor of Amalgamation fell into a cozy lull. Nearly all its denizens attended the festival within the Common Hub. It was comforting and oddly nostalgic. It hadn’t been that long since the Floor of Amalgamation was opened. Yet it felt like it had been years since it was this vacant.

A befuddled sigh left the lips of a certain Amalgam. Deep within the manor was a conflicted Frost who held two separate sets of articles in both hands. She hovered the beautiful, silk celebratory robes over her body as she posed sheepishly in front of a standing mirror.

She, Ber and Nav found themselves inside Ber’s dedicated changing suite. It was a room transformed into a massive walk-in cabinet where swaths of mesmerizing custom order dresses hung on both sides. At the furthest end was a changing area where many mirrors and royal-colored cushioned benches resided.

“This is too blue for my liking. I’m going to look like a Herald out there.” Frost complained as set aside a blue kebaya known to be worn by Demi-Humans from North-East Emvita. “And this is way too short. Ber. If this is short on me, then how are you able to wear this?”

Nav took the other kebaya-like dress which barely reached her thighs. It was a scandalous outfit that made her overly self-conscious as she took another set from a nearby Ber.

“Because this is a top! Also stop being so picky with what you wear. What happened to the old Frost that went around wearing rags?” Ber teased. “You’ll like that one. Straight from Eastern Emvita!”

It was an elegant celebratory dress that reached far past her ankles. Golden feathers decorated the black dress as a white ribbon wrapped around the waist area. Out of all the sets she had skimmed through for the past hour, this was the one that stuck out to her the most.

“You’re going to keep Jury waiting if you’re this stubborn.” Nav jabbed, causing Frost to wear a disgruntled look as she stared at herself in the mirror. “Pickers can’t be choosers.”

“Sorry. It’s not like I have any knowledge about what I should wear in these kinds of occasions. This is different from putting myself up on pedestal. But you’re right. Tonight’s too special to let myself get embarrassed like this.” Frost stroked the fabric of the dress, satisfied by its softness. “I just want to look good in front of Jury. I don’t want to wear pants or a heavy coat or anything too boyish. You know Jury always wants me to wear clothes like this.”

Nav shook her head, “This is too tame for what Jury wants. She’d never make you wear something you didn’t like.”

“But it’s because she likes this that I want to wear it if that makes sense.” Frost gave Ber a nod. The woman’s eyes brimmed with delight as she took the long, thick-clothed dress from Frost.

“Arms out~”

Frost held out both hands, allowing Ber to slip her arms into each long, loose sleeve.

“I know it’s not me to be embarrassed like this. It’s just clothing. So why the hell am I getting so worked up about it?” Frost mumbled to herself.

“Frost, did falling in love make you stupid?” Nav leaned in as if to take a closer look into her mind.

“I think it did.” Frost laughed as Ber wrapped the cloth around her body. “I know the answer to that too. It’s because I’m falling in love with her all over again. Pair that with the special occasion and you get a wreck like me. But it’s not like I’m going to fall flat on my face anyway. I just thought telling you guys would help me sort things out up here.”

It didn’t seem like the two were listening at all. It was too endearing for them to hear Frost muse so cutely. A picture told a thousand words and Frost’s love for Jury was as clear as day. Her blushed cheeks and half-lidded eyes spelt her thoughts out loud.

“Well let me sort you out down here while you do that. Arms up.” Ber was overjoyed to have someone to share her dresses with. Strangely enough, this dress was a perfect fit for Frost as if Ber had custom made or ordered this for her. “I don’t get you sometimes. One second you’re like an untouchable Goddess, the next you’re a smooth talker. And now this? Was Frost always so damn over the place?”

Nav stepped back as she idly stood there with both hands folded over one another by her thighs.

“Always. Frost has the tendency to mull over the situation before mustering the courage to move forward. Ever since the start.”

Ber finally tightened the thick cloth belt around her waist, tying the dress together as Frost stared at herself in the mirror again. Her movement was severely restricted due to the length and tightness of the dress. But it was beautiful. Her eyes glistened momentarily as she fiddled with her messy cowlicks.

“… Think you can help me up here too?”

“Finally giving in to your hidden desires? Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me! Believe it or not but I’m the most trustworthy out of my sisters! But you knew that from the start!” Ber laughed as she began styling Frost’s hair from behind.

“That little runt that played along with Cer’s antics? Ber, you realize you were just as much of a gremlin as her.” Frost jabbed, causing Ber to hold her hair up like the horns of a Demon.

“Hah. If you miss her that much then I can bring her back right now.”

“But I prefer the Ber in front of me.” Nav said as if Ber really was going to go through with it.

She dropped Frost’s hair and started again with a motherly smile.

“That’s because I’m the Ber that made it. The old Ber wouldn’t have talked this much, let alone to a sapient machine. Not that I think you’re one Nav. I don’t see you as one either. Your temperature might be a little below normal, but I’m betting a hundred moons that you can feel more!” Ber realized her slip up and tried to comfort Nav who only blankly stared at Ber.

Then, a sudden smile formed on Nav’s face.

“I believe you are correct.” Her hand clutched the other tightly.

Ber eventually tied Frost’s hair into a short ponytail. Her bangs were moved to the side to reveal as much of her golden eyes as possible, leaving two flanking bangs that ran down her cheeks like silky daggers.

“Heh. You’re speechless huh? Exactly what I was going for! You don’t realize just how much of a diamond in the rough you are.” No one else had the right to say this other than Ber.

“… that’s me…?” Frost couldn’t believe her eyes. A simple change in hairstyles had completely transformed her.

The messy cowlicks that plagued her hair were pet down by some miracle. All forms of common sense were robbed along with her breath as Ber placed a hair ornament to complete her outfit.

It was a giant, beautiful golden marigold.

Frost reached up to touch her face to confirm that this wasn’t just a dream. Once again, she was reminded that she was a woman through and through.

“Don’t fall in love with yourself just yet. Imagine what Jury has prepared for you.” Ber winked, brushing Frost’s clothes with her tail like a fluffy broom.

“Too late. Haaaaaah.” Frost deeply sight. “Thanks. Your sisters and Ignis are helping out Jury too, right?”

“They have to. I tried helping Jury myself, but her proportions didn’t make it easy.” Ber shrugged.

“I’m talking about picking out clothes.” Frost said in a deadpan voice.

“That too!”

“You’re not even gonna deny it? Haaah. Alright…” She twirled around to face the two, and before they knew it, Frost embraced them both. “Happy new years, guys. Have fun in the Common Hub.”

“I’ve never heard someone say ‘happy new years’. It’s happy birthday for us~ And for you too, Frost. Since you’re practically family you’re basically a Demi-Human too.”

I don’t know about that.

She let Ber savor her semantics before Nav returned her cold embrace, placing her head against Frost’s.

“Good luck Frost. Have a good new year. I hope the fireworks down there will be as bright as the ones we’ve prepared in the Common Hub.”

“Yeah. You too Nav. I hope you’ll remember tonight.”

Nav wanted to say something, but she immediately sealed her lips shut. A look of unease washed over her. But it all disappeared when Frost spoke her name.

“Nav?”

Nav drilled her eyes into Frost’s as if to confirm something. When satisfied she reached out to touch Frost’s hair. But rather than her usual childish curiosity –

“Likewise. Please never forget these precious moments.”

– Her touch was warmly nostalgic like that of a mother.

            

    
        552. Frost and Jury

    
    
    
    
                Frost burst into the hallway with bated breath. It was uncertain if they would even make it to the City of Clubs with only hours left on the clock.

Her skirt suddenly seized around her ankles. They were far too restrictive to allow long strides. She could have easily torn it apart with the smallest effort, so she did everything in her power to catch herself before she tripped.

A small yelp inadvertently left her as she shuffled clumsily. Like her body, her mind had lost all semblance of control. Only images of Jury filled her mind and when it seemed like she’d fall over –

“Frost!”

– A pair of powerful arms caught her just in time.

“Thank you! Thank you… Jury?” She was certain this was Jury, but her voice said otherwise. “That’s you, right?”

Her face remained facing downwards where the long legs of her lover patiently stood. Frost’s face burned under Jury’s intense stare. She could see it all. Her omnidirectional vision revealed a Jury from beyond her wildest dreams.

“What kind of a question is that? Don’t tell me this isn’t the first time you’ve tripped over in that.” Jury quietly laughed.

She glowed like a gemstone under the brilliance of the warm moonlight. It shone through the parted curtains, illuminating the long halls with a blue glow. The chaos from just seconds ago died as silence danced around them. Frost could almost see it urging her to swallow her disquiet.

Her eyes climbed Jury’s dress, taking in her figure in all its glory as her rosy scent perfumed the air. She wore an identical dress to hers, only that it was white.

“It hasn’t happened yet. Sorry. Jury… does this…”

Her voice suddenly trailed off when they finally reached her face. Their eyes simultaneously widened, their cheeks flushing a rosy red. Her hair was tied into a giant bun where a giant white lily held it together like a hair pin. She didn’t know if it was the moonlight of if Jury had put make-up on, because she was far more attractive than she remembered in this moment.

Frost was taken aback to the point where words struggled to form in her throat. But even so, she never broke eye contact and finished her sentence in a faint, breathless whisper.

“… Suit me?”

It was embarrassing for her to say this out loud, but she wanted nothing more than for Jury to complement her. Suddenly, Jury broke eye contact and brought a hand to cover her mouth where a smile formed.

“You don’t know how much it’s killing me right now to not just…”

Her eyes became delirious. A predatory glimmer filled her eyes as a sea of affection flooded her. Seeing Jury like this made her realize that she wasn’t the only one that was struggling with themselves. For Jury it was clear that she felt twice as much as what she did, and for that reason, confidence returned to her.

Frost’s shoulders fell as she raised a hand to cup her lover’s face, inviting Jury to return her loving gaze.

“We’ll have lots of time afterwards. Geez Jury… what are you thinking about right now of all times?” Frost couldn’t help but laugh.

Jury replaced her hand with Frost’s, kissing the back of her palm.

“So many things. But I’ll keep it in. We’ll be late otherwise~ Even Snap isn’t sure if it’ll make it to the City of Clubs at this rate. Mhm. It’s fine if we stay here. In the Nexus with everyone. But the gluttonous part of me wants to keep this side of you all to myself.”

“We’ll definitely make it. So you’ll get all of this~” Frost beamed, making Jury avert her eyes again to refrain from pouncing on her. “I wanted to make tonight special. I could go on and on but we’ll be in the next year by the time I’m done. C’mon. Let’s put it all aside and enjoy the moment.”

Frost brought her other hand to clasp onto Jury’s claw. There was not a single part of Jury she disliked, and this gesture only further cemented their love.

“Mhm. You get too sentimental easily Frost~ I know a better way to cut it out! Food! I bet there’s lots of food there~”

Jury’s tail wrapped around her waist, both in affection and support in case she tripped over again. Then, the two walked side by the side, shoulder to shoulder as they held hands.

“Are you hungry for skewers?”

The footwear they wore were wooden slippers that clacked with each small readjustment. They were far from easy to walk in.

“Always! Skewers and apples. And Frost.”

“Me?”

“I was going to continue, but that’s true too.” Jury cheekily added. “I wanted to say thank you. For wearing that.”

“It’s nothing. I just had to get over my irrational fear of girly stuff. It’s like getting on a rollercoaster. It feels daunting at first but once you’re on it, you realize that it’s not so bad.”

“You’re doing it again Frost.”

“Oh – Sorry, my bad. I mean… No problem.” Frost sighed, shaking her head lightly. “I can’t get my head around how weird it gets when it’s just us two. Not in a bad way. I mean like…”

“Don’t worry. I feel that way too. And I think it’s a good thing~ Because it feels like I’m falling over for you all over again. The last times we went out didn’t feel like this.”

“Because tonight’s different.” Frost nodded to herself as she looked up at Jury.

Her lips curled into a loving smile.

“Mhm. More than special…”

Jury didn’t elaborate on why she felt this way. As a matter of fact, Jury was looking forward to this far more than Frost. She never explained why either as they descended from the Nexus and met up with Snap just outside of the 6th Branch.

They both intimately sat side by side on their magic carpet ride to C5. The wind carried their voices as they shared their experiences over the last two months in the Nexus. In between those they mused on the smaller things, breaking away the ice that seized them on this fateful night.

The lovestruck spell disappeared somewhere along the way and they were able to freely look at one another’s eyes without issue now. The abnormality of love was as strange as the Corrupted. But Frost considered herself to be blessed for being able to experience these emotions repeatedly like it was her first time.

The Nex Megalopolis served as their backdrop on one side as they rode the walls, and Brandar’s expanse on the other. Fireworks were already being fired into the skies as she wondered why there weren’t any firearms – even primitive ones – anywhere.

Justica Arms was the reason for the banning and the Guilds enforced it. They saw firearms as weapons that trivialized murder which was ironic coming from an Atelier. It was not the only reason, and of course this was enforceable only within their jurisdiction.

This was but one of the many topics that arose as they eventually reached the City of Clubs at record pace. Snap’s maximum speed would have snapped their necks months ago. It took only five hours to reach C5 from H10.

Snap finally arrived at the border of the festive city, letting Frost and Jury go on without it. But they didn’t leave without expressing their heartfelt thanks and promised to return with all manners of treats.

“We won’t be long, Snap~!” Frost patted its head tenderly. “I wish you were smaller so we could bring along too.”

“You can come along with us if you want.”

Snap shook its head.

“Bzzzt~ Brrrr~!”

“You’re really one of a kind, you know that Snap? Fine. We’ll be back soon.” Frost embraced its head. “Happy new years, Snap. Thank you for sticking around.”

“Snap’s always been with us.” Jury hummed, giving Snap her fair share of love. “Don’t stray off too far or people will get suspicious of you. And don’t eat the wildlife too! They could be pets!”

“I think Snap knows better than to do that. Snap’s Snap after all. Cya buddy. Keep your eyes in the sky. It’s going to be bright but knowing you, you’ll probably be focused on the people here, huh?”

It raised both hands and performed a small dance, waving at them as they disappeared into the crowd hand in hand with earnest smiles.

*Snap*

A polaroid was swallowed into its fur, capturing yet another precious memory.

            

    
        553. Our Happiest Moment: The Proposal of Infinite Love (Arc 7 Pt.2 Finale)

    
    
    
    
                One hour was more than enough time for Frost and Jury to enjoy themselves before the fireworks. Brigades of pyrotechnics wearing the uniforms of various Academies made final checks. The Academies and renowned figureheads outside of Inflow Direct were in charge of everything, which Frost figured was probably the reason why it felt so…

… free. Not a single person here was angry or sad. She had seen countless faces already and each one cherished these fleeting moments like it was their last. It was impossible to compare them with the despair of those in Grandis and the world beneath.

This was the fantasy world that the books from Earth illustrated. Being with Jury now felt like a dream. But every time her mind touched on this thought, Jury would squeeze her hand all that much more to remind her that this was real.

Nothing made her happier than knowing that Jury could tell what was on her mind.

They fished for goldfish; threw balls at cups for a chance at a prize; tossed darts; sight saw in the textbook world depicted only in fantasy literature; and stuffed their bellies full of food from all over the continent.

In the last ten minutes they made their way up the stone stairs of a remote hill. C5 had many hills and held the only mountain in the Nex Megalopolis. That mountain was where the fireworks would soon be ignited.

Serene plants and gardens surrounded them. The hill was the same place Frost had scouted during her visit with the Triplets. The two stood behind a wooden handrail as few other couples and families joined them, greeting them with small smiles and waves.

Less than five minutes remained now as darkness took over them. All lights across the cityscape beneath were cut off. Hundreds of thousands of paper lanterns then took to the skies, carrying the hopes, dreams, and memories of those that were lost.

“Jury.” Frost spoke first.

“Mhm?”

“We made a lot of friends this year, didn’t we?”

“More than just friends. They’re family to us now.”

The silence returned as they patiently kept their eyes glued to the skies. The fireworks were bound to appear at any moment now. Anticipation built and the excitement from the few couples and families around them became palpable. Frost had so many things to say. Some of them were not all good because there were people that they lost along the way.

Jury’s hand tightened again, understanding how Frost felt. But the two knew better than to say anything. After all –

“Wooow!”

“I hope you’re doing well in heaven mommy!”

“Please continue watching over us. Thank you for giving us a good year.”

– The purpose of the Blooming Week was more than just to mourn the dead. It was more than a celebration for the new year.

It was a time of rebirth. A time to turn over a new leaf. The fact that it came after winter only further reinforced this.

That’s why Frost focused on the good things as a fond smile crept onto her face.

“We saw a lot of new things this year too.” Frost continued.

“More than I can count. If it weren’t for you then I wouldn’t have known how beautiful the world was.” Jury bounced off her, their voices somber.

“Let’s not forget about the food.”

“There was more to life than just eating raw chicken~”

“The cultures and people we met.”

“It’s all proof that this world is much larger than we know, and ten times as much as can imagine.”

“The people we saved.”

“They’re all living better lives now. A lot of them became people we can trust.”

“Yeah. Remember our promise on the cliffside?” Frost briefly looked up at Jury.

She returned Frost’s gaze and tenderly smiled.

“I do.”

“We only sought out to discover more of the world. But we did so much more than that. We learned many new things together. Even now I’m still learning new things about the world… and you too, Jury.”

Frost then rested her head against Jury’s arm, her hands slowly wrapping around it too.

“So let’s keep on discovering things together. You and I.”

“Always Frost. Always.”

The lanterns burned to ashes. The flaming paper joined the stars above as their eyes were drawn back to the skies.

“We found our small slice of home in this world. Let’s keep taking care of it. I also have dreams that I want to achieve but it’s hard to see it happening anytime soon.” Jury’s tail coiled up Frost’s body. “… I’ll keep it at that. Frost. I love you.”

“I love you too, Jury. More than anything in this world.”

Streaks of light flew into the skies with a brilliant symphony of whistles. The fireworks erupted over the cityscape, illuminating the world with dazzling colors. In the meantime, the cannons above the C5 Injector Site atop the mountain’s summit fired the largest firework Frost had ever seen.

It was a star. Nothing described the fireworks better than a star. The light was only a hair from being unbearable. So many streaks of light flew across every corner of C5, creating an umbrella of colors.

Jury was rendered speechless. Her first firework viewing became an irreplaceable memory in an instant. Frost moved her eyes to Jury, her head tilting as she savored her bewilderment. That was until tears tumbled down Jury’s cheeks.

“Jury?”

“It’s ok.” She immediately cut Frost off, wiping them with the back of her thumb. “Because I’m happy. I never knew how beautiful fireworks were. I never knew how amazing all this was. All because I was stuck inside of a place all alone.”

Jury was on the verge of breaking down, her voice quivering. But she never allowed herself to become swept by her emotions.

Because those tears were not out of sadness.

“Jury… Here. Let me do it for you –”

“I know I’m not supposed to cry. I’m just so happy right now that I can’t express it in any other way than this.”

Frost reached out to help her wipe those tears away, but Jury clasped onto her hand midway and suddenly dropped to her knees. Her heart skipped a beat as Frost’s mind began to swirl.

Her heart throbbed like a caged beast as she watched Jury pluck something out from her dress.

“Ever since Wharftow… I’ve been wondering when it’d be a good time to tell you this. We both want to be more than partners. But I had no way of conveying that because we were already more than that.”

What Jury revealed was an onyx ring. Words could not begin to describe how Frost felt as Jury fitted the ring onto her finger, and then slipped another on herself. The matching pair made it clear all just what their relationship was.

“I made this ring just for us. It’s the only item imbued with Angelic Kiss. So even if we’re torn apart, I’ll always be there with you. Frost? Now you’re the one crying~”

Tears now ran down Frost’s cheeks as she silently nodded, accepting Jury and her proposition with every fiber of her being. There was no better gift than this, and she promised to cherish it for as long as she lived.

“How can I not? I’m just like you. These are happy tears. So that means we’re married now, huh?”

“We weren’t?” Jury teased as she rose to her feet to finally take Frost’s hands into her own. “Do you like it?”

“I love it. I’ll cherish it. It’s everything to me.”

“It’s our symbol of our love. But we never needed one in the first place. I just wanted to do something special for you… since you’re always doing everything for me.” The last of the fireworks ended, the remnants causing their rings to glow as their faces gravitated to one another. “Thank you for letting me see a new year full of light.”

Those words nearly broke Frost. So before they could finally take a toll on her, she rose on her toes and before Jury knew it – her lips were sealed around hers. They shared a passionate kiss underneath the stars and moon; their first kiss of the year and certainly not the last.

Their tongues and fingers intertwined as Jury’s tail wrapped their waists inseparably.

The memories they made that night were irreplaceable.

The moments they shared became their happiest.

The emotions they felt reminded them they were alive.

And the love they embraced was all that mattered to them now.


< Do you accept Jury’s proposal? >

< Yes | Of course >

 

< Confirm? >


< 1st of the 1st, 351 PA >

< Frost is now engaged to Jury >

            

    
        554. Beginning The Year With A Bang!

    
    
    
    
                D7.

The shining Sector where only the wealthiest were allowed to live. Coin circulated through the streets like blood. Families and businesses with high purchasing power were considered kings amongst the less fortunate that shared the same cities.

It was a divisive Sector where walls divided the rich from the poor into various districts. The outskirts of the City of Diamonds rarely saw direct intervention from the hired arms of the Golden Index.

No. It would be more accurate to say that they were being paid off to turn a blind eye. Not all were loyal to Carpalis and her absence had only further divided her Atelier internally. It led to corruption within the cities long before her Atelier had an active role in circumventing crime with the City of Diamonds.

D7 on the surface was a paradise. But dig deep underneath the golden mantle and one would find a hell born from prestigious groups seeking to exploit those less fortunate. Coin was everything in the Nex Megalopolis.

Enough coin could even bring one into Atelier protection those this depending on an array of undisclosed checklists. D7 held one of the largest trading cities named The Alara Trade Hold. It was the heart of all trade within D7 and connected the highways from D6 and D8.

Due to the immense number of caravans, it was impossible to detect every cargo. Underground trade routes also ran beneath the streets like veins, and the hired arms dressed in the loyal red of the Golden Middle did not bat an eye even when uncovering cages of people. They were destined for one of three things. Slavery, ransom, or arguably worse – the Midas Conversion Procedure.

Indeed. The taboo of creating coins from the living was commonplace within the City of Diamonds. It had become worse since the destruction of the Eyes, making it difficult to track murderers without the use of [Tracking], [Detective] or [Hunting] magic from the already corrupt hired arms stationed there.

A burly man from the Golden Middle hailed down a caravan carrying bales of wheat. Once the giant chameleon stopped in their tracks, the faces of unassuming men and women peered from the slits, their steel drawn.

“Skip the highway with your load. Don’t know what’s what up today but there’s a lot of activity ahead.”

The hired arm flashed a card depicting a cross intersecting a gold coin – the insignia of an infamous Syndicate that had taken root in D7 since the beginning of the recent Atelier War.

Weapons lowered immediately. An understanding exchange of nods made it clear that they needed to exercise caution.

“Can we trust that that the side routes are safe?”

“No. Even the side routes are closed. Rumor has it that a Corrupted’s been rampaging the streets at night. It was about time someone was sent to deal with it.”

It was not uncommon to hear news of a Corrupted roaming the streets of the Nex Megalopolis. Their Syndicate – the Red Grin – could no longer operate at night due to the attacks. As a result, they were only active during the day, which unbeknownst to them made them far more identifiable.

But the fact that no one had yet waged war with them meant that they were not yet discovered.

“Adventurers? The Guild works fast in these trying times.” The man in the caravan spoke, a glint of suspicion in his eyes.

“I’m not so sure if normal Adventurers wear matching pocket watches and a white rod. Our side hasn’t been hearing much from each other earlier too. You have a healer on board, so best be careful –!”

A slip up.

There should have been no way for the hired arm to know what cargo they had on board – only that they were aware of its illicit nature.

Before the hired arm knew it, a spearhead was thrust through the gaps of the caravan walls. It impaled his helmet moments before a green cloud engulfed his upper body. The acrid cloud dissolved him until only his lower half was left to slump to the side.

The public execution brought shrieks as eyes fell onto the lifeless corpse.

“Tch. Should’ve kept your mouth shut. Quickly, lose sight of pursuers into the tunnels!”

With the crack of the reins the chameleons dragged the caravan into the sidewalk, smashing through rows of trader stalls. People were lucky enough to have been warned by the screams, allowing them to leap to safety moments before their livelihoods were trampled before their eyes.

People fled as others swarmed the body. But it was already too late. The person was long dead. But the moment one tried to reach to snatch the jeweled blade of the hired arm – a hand emerged from the pool of gore.

“I was too hasty. A little more and I could’ve dug deeper. Perhaps even gotten information on where those rats plan to send our ‘healers’.”

The voice came from within the bubbling. Soon, a naked figure emerged as all eyes were captivated by her stunning appearance. Her skin was pink, and she had curled horns like that of a ram. Behind her back were tiny wings and a long, spear-headed tail.

Before things could get out of control – the woman’s eyes glowed a bright pink, hypnotizing all that had directly line of sight with her.

[Charm].

It was a racial spell used only by the Succubus which made those under its effects easily manipulated by the caster. The powerful spell was considered taboo and was easily detectable to punish wrongdoers.

So why did this succubus – who had disguised herself as a hired arm – commit such a crime?

“Leave us be. This place is now under the control of the Head. Understand the gravity of this warning. Heed it and leave immediately.”

When her body was fully formed, and as cloth magically wrapped her body, another figure from the crowd fleeing crowd emerged.

“Do it right the first time. Surely a Succubus knows how to manipulate people better than us innocent healers~” A marvelous woman with pale hair shouldered a long rifle.

A commotion could be heard further behind her, followed by the distinct echo of explosions – the sound of gunfire.

Walls were broken down as bodies were flung straight from solid timber doors. The force alone was enough to break all bones in their bodies, but they were not allowed to perish.

Immediately the same figures in black garbs hastily left the fancy restaurants, jewelry stores and neighboring luxurious stores with bodies dragged along the dirt like they were no more than a sack of filthy cloth.

Even a bag of potatoes was given more respect.

“Mangle their bodies. Do not let them resist. Execute those that will give our Hora Therapeutics team trouble.” The leader of these women was Black Wing of the Head, who held three golden feathers was the captain of her small team.

Immediately after relaying this the Black Wings executed more than half of the Syndicate members, which had occupied businesses along the highway to serve as scouts and informants.

“… You’re anything but innocent.” The Succubus grumbled, unamused by the violence these ‘Healers’ were capable of as the two approached the gathered Syndicate Members. “With that kind of strength the Head could’ve already taken them all out.”

“Please. You speak as if you know the Head herself.”

The captain scoffed, spitting on the faces of the bodies that were twisted and mangled beyond recognition. But they were still very much alive despite their forms, and her glee was shared by all Black Wings.

“The Head works in mysterious ways. She called this procedure a ‘honey pot’. Do you know why?” The Captain hummed ecstatically.

Serum L – Lacrimal. It was a serum that broke down the body until it was nothing more than a stackable, movable ball. It was highly useful as an integrative tool, and the Black Wings who thirsted for vengeance used it almost haphazardly.

“I’m unfamiliar with the term…”

“Insects such as these…” The Captain stomped on the hand of one of the few people able to resist Serum L, likely because not enough swam through his system. “… are drawn to honey. So the Head – in her most ingenious mind – created a pot of honey to draw them together. To nestle until they were ripe…”

“No – NO –!”

The man could not even beg for his life before her Talon was dropped onto his head, crushing it with so much force that steam began to rise.

“… to be crushed in one fell swoop.”

The Black Wing Captain smirked as blood splattered onto her cheek.

“Nothing is worse than fighting scattered insects, isn’t it? Your Succubus friends will be greatly reimbursed and compensated for handling the infiltration as ‘White Doves’. A shame that you botched your approach already. But we’re already several steps ahead to begin with.”

“Several steps? What do you mean?”

“Ten kilometers.”

The Vice Captain spoke up, executing yet another with the drop of her unnaturally heavy weapon. It sunk into the chest of another man, carving him like a cookie mold.

“We’re in an exclusion zone now. Everything within ten kilometers will not be able to escape. So it doesn’t matter how far they run or hide – we have them all precisely where we want.”

“… An exclusion zone…?”

“It does not concern the likes of you. All you have to do now is be a good girl and let us handle this. The Head has high hopes for us. So – get out of our way or you can join them.”

The bipolar nature of the Black Wings instilled insurmountable fear into the Succubus. Even though she was considered a Demon herself and had seen horrors beyond imagination, the Black Wings were on an entirely different level.

This was attributed to them being Healers. To see that this was what they were capable of underneath their shackles made them appear like wolf in sheep’s clothing. Once all had been mangled into balls and kicked down the now vacant highway to be recovered by the next team, the Captain slammed her long rifle into the ground, rallying them all behind her – flanking her like they were her wings.

“Girls. It’s time to show the world what a body of the Head is capable of. All arms on your shoulders. Heal the wounded with your bullets.”

It was overkill to send the Black Wings to strike a Syndicate. An Association was far more suitable for the task. However, this was too personal to leave it in the hands of another body.

Furthermore, this was a message to all in the Nex Megalopolis – that the Head will purge all evil on those no matter how great or small.

            

    
        555. Overwhelming Firepower

    
    
    
    
                The heart of the Red Grin Syndicate was another brick in the wall casino of the City of Diamonds. Nothing substantial separated it apart from the norm. That was until one dug past the surface.

Long stretches of unused land surrounded it. The foundations of underdeveloped homes were built atop the slums where not a soul was left in sight. Belongings of the impoverished littered the hidden slums which were used as a passageway to ender the casino.

The casino itself was a three storied building made from complementary gold and black brick. Only one entrance and exit were available and that was through a revolving door. Within was an open atrium where the balconies of all floors had access to.

It was built five years ago by fairly large reputable construction company associated with the Brick & Mortar Association. However, due to the lack of their jurisdiction other malevolent hands found their way into deal, creating an unregulated casino protected by fraudulent paperwork.

Clinks of champaign filled glass and cutlery slicing into steak far too gamy to be ordinary meat. It was paired with a side of buttered potatoes and sausages overloaded with spices to enhance the flavour of the mystery meat.

Regardless, it was clear that this place belonged only to the rich. And yet as those suited individuals dined, they were entertained by the grim sight of the unfortunate gamble their lives away.

“Five aces –!? How can that be? Is this… Is this not poker?” A woman dressed in unsanitary rags scratched the back of her head. The itch intensified to the point where it was surprising that flakes of skin did not shower the poker table.

Another participant had played a ‘five of a kind’ – a hand that should not be possible in fifty-two deck of cards.

Taunting laughter filled the tables of the observers. It was all part of the entertainment – the entrée’ before the main course which was the bidding for the healers.

“Madam. This is our version of poker. If you have nothing left to gamble, then you can also offer yourself.” A cruel glint shone in the dealer’s eyes, for she knew the fate that would befall the poor soul across her. “I assure you that our estate is regulated and endorsed by the Golden Ring. Accusations such as that is no less than calling us cheaters. You can see the deck for yourself. There are fifty-three cards in a deck after all.”

She wore a red play mask with a mocking grin. Her red hair did not seem to be coloured with normal red dye. Even compared to the woman across her, her hair was in terrible condition like the nest of a hen.

“Fifty-three… It’s always been this way?”

“Always. You must be tipsy from the all the complementary drinks. Have more. Wash those sorrows away. Shall we play again or are you finished?”

“I…”

“Please think about your home. Where will your children live if it gets taken away? But of course if you make arrangements with us then we’ll take good care of them.”

The Dealer lapped her lips as the onlookers took refined bites from their steaks.

Clearly the woman had no idea whether this was true or not. Her mind was transfixed on the idea of making back what she had lost long ago when she was constricted by debt.

The Golden Ring and the Middle Way Association were responsible for what was called the Fair Act policy regarding casinos in the Nex Megalopolis.

The Act served to guarantee two things: the first was total fairness by the establishment through Fairies. The fact that there were no slot machines was evident that Fairies were not present.

This should have been the first red flag.

The second was to ensure that no person could lose a certain amount. That amount was determined by the Middle Way Association. But this also meant that people could not win over a certain amount either, creating a black market for the greedy and desperate to win big – or in nearly all cases – to lose it all.

“So? What will you choose?”

The second red flag was that the establishment was never allowed to coerce or give an ultimatum to the customer. They were to remain in a bubble of their own.

“Play… Let me play. Let me in.”

“Very well. Please do your best, dear customer~”

Desperation oozed in from her voice, further whetting the appetite of the suited men and women along all floors. She was unfortunately not the only victim present, and associates of the establishment filled gambling tables to ensure that it was impossible for them to lose.

The cacophony of despair paired well with the jeers and clinks of silverware. Before long a brigade of fur-coated individuals easily distinguishable from the others emerged from a connected hallway.

“Gather the Buyers. The auction’s opening in ten minutes.”

The leader of this group rang a small bell as his compatriots split off to whisper the upcoming main event into the ears of their most esteemed guests.

“Healers…”

“So the rumours were true. Thank you. It’s not always that we can get our hands on such valuable bargaining pieces.”

“For bargaining? Are you not more curious about what’s inside of them?”

A flash of fire and unscrupulous desire filled their eyes. They followed the red, fur-coated individuals back through the hall.

They disappeared down a hidden stairwell once they were given a red tragedy play mask to differentiate themselves from members of the Red Grin. The leader of the group remained firmly in place, standing not far from the table with the red-haired Dealer.

“Why aren’t you gone? You’re gonna scare business away.”

“Don’t the doors lock at this time?” The man in the coat did not turn to pay her any heed. He was far more concerned by his long locks which were styled into a graceful, black ponytail that ran as far down as his legs.

“What about it? Stick to the backrooms. We have this place under control. Unless you want to get on the bad side of us Dealers~”

“I’d be a fool. They stationed me here as an observer. Amusing how quickly your tone has changed as soon as our real guests disappeared.”

The man – who was a new recruit from weeks ago – spoke in a playful, almost whimsical manner like he was stuck inside of a dream. His light blue eyes were focused elsewhere, even when the Dealers from above leaned over the balconies above.

Their drawn weapons were telling of their intentions. Yet the man did not seem unfazed even the slightest.

“Let’s not be hasty now. It will be hard to explain why there’s blood right in front of your doorstep.”

“Bullshit! Who stationed you here!? The Boss?”

A switch had flipped inside of the Dealer. Her cards were slammed onto the table, splitting it in half as all associates jumped from their seats.

“Something like that. The higher ups have only told me to act as a guarantee.”

The man took a pocket watch from his coat, as the others drew blades from theirs. He counted the time with the swaying of his head, his pony-tail swinging like a pendulum.

“Guarantee? When did they care if we honor our deals or not? Don’t tell me… you feel sorry for this thing? You must be insane. She did that to herself.”

“My home… the lands you bought – my home was –!”

“Huh? Who said this thing could speak!? If you don’t keep that mouth shut, then your kids are going to be served as an entrée! You won’t even fetch for a single copper!”

Cannibals.

The Red Grin were more than just traffickers. They were a derivative of the Blood Filters, who were already one of the larger Syndicates in the City of Spades.

Their previous role was to relay information through convicted criminals to the Blood Filters. This information regarded the states of Grandis, Emvita, and the Nex Megalopolis.

But they have now operated as an entirely separate entity ever since the end of the Atelier War.

Restaurants were barely regulated in D7 which opened the market for inexpensive meat for the people they themselves had made poor. They solved a problem they created by kidnapping family members and selling them back in pieces unbeknownst to them.

Additionally, they were involved with kingdoms from both Grandis and Emvita who sought to take Healers under the perceived weakening of the Ateliers.

The man only continued to grin to himself as he hummed an uncaring tune.

“Recruit. I don’t know who told you that, but you’re forgetting how the hierarchy works in this place. The Boss doesn’t like it when the likes of you stick around here. So what the fuck do mean by guarantee?”

“I wasn’t talking about you.” He said, watching the second hand of the watch intently.

Then, was he leisurely slipped the watch away, he clapped his hands together. The clap deafened everyone within the building in an instant as windows cracked. It was not a clap that could be done by an ordinary human.

And in that instant, the Dealer quickly realized something was deeply amiss.

“I was talking about them.”

“Tch. Just kill him –!”

A blade was plunged into his back by one of the associates.

However –

*Snap*

The blade snapped when it met his nape.

“It just…!?”

More blades were lunged into his body. The weak cloth easily gave way, but they stopped short at his bare flesh. Crossbow bolts were fired at him above, but they too had no effect on his body.

“A High-Ranking Adventurer…?”

“The hell are you!?”

“Tch. Who’s paying you!? I doubt they can match our spending power. We’ll give you triple of what they’re paying!” The Dealer became desperate, knowing well that it was utterly futile to resist.

“Don’t fear me. I’m only here as a guarantee. Remember?” He brought a finger to his lips as he walked towards the threatened who cowered in her chair.

“That again… Like I said – what the fuck are you talking about!?”

Then, with a hand placed on the spine of her chair, his tone deepened as he commanded:

“Duck.”

She did as tell, and in the next instant, a hailstorm of bullets burst through the walls. The bullets shallowly penetrated his body, but he paid no heed as it was quickly followed by healing bullets.

Screams were drowned by crumbling walls and shattering windows. Silverware disintegrated as tables were riddled with more holes than a sponge. All levels of the establishment were sustained under heavy fire for a minute straight before all fell silent.

“*Hic* I don’t want to die… *Sniffle*.”

“Oh dear. Was it too noisy?” His calming demeanor returned as he glanced around him, admiring the work of the distant Black Wings. “Precisely on time~”

The poor woman clasped onto her ears. She had miraculously survived thanks to the man’s command. As for the others – their bodies no longer existed. Only minced chunks of them remained.

Few had survived, evident by sifting rubble. By some miracle all victims of the establishment were unharmed by the barrage. The reason for this was because he was not the only Moon present to supervise the assault.

Indeed. There were multiple Moons present. This way the Black Wings were unlikely to perish and were here to guarantee the success of the elimination of the Red Grin. Furthermore, as they were associated with foreign groups it was highly important that the Black Wings didn’t go on a total killing frenzy.

The walls were suddenly blown off using rounds that defied logic. It was more accurate to say that the walls were erased. Brigades of Black Wings entered the atrium, their weapons held high in case there were still existing threats.

“Above! Destroy them!”

A three-feathered Black Wing announced, spotting a woman wielding a crossbow. The hail of bullets reduced her to a red mist as a plume of debris filled the other half of the second floor above. A large section of the second and third floor was erased as a result.

“Gather the survivors. Get them healed!”

“Pretend you don’t see the Moons! Wait, oh hi mister! Don’t mind us!” One had a sudden change of heart when she noticed the man, her evil expression changing to one of adoration. She gave him a salute and went on her way, smiling with a slight blush.

“So full of energy. Aren’t they cute, madam? Madam?”

“*Sniffle*.”

“I’m glad you agree too~”

            

    
        556. The Leader of the Red Grin

    
    
    
    
                The 1st of the 1st, 351 PA marked the first official operation led solely by the Head.

The Red Grin’s Headquarters were not their only asset that was struck. Various backwater hideouts involved in storage of illicit goods and people were met with the fullest might of the Head.

Gunfire cracked at every passing second, claiming the lives of countless Red Grin members. It was impossible to tell how far away the gunfire was. Even from a kilometer away it sounded like it was just a street away, instilling enough fear to entice the Syndicate members to surrender – only to be put down seconds afterwards like diseased dogs.

The Succubae under the command of ImpulseWorks had heavily infiltrated the ranks of the Red Grin’s operations. They were both involved as captured ‘healers’ who acted as stingers to reveal the precise locations of their hideouts, and as members to monitor contacts between the Red Grin and the Golden Middle.

Furthermore, it was not just the Red Grin who were faced with the immense might of the Head’s Black Wings. The Sector Renegades – a hired mercenary Syndicate was also under fire, and their parent Syndicate group the Gold City Mercs were quietly destroyed by the Head’s assassins – the Eclipses.

Therefore, the ten-kilometer exclusion zone surrounding the Red Grin’s Headquarters was not the only one currently active in D7.

It was a total showing of the Head’s utter control. The fact that they had infiltrated their ranks meant that they could have destroyed them at a much earlier date. Those stricken the hardest by the realization were immediately taken in as potential Repenters.

They’d serve well as living Nex batteries.


* * *


He ran and he did not stop running.

Zelvidor was the leading figure of the Red Grin and was personally supposed to conduct the auctioning with his most esteemed guests from dukedoms across Elysia. A massive payout and strengthened foreign relationships were seeded the moment they managed to get their hands on a healer.

This was of course during the last Atelier War, which had become widely coined as the Unification War. But the Cinder War was a very close second.

But little did the ill-ambitious man know was that he had never captured any healers.

They were all red herrings – a trap that he had willingly lured into the heart of his empire.

So he ran the moment he felt that something was awry, escaping through underground tunnels that led to the outside of his prized casino. And as his instincts would have it, the earth quaked as an onslaught of explosions rattled the air.

“Fifteen years will not go down in vain like this!”

He shed his crimson fur coat like the snake he was.

“How did they do it!? The Ateliers – why should they have to get involved!? The Potion Makers… were they not weakened by the war!? How could they already have found us!?”

The beams that erected the concrete foundation above scraped his skin, the uneven ground aching his feet, and the stray wooden splinters snapping in his wake. The fact that his pants and the nondescript clothing underneath were untouched meant that it was at least of Quality 3 Cloth.

It was the highest cloth available to be used as clothing and was reserved for the highly wealthy. Zelvidor was unsurprisingly one such man, which only further bolstered his above average strength.

His long, curly hair was colored red, and his build matched his above average powers.

“No matter. Grandis can wait. But Emvita will be problematic... Tch.”

Precisely thirty minutes ago he had received a message from his patrons regarding the state of Emvita. Since the blackening of the Nexus many kingdoms had sought avenues to secure healers for their own. Most were kings and nobles, whilst few were the unsavory type.

“They couldn’t have expressed it any better than their scrabbles. The dimwitted fools.”

He desperately trudged through the slums he had buried with his ill-accumulated wealth. It was difficult for him to understand how the Ateliers had managed to funnel them into one place. Normally he worked on a client-by-client basis, cutting out the need for attention through an auction.

“The coins could have ridden this place of the filth. The Gifts could have been mine… Just this last transaction and I could have had it all!”

Greed had blind sighted Zelvidor. His upbringing was like most from Grandis – poor, filthy, but with ambitions to claw their way out of their rut no matter the cost.

Grandis was therefore infamous for betrayals even amongst family. Only one could ever reach the end goal, for the rest were seen as no more than steppingstones. Such was the way of life there, but in truth he was actually raised well despite how poor his village was.

His mother was a baker. His father a fisher, and his brother a man who led the village even in times of droughts and famines. But he was nothing – he secluded himself from the rest, humiliated under the shadow of his kin.

Rivers were too salty to be used for farmland, so they relied on mages to tend to the crops – a mundane task that spawned boredom in the underachieving man’s mind.

He desired more than the mud huts of his home. Discontent with his life, he advised his brother to join hands with neighboring villages.

However, he later backstabbed them and pillaged their homes. The more heads there were, the less resources the individual gained. He saw new heads as unnecessary, but those that were strong replaced people who he had lived with for his entire life.

And yet he did not even remember their names.

Unsurprisingly, he had taken the life of all family members, leaving him as the sole leader of his group which later joined the Nex Megalopolis early into its lifespan.

He arrived at a dark clearing.

Light bled through giant gashes from above. Ahead was an underground reservoir where aquatic life thrived. Dalphins – a subterranean variant of the dolphin – were commonly used by inexperienced swimmers and cave divers due to their willingness to lend their fins indiscriminately.

They were happy creatures, with giant lovable eyes, and gentle fins that were long enough to clap whenever a child learned their first swimming strokes.

“To think monsters have become more reliable… Dammit… Bastards took everything away from me. When I was so close…”

His breath needed to catch up with him. He had sustained a sprint for over several minutes straight, and this was without [Body Enhancing] magic. Sweat dripped from every pore as he strode towards the underwater shores where only the blue, bioluminescent light from within the waters lit the world underneath.

“… to gaining my very own –!?”

“Seed?”

A voice spoke from within the waters. His blade was drawn in an instant in one hand, and flames in the palm of another. But no matter how hard he looked only the Dalphins swam up, greeting him with smiles despite his hostile stance.

“Who goes there!? Answer me now!”

“All of this for a tiny Seed?”

The voice mocked again. It was feminine, but heavily distorted. It did not belong to a human. Rather, it was more accurate to call it a monster that attempted to mimic the voice of a human.

“Who are you!? You speak like you know the worth of the Seeds. You – tell me now – are you with them!? Or are you like I!?”

His roar was deafening. Not a tinge of fear was carried by his voice. He was fully prepared to take on as many as it took to get out of here. With the escape still unguarded, he readied himself to make a sprint towards the water.

However –

“What if I answered with neither? Or yes to both?”

– Fear instantly gripped him in that moment.

“A Dalphin…? A talking Dalphin…?”

The Dalphin’s mouth parted. What were supposed to be bristles to feed on food particles and plankton were replaced with rows of human teeth. Seven tongues swirled within, each then slithering out to ‘walk’ the Dalphid onto shore.

“How rude of me~ It’s not particularly good to reveal myself like this. Dang it~” The entity spoke in a ditzy done, moments before it suddenly shifted to one lacking all semblance of emotion. “As a personal pet would say. But is she really a pet, or something more? Hey, you. You should understand me since you’re a leader too.”

“… Abomination – You’re – What are you…?”

“Isn’t it rude to be calling someone you just met an abomination? You and I – We’re not that different, don’t you think?”

The Dalphid’s form broke down into a vicious amalgamation of moving flesh. It was like a giant, rotten apple with a thousand worms writhing within, which eventually took the form of a human woman with pale hair and crimson eyes so red that he mistook them for blood.

His blood ran like ice. But he had yet to understand the predicament he was webbed into.

“Besides. I’m you. You just don’t realize it yet. Acedia. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She spoke in a deadpan voice as the buttons of her white shirt opened to reveal a vertical mouth. “It’s a shame, really. That you had to come all the way here. You ran so far. You tried so hard. But this is the end of the line.”

It sealed shut in the blink of an eye. But not before a tongue lapped the air as if to gauge his fear. He uttered something beneath his breath, and when he was ready –

“Absurd. That’s for you – Monster!”

– A [Fire Spear] connected with her face.

            

    
        557. Mimicry And The Orange Disruptor

    
    
    
    
                [Fire Spear] was a powerful magic used by Gold Ranking Adventurers and above, capable of taking Trickle and low-ranking Hailstorm Corrupted with enough tenacity and skill.

Following it was [Reactive Fire], another fire-based magic attack that bolstered the strength of an existing fire-based magic, essentially turning the [Fire Spear] into low-grade thermite.

It blinded Acedia, allowing him to thrust his blade forward which caught alight. He felt it connect with the being. At the same time, he had chanted another follow-up magic which allowed him to drag the blade through Acedia’s body. She was slashed by a dozen invisible flaming blades as a fiery star erupted within her – [Fire Dance – Blade Style].

But he still did not relent. He continued his assault until he completely ran out of mana, extinguishing his stamina entirely for he knew that a single opening would spell his end.

This was how fights were performed by those who were not at the heights like that of Moons and Stars.

They were swift rather than drawn out. They were brutal and exhausting. To win one needed to put their all into their first strike, especially against a superior opponent. The weak stood little chance against the strong, for they had to fight a war of attrition.

But even his all amounted to nothing.

“Humans are full of themselves. Wearing this cut of cloth is insulting to my beloved, perfect self.” The flames did not extinguish. They enveloped the beast like she was an infernal demon.

Nothing shattered the pride of a warrior than to see their given all amount to nothing. The man was rendered speechless, far too shocked to fathom what exactly this being was – never mind wanted.

“She never said I couldn’t follow the logic of humans. The fallacies and pitfalls you all tend to willingly blind yourselves with. So why shouldn’t I indulge in greed and avarice?”

“Are you… asking for me to offer you something?”

There was yet hope for him to survive this encounter.

“Am I?”

“… W-What… do you want from me…? The Seed? I can… I can –!”

A sharp pain caused him to grimace. It originated from his lower back, and looking down he spotted a tentacle. The flames that consumed the woman disappeared, revealing a healer-look-alike that stood above him as all sensation was lost in his knees.

M-My body – Something is… inside of me…!?

“Your secrets are best kept in here.” Her chest opened again, revealing a barbed tongue that carved deeply into his forehead, slicing through his skull with ease. “Raw. Fresh. Fragrant… How long has it been since I’ve had my last living meal.”

Fear became despair. It was only now that he realized the nature of this creature. The bargaining chip was nothing of monetary value but was instead himself.

“Ghhk! Bwagh! Not me… You… Wouldn’t dare eat… someone like me…!”

“Awful. But eating humans for you is fine. I’m only taking after the race I wear, so why the double standards? Isn’t it funny how humans will only see things as wrong when they’re used against them? Ahhh…”

The emptiness that filled Acedia’s eyes was replaced with delight. Her hooked tentacles invaded his mouth, nostrils, and ears, carving him from inside out but not enough to kill him quickly.

“I’d like it if you stopped struggling. Be a good pet for me and let me see those precious memories of yours. I said it already, didn’t I? That I am you. You just realized to late. The faces you make…”

Acedia’s face flushed red. Pleasurable ecstasy coursed through her veins as she embraced herself, watching the man turn into mince by nothing but thin, hook-like tentacles. Her body then split into four quarters. Teeth ran along the inside like the teeth of a sawblade. Her maw loomed over what was left of him, and with a single snap –

“… are exquisite. The last minutes of those memories… show me what it means to desire. Show me what it means to feel!”

– His memories belonged to her.

There was a reason why they had chosen this moment to attack. The last piece of information they required was the location of the letters.

Act X had determined the exact moment when Acedia should devour him to gain exactly the last hour of his memories, therefore revealing the contents of the letters. Although it could have been found with minimal search, it gave Acedia some ‘combat’ experience.

“Bravo.”

The earth shook.

Mimicry’s senses heightened as someone approached her.

“I didn’t take the new Acedia Division Director to be a monster in sheep’s clothing. But hell, is that any different when you’re working with the Ateliers?”

It was a tall woman wearing shades. Her long, straight hair screamed business as did her black two-piece suit. She was different from all the other beings Acedia had encountered, and she immediately assumed her human form to greet this mysterious person.

“They sent someone to watch over me. You don’t smell like a pet.” Acedia inhaled the air deeply. “You smell like a master. A trainer. Like me.”

“Weeeeeeird. Ok. Maybe you’re looser than most people. But still not quite up there. You… seriously don’t recognize me?” The woman pointed at herself, patting her large chest as if those were a dead giveaway. “No? Er… Oh, right –!”

Suddenly, she took of her shades, revealing a pair of orange eyes.

“Now do you recognize me?”

“The Manager of my Special Division. The Orange Disruptor.”

Acedia recognized her from the same documents Frost was handed during one of her Summits. And as if to prove it further, the Orange Disruptor posed exactly how she appeared on her photograph.

“That’s me~! What can I do you for? Wait, don’t answer that. I just wanted to try something trendy for once. Can’t blame an old soul that’s been on the loop-de-loop more than once.” Her hearty laugh would have swept a room to smile alongside her, but Acedia remained unexpressive.

If she was water, then the Orange Disruptor was oil. The two clearly did not mesh well. Bloodstains along Acedia’s body disappeared as she swallowed the last remnants of the man.

“Can I have a bite? You have an exquisite scent.”

“Sorry, but I’m not into girls that bite back. ‘Keep it professional’, they said. I can tell you right now that it won’t be easy if the pictures of my team look anything like they do in person~”

The Orange Disruptor’s body contorted into an obscure angle, showing signs that she too was perhaps inhuman.

“Julliet. Usari. Hector. I’ve touched base with these three and they’ve done some of the groundwork for us. How about you, Director? No, don’t tell me. Gluttony is already in your hands.”

“You can sense it too? My nose has picked up its scent for days now. A human wouldn’t be able to detect such a sweet scent. It’s the kind that lingered on Her clothes.”

“Ahaha. I’ll spare you the details. Wouldn’t want to see a Color get fired up. It’s not my style to take matters into my own hands, so I’m counting on this recruit to be a cutie~!”

“Is this all?” Acedia took a step forward. The two were equally matched, and neither knew who would win in a direct confrontation. “I’m so curious about you now that I can see your eyes. Despite how expressive you are, why do you feel just like I?”

She was curious to learn more about this Incandescent Color, but nothing she said was able to puncture through her immensely thick skin.

“Not really. You don’t see me transforming my body, do you? Aaaaaah. They can’t give me a normal person to work with. At least you don’t have golden eyes.”

Crooked.

Her body contorted at irregular angles again, her tone deepening. Their eyes were the only source of light now, both glowing like iridescent orbs.

“Yet.” Acedia wore a neutral smile. “I’m looking forward to receiving that honor. Do the golden eyes frighten you?”

“No. They’re the same eyes that gave me a second chance. Hup~ It was interesting seeing the Director up close. You know all the recruits under me think you’re totally normal, right?”

“Let them continue thinking that. It makes thing easier for us. People tend to be unpredictable when they realize things are not as they seem.”

“Ever heard of tempering? A washed-up group of criminals wouldn’t know a thing about it anyway –!”

“Let me ask again – is this it?”

Acedia noticed that the Orange Disruptor had been staring intently at her since the beginning. Her eyes were not normal, and Acedia’s instincts flared. The Orange Disruptor’s stance changed before she was able to deploy a tentacle, as though she was either able to see it before it happened – or – could see something else entirely.

“Those eyes are special, no? Tell me, what do they see inside of me? Why is it that you can see things that instinct cannot?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about~” The Orange Disruptor shrugged playfully, feigning ignorance to her accusations. “… Bravo. No wonder they made someone like you the Director of the Special Division.”

She then turned her back to Acedia, marking her departure now that she had been seen through.

“I have no idea what this world’s come to while I was gone but it’s not like it’s my business to stick my nose into. They pulled me straight out of retirement! Just when I thought I could spend the rest of my days in H9. So long, Director.”

“Come back to me soon.”

Acedia had never been more curious about a person, though this was largely due to her scent. Her nose pointed elsewhere when the Orange Disruptor finally disappeared. It was pointed at place where the scent was just as strong.

“Gluttony… I expect this person to be a good ‘pet’.”

She slowly walked back towards the casino expressionlessly. Even her strides lacked any form of emotion.

“As for now… I should report this soon. The Amalgam will silently praise me. Only then will I be able to ‘feel’.”

Her neutral smile turned into one of slight joy at the mere thought of the Amalgam’s praise.

“The list of kingdoms involved. She will be leaving soon. And I will be taking her place regionally in the Nex Megalopolis with my Special Division… I almost forgot. Abigail craved something sweet from my trip. What shall I get her?”

            

    
        558. Hope Is the Thing With Wings

    
    
    
    
                “Shoot until nothing’s left!”

“Sustain fire! Bullets to where everything moves!”

Unending roars left the mouths of the Black Wings.

They moved into Syndicate hideouts with a highly disciplined approach.

Squads of up to five or seven were led by their Captains as an encompassing ‘Murder’. Each Murder of Black Wings unleashed streamlined devastation; their bullets seemingly infinite as was their relentless drive.

“GET OUT OF OUR LINE OF FIRE!”

The shout which struck fear into the hearts of friends and foes alike was usually met with someone throwing themselves onto their bellies, their hands clasping their heads. Blistering heat rose from rubble as black boots crushed everything in their wake.

When an enemy fought back with only a single arrow; they were replied with a volley of bullets. When a Healer bled, then the perpetrator was taken alive to the injured Black Wing where they exercised excessive torture.

A Healer capable of violence was the last thing one wanted to get on the bad side on.

“Leave no one standing!”

“Naaaagh!”

“Don’t let them resist!”

“Daaaaaaah!”

“One bullet is all it takes to erase the rot of the Nex Megalopolis!”

“Ghhhk!”

Screams followed the Black Wings like wingbeats.

“They’re underground. Blow it all up! Standard rounds have enough penetration power!”

Bullets hailed down like stray feathers.

“Switch to low-penetrating Entropic Bullets! Dissolve the walls! There are children crying on the other side!”

And they marched as one like a flock of birds, coating the world in black.

The chaos resembled a thunderstorm.

But it was controlled. A chaos which could be seen by outsiders as divine intervention, for these Black Wings descended from the Nexus.

When men and women armed in heavy armor announced their presence, they were taken down with swift shots.

“Doppler Round! Use that bastard like a bomb!”

Or in other cases, the Doppler Bullet – a bullet created with [Doppler Strike] – would focus so much energy in a single point that it instantly obliterated whatever it touched. An explosive round better described it.

Metal fragments cleaved through heads and limbs like a guillotine. They were firmly embedded into the surroundings. The lingering red mist replaced what would have been smoke were their bullets armed with an explosive charge.

The ten-kilometer exclusion zone was where what was called a ‘Flock’ was deployed. Multiple Murders made up a Flock. A Flock was the largest attack force of the Black Wings, consisting of all one hundred personnel.

Everything the light touched was smeared in black. Only later did the White Doves arrive to provide healing for those that were caught in the crossfire. Hora Therapeutics therefore served as an ‘after team’ of sorts to clean up after the devastation left behind by the Black Wings.

“Use your head more! You won’t get an ounce of healing if you can’t learn to duck!” One berated an Adventurer that had joined the fray out of foolish bravery, only to lose their hands due to a stray bullet. “The Head has taken control over these parts. And if you keep crying then those hands aren’t the only thing you’re going to be missing!”

Part of their role was to herd people away from their combat zones.

As Healers people were utterly shocked to hear them crudely command them.

Even children and the elderly were not spared from their sharp tongues. It was a survival situation. People needed to understand just what was on the line, and a single lapse of overblown pride or stubbornness meant the difference between walking free or dying unspectacularly.

“… He’ll be fine. Your husband – Healers will be coming soon to help him. Keep pressure here. Our bullets can perform miracles so long as it’s within the hour."

But this did not mean they were entirely cold-hearted.

Despite their Healing Bullets being made from [Turn Back the Clock], it could not completely heal a person.

Life threatening damage to organs and major wounds were easily healable. However, spilled entrails needed to be shoved back into the body for it to heal, or completely removed as there was a risk of doubling up organs which could cause major internal damages.

Their Healing Bullets were far more effective on stronger people since they rarely sustained such critical injuries. Furthermore, there was an expiration period before a person’s injuries could be healed.

One hour.

Outside of this their Healing Bullets were useless. Healing Magic could not put back what was taken out without it being put back in, unless the Healer was able to recreate it.

Spilled entrails ran the risk of over bloating a person, causing far more internal injuries.

Additionally, shrapnel and some diseases could be cured with the Healing Bullet so long as it was contracted in the last hour. But there was a limit to this. The Healing Bullet carried only a fraction of [Turn Back the Clock]’s true power, after all.

“This is the doing of the Potion Makers…?”

A malnourished, elderly man struggled to hold himself on his walking stick which was long enough to be spear. It was clearly taken hastily from the rubble to replace an already rotting walking stick.

“The Head. Someone called the Head sent them here. Didn’t it feel like they were mercenaries? I thought they were sent here to kill us.”

Another answered. The voice came from a band of innocent survivors who were rescued by the Black Wings.

“Like the fake Healers…” A woman hugged who appeared to be her older sister. “But they were kinder. Sister. What’s going to happen to us now?”

“It’ll be alright. Don’t worry about that now.”

“They called themselves the Black Wings. Are they really Healers…?”

“You saw what they did to them. They just looked in one direction and people were torn in half in the next second.”

“But you also saw what did for us. They can heal… And kill. Are Healers changing now? Like with what happened to the Nexus?”

“Your guess is as good as ours. For now we can just be thankful we’re not dead.”

“… how are we supposed to live now…?”

This sentiment was shared by them all. Their homes were long gone. Some never had homes to begin with. The shadows of D7 hid a complex socio-economic struggle that even the Golden Index were unaware of. It would also not be a stretch to claim that they were responsible for it.

Suddenly, a warm light filled the darkness of their downtrodden hearts.

“Are you all ok!?” The voice of an angel reached them. It was a Healer in the same uniform as the dangerous Black Wings, but hers was colored white. “Everyone! We have people here!”

A red bag hung from her shoulder like a sling, and her belt was filled with all manners of healing items.

Her cheery voice was pleasant to hear. It had the same resonance as the Black Wings, but hers was so full of love and innocence that it could bring a murderer to repent. She was quickly joined by other Healers, who quickly jogged towards them.

Their bodies were stained with dirt and cuts – proof of their hard work and the fact that they were unwilling to help themselves until they had lent a hand to those in need. Following them were beings that could only be described as parental figures.

Those beings were exactly one Moon and Aspiring Moons of Hora Therapeutics – the Lunar Haruspex and the Lunas, which were the names given to their Aspiring Moons.

The Lunar Haruspex silently observed from a distance, no doubt ready to intervene were someone to even raise their voice at their beloved Healers. The Lunas on the other hand were greatly involved with the Healers, speaking to the bereaved and reassuring them that things would be fine.

“The Head will reimburse all victims and property lost. Of course, the coins will come from the Syndicates first.” A Luna assured them.

“In this place? Even their coins combined will not be enough… I don’t think…”

“Coinage will not be an issue. I can promise that.”

It was not known how the Head was able to produce so many coins. The Treasury – which was held within the highest floor in Time Reverberation’s Headquarters – was accessible to those closest to the Amalgam.

So one had to wonder if the Nexus had a way to generate nothing into coins. Perhaps Nex could be converted into coins. It was a topic for another time, but the truth was that the Head employed the same taboo they sought to eradicate from the Nex Megalopolis.

The Midas Conversion Procedure.

Although this one only transformed criminals into coins.

And of course, only the Amalgam herself could employ this with nothing but her bare hands.

Indeed.

All coins of the Nexus were generated by Frost, and with the number of criminals there were, they had an endless supply of wealth to rebuild the Nex Megalopolis. To not only better the lives of its people, but to bolster the image of the Head as a symbol of hope for people, and fear for its enemies.

The operation came to an end exactly eleven hours after it began, marking the first overwhelming victory of the Head and the power of the Black Wings.

            

    
        559. The Many Faces of The Amalgam

    
    
    
    
                Frost was listening to the report with a content smile.

Her chin rested on a bed of intertwined fingers as firsthand accounts of the Black Wings’s success was announced by a Lunar Haruspex.

“Overwhelming victory. Zero causalities. Several denizens of D7 were unfortunately killed in the operation. Compensation is pending.”

The long-haired man who wore a kind smile found only on those who were as sly as a fox. His highly lavish fur coat with the image of a minute hand, and the blue suit defined precisely who he was.

“All Lunar Inquisitors have reported the same. Syndicate activity in the Alara Trade Hold – D7: City – has ceased entirely. No one was able to leave the ‘Exclusion Zone’. All information regarding their disappearance has been contained.”

“It’ll be enough time to continue making strides until they begin hiding.”

They needed to continue striking while the iron was hot. D7 was only the beginning of the Head’s intervention. If news came out too quickly then Syndicates would make immense efforts to keep themselves off their radar.

So it was only logical to act while their heads were still out of the ground.

“May I say something?” The Lunar Inquisitor asked.

It was clear that did not understand the logic behind Frost’s words.

“Go ahead.”

“As you are aware, our forces were more than enough to prevent any soul from leaving the perimeter the Succubae marked. Forgive my insolence, but I cannot understand why an Isolation Sphere was required.”

“It bought us time. Isolation Spheres are not just a way to exert control over time or to be used as a tool for imprisonment.”

Frost was more than happy to relay this in full, causing the man’s eyes to widen as it finally clicked with him.

“The Isolation Spheres control the flow of information. What happens within cannot easily come out. News will inevitably come out. There is no way to avoid it. This is why I trust you and all hands of the Head to act while the Nex Megalopolis is unaware.”

“I see… I never thought of it like that! My mistake, Amalgam.”

“No. It was our mistake for not having made it clear in the first place. I should have emphasized the importance of it. There will always be factors outside of our control. The Isolation Spheres will control many of these variables, but it will always be a matter of time before something happens.”

Of course, this was already known by most, but some Moons found it difficult to read further into the application of their tools. In fact, most Moons were like him and was largely the reason why it was so difficult for them to fight a Corrupted with a Condition. Even without a Condition being explicitly stated, one – if they were able to piece the clues together – could figure it out.

Luck was also a factor that Frost did not forget. The fragrance of freshly brewed black tea filled the wooden interior. They were within one of the offices of the Head located at the upper layers of Time Reverberation’s Headquarters.

“Any word on the Black Wing’s themselves?”

“Disciplined. None hesitated to kill when they had the opportunity. Frankly speaking, the training they had in the City of Diamonds Combat Academy provided more difficulty. Specialized bullets were used dynamically when required. It was though they had been waiting for this day since they were born.”

Frost could already imagine the sinister faces they wore as they massacred the Syndicate members. It was a vile image of chaos that could bring a sane mind to the brink of madness. To Frost? She subtly smiled like a mother having heard that their daughter had passed a difficult exam with flying colors.

She poured tea into two cups.

Her reflection in the hot, dark brew was nearly unrecognizable from the same face she first saw in the pond near the Village of Virt.

“Is that all?” Frost slid a teacup across the desk towards the Lunar Inquisitor, to which he politely accepted.

“That is all. End of report.”

He gulped it in an instant before pardoning himself through the double doors, leaving Frost alone in total silence as she enjoyed her tea. Whether it was coffee or tea mattered little to her, unlike a certain Beholder. If it tasted good, then was there really a problem?

She entertained these thoughts before bringing a hand into the light above with a fond smile. The glimmers of the ring Jury had given her reminded her of the fireworks.

With a small giggle, she slumped onto the table, unable to hide her giddy expression.

“You seem very happy.”

Can you really blame me? I found the love of my life~

“Please refrain from unloading unesseccary happiness onto this channel. I’m lucky that I don’t seem to be RAM limited because I would have been bogged down by Jury… But congratulations. It’s late, but I’m happy for you.”

Thank you, Nav.

“Ehehe…”

An unlikely voice slipped her lips as she lightly rubbed her cheek on the desk. She squirmed in place, unable to refrain herself from expressing how happy she was. The privacy of her meeting room gave her the luxury to goof between each report.

“Frost. This is the fifteenth time I’ve told you congratulations. Are you stuck in a time loop?”

Are you congratulating me? Thank you, Nav. And every time feels like the first~ Did you know what she said to me last night? Nav? Can I tell you?

“… How do I sever links with you and Jury? Please tell me there is a search engine feature I can use.”

“Ahaha…”

Her laughs were muffled. Visions of last night filled her mind. It was a good thing that the operation today succeeded without issue, otherwise she wouldn’t be able to savour those feelings Jury shared with her last night, both before and after their engagement –

“… It got Frost too.”

– A voice spoke from above her.

Unbeknownst to Frost, someone – no, multiple people had entered the room and had seen her unsightly face. A tail brushed the side of her face as she looked up to see Res and Ber staring down at her with a mourning expression.

“What got her?” Cer entered through the doors. She thrust both hands out, shoving the double doors wide open, only for them to bounce off the walls and come straight back at her face. “Who the f –!? What’s with these doors!?”

“Frost got infected too!? Wake up Frost! It’s not too late!” Ber grasped onto her shoulders, shaking her as if her life was on the line.

… huh? Infected with what?

Her tail swiped at her face as well like a broom. Curiosity got the better over Frost since the pair didn’t realize she was awake, believing her to be heavily daydreaming.

“Can you two morons move and let me see what’s going on!?” Cer was barely able to catch a glimpse of Frost, her angry face appearing every so often between the gaps of her adult sisters. “MOVE! MOVE OUT OF THE WAY! RIGHT NOW!”

“… can you two tell me what you’re doing to me?” Frost croaked, confused by their solemn and desperate expressions.

In the background Cer jumped up and down, her tail barely reaching over their heads as she yelled: “Let me see what’s going on!”, and “Stop blocking me just cause I’m still smaller than you two good for nothing melons!”

“Cleansing you and offering our condolences.” Res said so seriously that Frost legitimately believed that she had some sort of ailment. “Frost… I didn’t think you of all people would catch it.”

“Yeah, Frost. I think you’re a gonner. And don’t try to hide the fact that you were rubbing your cheeks on the desk. What the hell were you imagining? As matter of fact, the only cure to Cer Syndrome is to tell us right now!” Ber was excited all of a sudden, steam leaving her nostrils like a raging bull. “We’ve been through thick and thin, so tell us what happened! A ring doesn’t just appear on the hands on two lovebirds over night!”

“It did as a matter of fact.” Frost admitted.

“Woooow~ So who proposed first!?” Ber was unexpectedly into this kind of talk, her eyes sparkling like jewels. “Aren’t you curious too, Res? And you too, Cer?”

Cer, in the background: “Is this a prank or something? It’s not my fault you left your casserole unattended! A wolf’s gotta eat!”

“Jury must’ve given you that!” Res adored the onyx ring. “It looks colorless, but you can tell there’s so many colorful fractals inside. Jury has an amazing eye. I’m surprised you’re able to work at all today, Frost! That’s why we came here after…”

Silence.

All wolves, including Cer, fell silent in an instant. Their tails and ears drooped as Ber’s mouth hung open, and Res began poking her fingers together. Frost put the pieces together and realized they had visited Jury prior.

No, the reason why they were here was precisely because of their meeting with Jury.

“After what? Hey, someone say something. Don’t leave me hanging like that.” Frost tried to pry an answer out of them, but they were too scared to even answer.

“L-Let’s just say that something came up and Jury won’t be able to see you today. There was an issue with the Candidate Moons that she needed to address in full. So uh…” Cer beat around the bush, remembering something terrifying enough to cause the hairs of her tail to stand on all ends.

Suddenly, Res went in for the kill.

“She’s fucking furious. And I don’t mean that lightly. There has been issues with the conduct of few of the Candidate Moons that went undetected, so her hold over her Atelier is tightening further.”

“Tch. They’re unblessed to begin with. Who would have thought that the common filth would have brought problems here. Not me.” Cer sarcastically spoke, making her disdain over the non-Blessed well known.

“Quite, Sis. Frost. She didn’t tell us the reason why, but it’s just something we needed to make you aware of.” Ber said.

“Why didn’t Nav say anything?”

Frost was curious about this. If something severe had appeared, then why wasn’t she informed immediately?

Res placed her hands on her hips after lightly slapping Cer for her comments.

“Direct communication is better, don’t you think?” She smiled. “It’s not serious. She’s just annoyed. But Frost…”

“Yeah, Frost…”

“Frost…”

“Hmm?”

All three of them placed their tails on her shoulders simultaneously.

“Don’t you dare get on her bad side.” They warned, unable to speak of the demon incarnate – that was a furious Jury.

            

    
        560. Special Delivery

    
    
    
    
                “How are the returning Exalted doing?”

Frost still hadn’t finished her duties as the leader of the Head. She was listening to Weave handover an update regarding the status of the level 200 Exalted.

“The Injector Sites have only just received them. Five of them will be arriving at the 6th Branch as soon as possible. The other four haven’t been found yet by the Stars~!”

Weave was bubbly as always. Even when in front of the Three Heads of Security she continued her sultry and dreamily way of speaking. Her informal tone annoyed the three, but what irked them the most was that she was a Scylla Aquatid.

Something moved underneath her giant, umbrella-like skirt. It was no doubt her tentacles which caused the Triplet’s tails to sway steadily with caution. Disgust rose in their chests, and it was made apparent on Cer’s face, but Weave remained unaffected by them.

As a matter of fact, it only made her happier.

Weave was the last of a long list of visitors, and she was secretly the one who managed relations with the Head and the Nexus with the Exalted. Due to her acclamations of the past and her present help; she was one of the few that Frost readily trusted as a member of the Head.

“That’s fine. Let them keep searching. We have a lot of time to prepare. In the meantime, those Exalted have been affiliated with the Nexus for how long now?”

Frost raised a hand to dispel the unease that was quickly building in the room. She hated that the Triplets still judged people so easily, but then again, Weave didn’t make it any easier for herself.

She was as natural of an airhead as one could get.

“Since my time! So that’s around… more than three hundred and fifty years ago. But like me we all fell off sometime before and after the War in Heaven. But don’t worry! They fought on the Nexus’ side!” She said, curling her fists as if fired up for an unknown reason. “Oh dear me! It’s hard to contain my excitement when old friends will be returning soon~!”

Several tentacles flailed beside her as she clasped her cheeks and swayed side by side. She was like a maiden experiencing love for the first time. Frost could only – no, she didn’t want to imagine how touchy she’d be with those Exalted.

“Abadona the Destroyer; Pupa the Unchanging, Devoid the Microscopium, Zermillion the Architect, and Lunalia of the First Moon. They’ll be of great help to the Nexus!”

One of those names stuck out the most to her.

Lunalia of the First Moon.

That person was one of the first people to be called a ‘Moon’ despite not technically being one as they were an Impuritas. Legend has it that they were the ones that created the concept of a Moon long before it was adapted by the Nexus.

Strong people are going to be entering the scene soon. And that doesn’t even count whatever’s happening on our opposition’s side.

There was a reason why Frost wanted to bring back the Exalted. They were pivotal in the development of the Nexus in a time that predated the Moons and perhaps the Stars; aside from the Iron Stars. It was a fair assumption that they’d also be key in the upcoming war against the Impuritas.

Furthermore, she did not want them to be taken onto their side and reveal secrets that she had yet to discover. That, and also she wanted to get a gauge on their loyalty to the Nexus as early as possible.

The last thing she wanted was to find out that one of them was a traitor.

“You seem to trust them a lot.” Frost commented. “But can I trust your judgement?”

“I’m working closely with the Arbiter and that Galia person, so you can trust me! As a matter of fact – I want nothing more than for you to trust me~!”

“I never doubted you to begin with. Continue with the good work. It’s a shame I won’t be here to directly speak with them. The Arbiter will be taking the mantle in my stead.”

Aside from Jury, the Arbiter was easily the most qualified to lead the Nexus now that her sight had returned.

“Is this about your departure?” Weave asked.

“That’s right.” Frost answered with a nod.

News of the Nexus’s declaration of war against the Impuritas was known by every Beholder, Star, Moon, Exalted and the Ateliers.

Perhaps it was because of this and not the Stars was why the highly acclaimed Exalted had come out of hiding. Those Exalted were much like Weave. They were outdated and their sacred knowledge had become second nature to the Beholders.

But Frost made it clear that she needed them in this endeavor.

“You won’t be seeing them? Oh well. The sooner I let them know the better they’ll take it. They’ve been eagerly waiting to see you, you know? It’s like when the Apostles were drawn to Galia! Or was it the Colors that were drawn to her?”

“… Frost, can you tell this thing to hurry up?” Cer barked, but she was clearly intrigued by what Weave knew about Galia’s past. “Like you know anything about that Snake. Heh.”

“If she hasn’t told you, then it’ll be for the best.” Pride was not something that Weave felt strongly, so she had no reason to prove Cer wrong.

“Tch. Just take the bait and spill it. Haaah.” Cer grumbled, and was quickly silenced by Res.

“Behave yourself.”

“… tsk.”

“Also!” Weave suddenly exploded with enthusiasm, her skirt rustling eccentrically. “Big! Delivery! Something exciting was sent into the Nexus in a casket! Everyone in the Common Hub was raving about it earlier today!”

“A casket?” Frost tilted her head, causing Weave’s heart to visibly throb through her chest. “Was there a funeral today?”

“Must be the corpse of someone big. Don’t tell me…” Ber’s face went pale, greatly concerning Frost. “Jury actually went on to kill the Candidate Moons!?”

… Nevermind.

Frost sunk back into her seat.

Jury’s too kind to punish people that rashly. Besides, why on Earth would we send criminals in caskets in the first place?

“Maybe a Beholder died?” Cer questioned, making Res mutter: “People are going to start wondering how we’re the Three Heads of Security if you two keep this up. I can see it now. The Jester allegations are going to come back. The Three Stooges of Security.”

“Hey, that’s a good one!” Cer slapped Res’ back. “I guess becoming a Corrupted has helped with your boring sense of humor!”

“You can make some pretty funny jokes too, huh Res?” Ber was elated to have heard this from Res, only causing her to wryly smile as she did also find it amusing. “Res? Hello? Elysia to Resssss~?”

“… I can’t wait until we’re alone.” Res’ gripped the air, red mist emanating from her fists.

“So – this casket.” Frost addressed the issue at hand as if the three weren’t even present. “Where is it now?”

“In the Middle Sanctums. It’s now guarded by the Puff Puffs. The Missionaries that guided it weren’t allowed to enter so Galia personally took it there.”

“… That must be ‘it’.”

And by it, Frost meant the weapon Enoch had personally crafted for her.

“Pardon?” Weave said.

“Don’t worry. It concerns only me.”

“Oh… So that’s probably why I was so drawn to it.” Weave wriggled in place, her mind in a daze as she could only imagine what was inside. “A body double… of the Amalgam… how nice if one was also sent to me…”

It was unsettling.

Moreso for the Triplets but Frost knew that this person wouldn’t dare indulge in those fantasies of hers. Despite how she acted, the flames in her heart were white – declaring her as innocent.

… Man, I was never this popular with the girls back on Earth.

“Ironic that it was only after turning into a girl that girls started flocking to you. It must be the doing of a hidden Ability.”

I sincerely hope that isn’t the case.

As if to prove Frost wrong –


< Hidden Ability Revealed >


 

< ABILITY: The Mate Attractor >

< Something other than gravitational attraction is at play here >

< EFFECT: People will be attracted to you for reasons you may never understand >


– Nav spoofed an Ability for her – a play on the ‘Great Attractor’.

            

    
        561. The Casket

    
    
    
    
                “Did you hear? Something strange was delivered into the Nexus.”

“People are calling it a casket, but don’t you think it’s strange for them to let us see it?”

“Yeah I thought so too. But it’s nice, isn’t it?”

“Mmm. It feels good to at least see what’s going on up there, even if it’s just a hint.”

“Right? Makes you feel proud to be a Blessed!”

The topic of the casket became a hot topic within the Nexus. It spread like wildfire from the Common Hub to the Residential Floor, and even amongst the Associations surrounding the 6th Branch.

“Those giant Instectids marched down the roads. Did you see the size of them?”

“What? You didn’t see the size of their swords?”

“I thought the Heralds were the highest in Act X’s hierarchy. Insane. We were only exposed to the tip of the iceberg.”

“Me too. It was like watching an Undead skeleton parade.”

“C’mon. Skeletons are too brittle to hold up a sword.”

“Undead? You have got to be kidding me. I'll play along: Good thing there’s no Atelier that dabbles in the Undead. Pfft. Like those are a thing anyway. Closest we got are the Mycelli."

Missionaries were far from a common sighting and were considered worthy of being called legends. It was rare for them to allow themselves to be seen, and unlike CogitO’s personnel they had no CognitO Filters to hide them from plain sight.

One had to wonder how and why they were rarely seen by the world despite their large involvement with the strings of the Acolytes and the masses.

After all, their responsibility was to punish those that defied the orders of the Script.


* * *


The Middle Sanctum was exactly as how Frost remembered it. Puff Puffs lunged at her the moment she descended down the stairs which embedded around the central pillar. The playful and immensely powerful beings stuck to her like burrs.

“It can’t be. Are you supposed to be living burrs?” Frost asked one that sat perched on her shoulder, smudging its cheek with a finger.

It purred in delight.

She walked onto the grass with the escort of the Triplets, who were also attacked indiscriminately by the lovable balls of fluff.

“Why, am I not living enough for you?” Ber mistakenly thought she was talking about her. “You wouldn’t expect these things to be so strong. I wonder if they taste any good.”

The happy faces of those that stuck onto Ber’s clothing instantly changed into that of fear.

“I’m kidding, wait, don’t leave me!”

They migrated to Res who colored them using magical paint much to the Puff Puff’s delight.

“They’re just like slimes. I still can’t believe Magicallis can exist inside of the Nexus. You did well. Thank you for always looking after the people down here~” Res hummed.

Cer on the other hand was being overwhelmed by them. No matter how much she tried to get them off they’d constantly swarm around her ankles, with some even latching onto her tail.

“… Annoying sheep. Do you want me to eat you that badly?”

Unlike with Ber, the Puff Puffs didn’t fear Cer. There was now enough where Cer looked like she had a layer of wool growing from her body. It caused Frost to laugh quietly. She became the literal meaning of a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

But they were not here to play around as much as Frost would have loved to. They hopped down several of the branching platforms – which were large enough to be landmasses. Along the way she greeted the Galia’s Sacral personnel, thanking them for their good work.

Many of the crystals that grew here had grown considerably since their last visit. It was mainly thanks to the Isolation Spheres which Galia used to her heart’s content as one of Jury’s major partners.

After soaring through the air and falling from heights that would instantly kill any normal person, they eventually reached a platform devoid of fauna and human life. Beautiful flowers replaced every inch of grass here, and in the center of it all was a pale casket with brilliant golden decorations.

Unfathomable power radiated from the container. The embellishments alone were worth more than any of them could imagine.

“The casket. You never told us what’s in there. Or why you made us come along in the first place.” Cer said as Frost approached the casket.

Floral scents invited her to stop and admire the flowers around her, but Frost resisted the temptation. These flowers were clearly abnormal. Despite their appearance, they were actually a magical species of flowers called Enraptura, which came in the form of any and all flowers known.

They only grew in places with immense concentrations of mana, and their roots must have direct access to it too. They were highly dangerous in the wild as they were often used as lures for man-eating plants or for the manufacture of highly potent drugs.

But the Nexus had the tendency to make things evil become pleasant. The miniaturized Corrupted came to mind.

“Idiot. You’d be the first to complain about not being allowed to come along with Frost.” Res reached down to stroke the petals of a red rose. “It’s beautiful. This place I mean. I still can’t believe this place exists inside of the Nexus.”

“It’s a world within a world. But look out there.” Ber pointed to the expanse that laid beyond the circular veil of the Middle Sanctum.

The oceans that stretched on endlessly were not infinite.

It reached an invisible barrier just at the tip of the horizon.

“I’m willing to bet that there’s nothing outside. This place looks and feels big, but my wolf-senses are telling me that it’s finite no matter how big the Nexus is. Got an answer for us Frost?”

“Who knows.” Frost answered nonchalantly. “I don’t think it’s that important to know what’s out there. At least not now. This place will get bigger the more technologies we add. But that won’t be possible until another Beholder shows up. It’s not like you to ask something like that, Cer.”

“I was thinking about it. The whole talk about the Stars and the Glimmers, and what Res saw beyond our shores. I hate it when someone says, ‘legend this, legend that’. I want to see things with my own eyes. You and I know how big this world is. We all do. That was the first time I’ve ever heard anyone call that place the ‘Expanse’.”

Cer was right. Many people believed that there were more landmasses out there just like their own. But to hear that it was completely inhospitable irked Cer because how would they know if they hadn’t seen it with their own two eyes?

Frost took Cer’s words into consideration. She was brighter than she let on, and it was surprising to hear that she had her sight laid somewhere far away this time. Cer never broke her gaze from the invisible veil that surrounded the Middle Sanctum.

“I don’t even know what I saw to begin with.” Res answered as Frost stood before the casket – which in truth was just an oversized weapon case.

It was high enough to reach her waist. She unlocked the weak locking mechanism of the casket, click after click as Res continued.

“Bear in mind I wasn’t in the right mindset at the time. It was just a blob of nothing, but it felt like I saw something.” Res crouched to touch the flowers, creating a colorful batch as if to ward off an encroaching terror. “My mind blanked out like I saw something I shouldn’t. Its mouth moved to scream but I didn’t hear it. And yet it was the loudest scream I have ever heard.”

“Contradictions like that are the reason why no one can figure anything out. But it’s not like it doesn’t make sense.” Cer said, patting her sister’s head. “It’s alright, Res.”

“The Impuritas want to become what Res saw? I can’t understand that. Being something so hideous instead of being a being true to yourself.” Ber emitted a low-pitched growl. “So Frost, when are we going to take those scum out!? Say the word and we’ll leave to every corner of the world!”

Res shook her head in disagreement, though the glint in her eyes said otherwise as did Cer’s.

“If we act like this then we’ll be isolated and plucked off one by one.” Frost reminded them that even the Impuritas could manage against a Moon.

She lifted the heavy lid of the casket, revealing an artifact that glowed with a cleansing light.

And that light came from a black object.

            

    
        562. De Jure - The Black Gun

    
    
    
    
                The object sat on a cushioned bed made solely for it. It was a long object shaped like a Justica Arm, only that it was thicker to allow the user to wield it with both hands.

“Believe me, Ber. You’re not the only one that wants to go in headfirst. But we need to pace ourselves. Recall every time that we did. We’ll be no better than the Ateliers.”

Ber grit her teeth before her body relaxed. Frost was correct.

Just how many were sacrificed because of their rash actions?

“If we go too thin, then we’ll lose more people. Go too far and the Nexus becomes vulnerable. A lone Moon needs more than physical domination. You three know that the most. But you are also the only Moons I can trust to send further than anyone else. It’s contradictory. I know. But that doesn’t change that we’re the most likely to succeed against whatever the Impuritas throws at us.”

The highly decorated weapon was covered in golden strands that wrapped it like ivy. It provided excellent grip and highlighted precisely how and where one needed to hold it.

“Besides, I’m not good at war either. I never was. I can’t even begin to imagine preparing a theater or arranging formations for an army. Hell, I don’t have a single clue on where to begin. I came from a time where war was a thing of the past or hidden well enough for people to forget about it in just a few days.”

Frost took the black and golden Justica Arm look-a-like into her hands, spinning it with excellent gun artistry before she assumed a firing position.

“But even so – All of us are better on the field than up here. This war won’t be managed by me. I’m only going to be overseeing it and participating in key moments. The rest of it falls onto other more experienced hands.”

Frost was not so stupid to understand that war was beyond her capabilities. She could easily lead hundreds into battle as could the Triplets.

But that was a battle. Not a war.

“That’s true. You have things like supply chains. Not that Moons need them. But the Impuritas… Don’t they need biomass to maintain their strength?” Res pointed out, causing Frost so grin as she then plucked bullet that had rested beside the weapon inside of the casket.

War was fought more than just on the battlefield, and there was one other person who could turn the weak into a force strong enough to bring down an Atelier to their knees.

That person was none other than Galia.

And on the other end of the spectrum was Knalzark who specialized in complete domination. They were not the only two Beholders involved, as others had voiced their interest, but no conclusion could be reached until the next Arbiter’s Council.

This was due a few days before Frost’s departure.

A powerful breeze blew from behind as Frost loaded the black bullet, which was longer than her entire hand from the wrist to her fingertips. It had no casing. It was a bullet made from a special construction blend from Caldera Industries and was even reusable.

How?

Because the bullet had no propellant.
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< The bullet will decide their verdict >
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	ORIGIN : The Amalgam
	
ATT : 7,000


	TYPE: Weapon







< EFFECT: De Jure’s ATT increases depending on the power of the propellant used. It may be tuned to be stronger or weaker. Bullets may carry one chosen Skill of the shooter if applicable >


 

The propellant was of course – [Thermal Propagation].

“Enoch went all out. I’m curious if using me made it this powerful.” Frost’s words were luckily inaudible to the three standing behind her. “Guys. Cover your ears.”

“Surely it won’t be that loud.” Cer said, severely underestimating the power of De Jure.

And with her pose taken, Frost fired the weapon by creating a minor explosion in her right palm.

The world trembled. A five-meter fire ball consumed the tip of the barrel as a shockwave erased the clouds overhead. The sound was like a thousand cracks of thunder. Flowers instantly disintegrated, and those further away were set alight. The lucky ones only sizzled as the bullet was sent into the horizon until it eventually struck the oceans.

Water exploded as though a bomb had gone off underneath. The column rose over twenty meters into the air, leaving them all utterly dumbfounded by the sheer might of the weapon.

“I take it back. An Atelier Item…? That? No way. That’s a Corrupted Item. Right? Right Frost?” Cer was in complete disbelief that such a weapon existed. “I know we’ve seen Jury’s cannons but that’s still insane!”

“Guess… I’m going to have to start levelling up my railgun to compete with you.” Ber chuckled.

“Even [Electric Beam] isn’t as strong. Items that surpass the power of a Moon… Not like they never existed but that – That’s manufactured.” Res said. “It’s not a Corrupted Item. It’s an Atelier Item. I don’t believe it.”

What Frost held in her hands was not a normal firearm.

Neither was it a cannon.

It was a handheld artillery weapon.

“Such things must never fall into the hands of the common folk.” A voice suddenly greeted them from behind.

The scrunches of grass came from two individuals, one cloaked in light and the other in darkness. It was Galia and the Arbiter, who arrived just in time to witness the spectacle.

“Otherwise, how can you control them?” Galia added, drawing a Justica Arm of her own which like Frost’s was also colored black.

Instead of the golden ivy it was wrapped with constricting pale threads. The handguard was shaped like the feathers of a dove. She hoisted it over her shoulder, her smile subtle but brimming with a certain comradery at the sight of Frost.

“Good to see that another one has taken an arm onto their shoulder. O Amalgam. I hope we’re not interrupting something.” The Arbiter spoke, although she had already invited herself before Frost could give her permission.

“Of course. What brings you here?”

“Would you believe us if we said that we felt like it?” The Arbiter smiled innocently. “No. The freedom of drifting on a sea of consciousness is not a luxury of the purpose driven. But today I felt like hoisting my wings to catch the breeze.

And they happened to take me straight to you.”

            

    
        563. Galia's Arm - The Astra Inclinant

    
    
    
    
                The Arbiter wore a different kind of face today. It was not the usual one that exuded the untouchable splendor of an Angel. Neither was she accompanied by an overbearing aura.

She stood behind them all simply observing them with both hands tucked behind her back. It was as if she was waiting for someone to speak.

Frost hummed something incoherent underneath her breath before speaking. For once she was able to comfortably refer to this person as –

“I guess you’re right, Michaela. No need for a reason to go see someone. Do you come here often?”

She asked this as Galia moved to Frost’s side, shouldering her weapon as if to prove hers was the better rifle.

“Frequently. It’s the only place in the Nexus that’s substantially different from the rest. Both here, and in your Floor. But setting foot in there has become difficult with the number of people you’ve amassed. I do not blame them for being so afraid.”

Cer wore a weird look on her face. It was the kind that said: “Do you enjoy speaking like that all the time?”, but she did not dare to say this out loud. The fear of Michaela was deeply ingrained into all but a select few.

Was Michaela lonely because of this?

“The day that happens to me will be the worst day of my life.” Frost said. “I think this is the first time I’ve seen that weapon on you, Galia.”

“Astra Inclinant. This piece of art was my lightning rod for as long as I can remember.”

Galia assumed a shooting stance – a clumsy form that greatly took Frost aback. The buttstock was not even tucked into her shoulder properly. It was far from bad, but it was nowhere near as adept as she imagined Galia to be.

In her mind Galia was possibly beyond the marksmanship of Sinder.

“Res. Give us a scene to fire down.” Galia commanded.

“Are we having a shooting competition? Right now?” Frost wondered as Res’ tail began painting the air with fabulous strokes. “I guess so. Alright. I’ll take you on.”

Colorful birds sprung to life from her painting. They flew outwards into the distant skies. Despite their artificial make, they were as close to imitating the real thing as Frost could even see the fluttering of their painted feathers.

“On my coin toss.” Galia said, flipping a gold coin with her thumb. The satisfying ding instantly brought Frost into a firing position – one that was obviously more refined than Galia’s.

The outcome was decided before it even began. Beneath the cushions were stacks of black bullets. In the time that coin was falling Frost was able to load another round into the slot found on the side of the weapon.

And in that instant, she fired the weapon as the coin dropped beside their feet. An array of gunfire broke out. Like the De Jure, the Astra Inclinant fired physical bullets using a non-magical mechanism. The smell of gunpowder immediately filled the air as bullets hosed down the colorful birds.

Frost tuned down the destructive power of her weapon. What she focused on was pure accuracy. Her reload speed was similarly impeccable, her hands moving like a blur. She reloaded faster than Galia could even shoot.

In the end the display left the others utterly mesmerized. Frost had destroyed over fifty compared to the fifteen that Galia was able to. During the shootout Frost was able to destroy the ones Galia had targeted before she could, hence why the gap was so large.

“Is it that surprising?” Galia began. “I never was good with a gun. What raised me to those fabled heights was this. I should let you know now that I was the only who could use it. In one hand it was because of my Earthly knowledge. Dwarves. The Elves. Aquatids. My own kin. They all flocked to me – the creator of my first Justica Arm.”

She shouldered it again before walking towards the very edge of the platform.

“In the other – I executed anyone that dared to hold a firearm outside of Justica Arms. That way I could be come something far more extraordinary when in truth, I’m not as proficient as you may believe.”

This was why Galia specialized in massive area of effect attacks with her bullets, such as [Heaven’s Fall]. A personal weapon did not suit her as she never was someone who could wield it with such expertise. But even so, because she was the only one, she was able to one-sidedly destroy her opponents.

It was an eyeopener to Frost who saw her as untouchable – no, infallible.

“Power is the ability to control people. You only need to be unique enough to separate yourself from the other. I’ve been shooting at people’s knees before they can run for as long as I can remember. Do you think that’s wrong, Frost?”

“All I can say now is – it depends. If you asked me a few months ago then I probably would’ve called you insane. Nowadays it seems reasonable. There’s not much leeway for normal people to survive in Elysia with just strength alone. But then you have people that end up making Syndicates or an Atelier because of some unchecked obsession.”

Frost said this as she joined Galia at the edge.

“Galia. When you came into this world… Were you like me? Did you have nothing but the clothes on your back?”

Galia didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes were still cast out into the ocean. A well of sorrow brimmed within her eyes as she reminisced of a time, she both yearned to forget and simultaneously hold close to her heart.

She answered with a devilish smirk.

“Nothing. I was left to the ebbs and flows of Elysia from the moment I appeared. The Blessings that we take for granted were not a luxury I possessed. Magic was something so foreign for I who came from another world. Otherworlders like me were a rarity, and a delicacy for those who knew the very value of our knowledge.”

She then tapped the weapon against Frost’s shoulder, allowing her to use [Analyze Object] on it.
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< EFFECT: The more the user is able to follow their heart rather than the fables of fate, the more damage Astra Inclinant will deal. Merely holding Astra Inclininat draws powers from elsewhere >


//////// < EXTREME WARNING > ////////


 

< May you never be compelled by their calls >


Frost held her breath. She had seen ‘Caution’ and ‘Warnings’, but never ‘Extreme Warning’. Not even the Icon of Judgement gave her such a warning.

So why did Galia’s weapon display such a thing?

Not to mention just how…

… Weak. Why are its base stats so weak?

“Don’t be mistaken. Elysia does not speak to me. Nothing does. Nothing ever will. Aside from Michaela who perches over both my left and right shoulders.” Galia assured her, handing over the weapon to Frost to hold it herself.

It’s fridged. And I don’t hear anything either. Nav. What is this weapon?

“In all likelihood it may not be something created by Galia herself.”

You mean it’s a Corrupted Item?

“Possibly. But it could also be a relic of the past. She did frequent the Timeless Ruins, after all.”

That’s right… Galia must have found it down there. That must’ve been how she was able to survive in Elysia without magic.

“I can confirm your thoughts right now.” Michaela spoke, drawing their attention to behind them.

Frost was so entranced by Galia’s weapon that she did not notice Michaela was standing right behind them.

“It comes from Deep Time. From the very threshold that separates it from the deepest Depths. It’s not a relic from a Corrupted, neither does it come from the heart of man.”

Michaela swung one hand downwards, and the oceans split perfectly in half. A path was created for Frost to collect her bullets, but so was a path towards the very boundaries of the Middle Sanctums.

“That thing you hold – Frost – Is a Gift from a Star. A singularity manifested, born from the collapse of a conceptual entity.”

“… This weapon… came from a Star?”

Frost could not begin to fathom those words.

She did not even know what a Star looked like, let alone truly meant. All she knew was that humanity gained technology and knowledge from them, as well as being responsible for the destruction of the majority of the old world.

Galia kindly received her weapon back and shouldered it again.

The Triplets marveled at the sight of what they once called ‘trash’.

“Artefact. Relic. Technology. They all mean the same thing in the end – A Gift. When a Star dies and collapses into a singularity, they can become many things. When a Star lives, they can produce exotic material. When they find something that can stimulate their drive for purpose, and when they find someone interesting – they can produce an item harboring their powers. That thing is what we call Gifts.”

“Sounds awfully just like the Corrupted.” Ber pointed as Michaela wrapped a tail around each of them before they descended into the exotic seabed of the Middle Sanctums. “They die, and they give items. They live and they can be harvested. Just like the One Thousand Eyed Bird. That fluff-ball gave out its feathers.”

Despite the inherent fear Ber felt towards the Arbiter, she somehow managed to address her semi-casually.

“Aren’t they?” Michaela did not deny this. “But Stars are more abstract than the Corrupted, for they seek what the Corrupted are born with. A purpose. Drive. Intention. If the Corrupted harbor stories, then the Stars seek to make their own.”

Michaela’s tails brushed over the giant coral. Tube worms did not flee in her presence. They were instead drawn to her, aspirating as though her tails could conjure water with the snap of her fingers. The tube worms were Magicalis as were the majority of living things within the Nexus.

As Frost picked up her bullets one by one a sudden thought came to her mind.

“Stories again. Now that you mention it, everything is pretty much its own book, huh? Our personal journeys are also books.”

“Believe what you wish.” Michaela adamantly refused to believe that everything could be condensed into words. “The books and the strings are but pieces that govern our reality. They are, after all, the powers of Gifts granted by the cognitive Star closest to the Source.”

The Advents governed immense laws of the world. They were leagues above the Gifts of Stars according to Michaela. More and more secrets left her mouth as they followed Frost to the very boundaries of the Middle Sanctum.

“… I wonder kind of story the ‘Captured Star’ wanted to make when it was pulled into this world.” Frost was oddly somber all of a sudden.

A similar expression befell Michaela as well, and Nav audibly breathed as if in deep thought.

            

    
        564. The Arbiter's Request

    
    
    
    
                Frost reached a hand towards where the water terminated.

Beneath was a pit that fell until it reached a singular point of darkness.

A thin, invisible fabric brushed against her fingertips, tearing apart at the seams.

“It’s safe. Go on. See what lays beyond.” Michaela urged. “Oh? Did you think I meant you? No. Only Frost may be permitted to.”

“Huuuh?” Cer tilted her head, only to be slapped on the back of the neck by Res.

“Show some respect! Ahem. Arbiter –!”

“O Young Res. Blessed Res… Need I remind you that we are friends? Be not afraid of this one.”

“Yes. Of course.” Res nearly bowed but was stopped short by one of Michaela’s tails. “I’m… also curious about what Cer said. Why is only Frost allowed to see what’s out there?”

“Because you are still lost.” The Arbiter did not elaborate further, her attention solely on Frost now. “Hmhm… More importantly – That place represents somewhere far from here. A place where thoughts conglomerate. And that place… is where Stars may only tread.”

“And the Impuritas think they can do all that when not even that Iscario fucker can’t deal with a Corrupted to save his life?” Cer made Frost smile with those words. “Who the hell does he think he is?”

“A Star.” Galia answered simply.

Frost peered past the torn fabric only to be met with a herculean wall of…

… nothing.

Nothing existed beyond this point.

It was a darkness that consumed everything. The same kind that prevented adults from entering the Escape.

But it did not gnaw at her.

Rather, it was welcoming.

The sea of blackness was a void without stars. In that place she became the only star, her eyes twinkling – the light beginning their voyage into the unknown.

The reason Frost could enter this space was because she is the very incarnation – the physical embodiment – of the Captured Star.

“… What is this place supposed to be?”

“A ‘Veil’. It is a measure to prevent beings of cognition from entering and exiting. It is not dissimilar from the ‘Thresholds’ that protect our Workshops from unwanted forces. It is what protects the Nexus from being entered unconventionally. Perhaps to stave away a certain ticking entity. Do not ask me how it operates. That is beyond my knowledge.”

Frost stuck her head further in.

“Yeah, but you somehow know what a ‘Veil’ is.” She grumbled, further amusing Michaela. “Hold me in case I fall.”

Hands immediately grasped onto her; all save for the Arbiter who watched on with fascination. Whether she knew or not was not something Frost could easily get out of her. She was like the cryptic NPC of a video game that accompanied the main character that new all outcomes, but by telling said outcome would change everything for the worse.

Frost deeply sighed.

She could not find anything within no matter where she looked.

That was until she gazed upwards.

“Wait, stars?”

“We are in the Middle Sanctums. It’s only expected that there will be stars above us.” Michaela answered.

“This whole time I thought I was already looking up. [Comprehension] really reveals everything, huh...”

Frost was only able to see the stars of universe when she enabled her [Comprehension I] Ability. The stars were distant. So distant in fact that it was if she was outside of the universe looking within.

Golden galactic filaments created an elaborate cosmic web.

She had seen this same image on Earth before. But here… the void – which were abnormal regions of space devoid of stars – were far more pronounced.

“… The Nexus is the thing closest to the Source, right?” Frost muttered to herself; her voice somehow being carried by the winds of the void. “Kind of fitting that this void in in the Middle Sanctums.”

“In what way?” Res asked.

“That the Gifts of the Beholders are stationed here. Fragments of Stars in a place devoid of them. If I didn’t know any better, then it’s almost like the Nexus is trying to ammas or house Stars of its own to make up for the emptiness. But then again… that doesn’t make any sense either. I’m just casting thoughts into the void at this point.”

“Is that supposed to make sense to us?” Cer barked. “Ahhh. Well, that’s that then. I wanted to see what this hype around the Stars and Glimmers was, but it looks like it’s big ball of nothing. Iscario thinks he can start creating Gifts? With the Apple Advent I can why he thinks he’s a big shot now. Also – Why it always Raoul that makes friends with the worst people?”

“They were never friends. Raoul would never consider that thing a friend.” Res assured.

“He’s the kind of guy that only a mother can love.” Ber shrugged.

Michaela silently laughed at her comment as Frost was dragged back in. Suddenly, Michaela’s eyes widened. Her smile turned into one of shock.

“Is something the matter? Don’t tell me my face melted off or something.” Frost said, pointing at her face as she wondered why the Arbiter had such a strange look on her face.

“… Nostalgia. It comes at times most unexpected.” She said, her expression then turning into one of longing. “I always thought it was a shame that your hair couldn’t be white. It’d suit you well.”

“You think so? I think having white hair would’ve made it even harder of me. Honestly. Actually…” Frost trailed off, fiddling with her hair. “If it was white, then do you think Iscario would’ve tried to imprison me –?”

The air became heavy all of a sudden. Michaela’s hold over the oceans wavered. An incredible amount of Nex radiated from her body, as did an overbearing pressure that nearly caused Frost’s body to shut down.

The ears of the Triplets folded. Galia also froze in place. It was as though Michaela demanded the world to stop.

“… If that were the case, then history would have played very differently.”

She turned her back to them. It was clear that she did not want to entertain the thought any longer. Frost had never seen Michaela so furious before. Even when she fought her as the Crowned, Michaela had never made such a dark face.

… did I say something wrong?

“Unknown… It is for the best that we leave this topic alone. The Book of the Price of Paradise will reveal all in time. And she will have to confront whatever demon it is haunting her.”

Yeah… I should apologize as soon as I can.

As soon as the apologetic thought came to her – the tip of a warm, fluffy tail brushed her cheek.

“It’s because you remind me too much of ‘Her’ that I am like this, Frost. That vagrant child who reached for a Star like myself and pulled my hideous form out of my cocoon. They are not you. Neither are you them. That much is certain.”

The Arbiter now shouldered her own weapon – the False Price of Paradise.

“I must find them. I truly wish I could leave the Nexus to do it myself. Neither do I enjoy the idea of leaving this task to you. But my pride has always been the blade that has repeatedly killed this heart. Hence why I will announce my request at my humble Council tomorrow. Just before you depart.”

The Arbiter then patted Frost’s head with her lone tail before retracting it. All seven tails rose over her shoulder like an extension of her blade of light.

“You already know it Frost. I want you to find my true Price of Paradise.”

            

    
        565. The Arbiter's Warning

    
    
    
    
                An Arbiter’s Council was held on the 3rd day of 351 PA.

Frost had gotten used to the formalities and the attention she received during the Councils. By now one had to wonder if the Stars and Moons attended out of duty or to solely see her.

Eclipses were now allowed to join the seats of the regular Moons, though calling them regular now would be incorrect. Each row of seats housed different ranking Moon. It began with the Eclipses at the very bottom, the Lunar Haruspex, the Minu Auditors and finally, the Seci Response Arm.

Above them were the Stars. Aspiring Moons were not allowed within the Council due to the risk of information being leaked through them. Being trusted by a Moon was one thing, but being trusted by the Head was another. Frost was not an idiot to leave critical information in the hands of their – for a lack of a better word – weakest links.

The rounds were done as per usual. Issues of the Beholders and their Ateliers were either brought to light or an update was given on a pre-existing problem. For now, the consensus was that most Ateliers were massively separated from the rest of their organization, meaning they each had plans of reinstating their connections.

“Eight Branches have been snipped off.” Beholder Marionette claimed. “Two from Emvita have been re-attached to our web. I shall leave the remaining six to the strings of fate.”

“Six Branches of ours are unresponsive. Seven if you include my 11th in Spiritas. Eight if we entertain that the 12th was ever mine to begin with.” Galia announced. “Most of us will soon be moving to make amends. A grand departure of the Beholders from the Nexus will significantly weaken our presence here.”

“Which will be problematic.” Knalzark interjected with a small slam of his fist. “We have an active frontline directly beneath the Nexus. Only a traitor would leave the Nexus when we have personnel to deal with such matters! Did you forget that the Impuritas can only replicate our powers!? What can they do when faced with us Beholders!?”

Overwhelming strength.

This was Caldera Industries’ way of dealing with problems. If they were too big to handle, then they only needed a larger machine to steamroll them. However, the bigger the machine, the more points of weaknesses it had in the eyes of the cunning.

“They learn our weaknesses. Being a brute often means having shortcomings elsewhere. Don’t pretend that Beholder Galia swiped an Industry with brute strength alone.” Beholder Umbra giggled creepily as if to taunt Knalzark. “They are not stupid when they’ve learned to fight the Moons by breaking their minds, wrenching their spirits, and spitting on their pride.”

“So you disagree!?” A vein popped on Knalzark’s forehead as a dangerous aura overcame him.

“You’re a funny old man. I’m in agreement. Let things be handled by our personnel while we condense our powers beside the Nexus. That is how a tree grows, no? The roots grow so strong so the branches can go so far out.” Umbra hummed and continued:

“So long as we are within proximity of the Nexus then things shall be fine. Hehehe~ Isn’t it better to let things develop on their own? Worrying about such miniscule things. Fearing loss. Allowing these thoughts to fill the mind… It’s all so tiresome.”

She yawned, clearing uninterested in the situation. “War is war. Loss is to be expected. In other news, we may have a front of our own elsewhere depending on our movements.”

“… The Eternal War of the South.” Knalzark stroked his beard, calming down. “That’s between you and the humans of southern Emvita.”

“And partially Scarlet Logic.” Enoch swiftly announced as she raised a proud hand like a student.

No one really knew when the war began.

The fated bloodshed between humans and Demons could have been going on for as long as the dawn of this world. Millions of souls fought every day at those front lines whether it be out of wrath or for a purpose not belonging to themselves.

What history did not know was that the war began from a feud between Scarlet Logic and the Chained Theocracy. But it was never supposed to be a ‘serious’ war, rather, it was a breeding ground for them both to pluck valuable assets and useful souls for their ministrations.

It still functioned exactly as that, but they were no longer deeply intertwined with the conflict which had become culturally ingrained into the humans and Demons. After all, Demons preyed on humans. What other reason did they need to fight?

This was one of the many developments of the world. Though this one had every possibility of being the source of a second front.

“It would be wise to make developments in Emvita then. But that’s why some of us will be heading there.” Beholder Marionette coldly said, hinting at Frost’s future endeavors. “As the strings foretell – Developments in Emvita will be instrumental. Ehehe…”

Marionette could not reveal any more. Whether she knew the reason for this or not mattered little as she would not have revealed it anyway.

“It only took a few hundred years, but the Beholders are finally nestling around the Nexus.” Satania shrewdly said. “We centralize our powers and branch off as needed. Our over reliance on our friend Galia’s Hyperlink Sites has highlighted the importance of having presence.”

“Had we known then it would have been a different story.” Knalzark grew frustrated at any reminder of the loss of the Hyperlink Sites.

“Which means that your Headquarters and Workshops will have to be moved closer to the Nexus too. Preferably within but that’s not necessary.” Frost then said. “All that matters is that we’re in close proximity and contact with one another until we can expand properly this time.”

“Starting from Grandis, I presume?” Satania raised a brow. “There were a number of Kingdoms in that report. Some from Grandis, but so many more from Emvita that’s honestly concerning. Everyone wants a Healer all of a sudden.”

“Strange timing too. Scarlet Logic were eagerly collecting them. The same with the Impuritas.” Jury added. “There’s no way that isn’t connected.”

“That’s why we’ll need to investigate them thoroughly.”

Frost’s plan was to personally investigate them whilst Exalted and Repenters were sent off to gather information. Some Stars were planned to be sent as well, as well as Moons depending on the situation.

Exalted could not Corrupted. So if those Kingdoms – in some way – were an elaborate trap for her Moons, then the Repenters could return with information after their death.

This was agreed upon with Descartes 3 and Satania.

“And at the same time, prepare for the worst. We’ll all be involved in the war against the Impuritas, so it’ll be good to focus on developments here rather than elsewhere. But depending on the circumstances, the Arbiter and the Head will allow a Beholder to leave Brandar.”

“I’m in full agreement!” Knalzark wanted nothing more than to be able to stand his ground and fight against the Impuritas. “No cowards shall leave the proximity of the Nexus! One traitor is enough! And who knows if the Abyssal Mother is another one!”

“Daring are we? We’re now like birds in a cage.” Galia hummed. “This is news to me. Are their conditions for our leave?”

“Direct permission from the Head. This is absolute.” Frost answered immediately as the Arbiter threw a tail into the air. “The second is a reasonable excuse if permission cannot be given.”

A second tail arose.

“And the third is permission from an Archetype.”

A third and final tail joined the two.

“Fulfilling any one of these three conditions will allow you to leave Brandar to conduct business elsewhere. Your assets out there may be valuable, but never forget that if the Nexus goes down, then all of it will be reduced to nothing. Not only that, but if you also turn out to be a traitor…”

The Nexus quaked – the irrefutable proof of Frost’s absolute command over the very thing they revered.

“… Then becoming a Condemned will be a mercy. I trust everyone here. Please don’t make me look like a fool for believing in you.”


* * *


The topic about the Healers only lead to more branching questions. It was not known why the Healers were required, but if Midas Company was still alive, then the process Beholder E. discovered in Frozen Springs was likely what they were trying to accomplish.

It very likely had something to do with their ability to mimic their Aspects of Technology and imbue them into Etched Coins.

Frost had an insurmountable task ahead of her, but she at the very least would be shouldering it with the Beholders. After all, none of them wanted the Nexus to fall. Even the purposeless Marionette was motivated to promise to lend her hand.

“Then what about the Advents? Desire and Judgement are at large now.” Descartes 3 asked the last reasonable question.

“We have a reliable method of detecting where they vaguely are.” Frost revealed but refused to mention Aster. “The issue is triggering the Advents. The Piece of the Fallen Star for example needs Nex and amassed desires before it can manifest. We don’t know if we can handle it in its dormant state either. Then there’s the issue with the Advent of Judgement – or the Apple Advent as we’ve previously called it.”

It was one thing to discover an Advent, and another entirely to transport it to the Nexus. In fact, how was one supposed to bring it to the Nexus? By defeating it like a Corrupted? The Eternal Library only managed to enter the Nexus because they overlapped with each other during the War in Heaven.

“No matter what happens, the Nexus must be our absolute priority. The first skirmishes of the War in Hell are already underway. It won’t be long before bigger things start to arise.” Frost warned towards the tail end of the very first Arbiter’s Council of the year.

“Such as Corrupted? Woe of the Fallen Stars…? Perhaps even Paradise Lost Corrupted? There is little to fear when it comes to the Impuritas when they come face to face with us.” Knalzark adamantly stated.

The Arbiter grinned in response and uttered:

“But what if the Impuritas were able to handle even a fraction of a Beholder’s power? As the Amalgam has said – be wary. The oceans we voyage are deeper than you can begin to imagine.”

The ominous warning concluded the Arbiter’s Council.

By the end of Frost could only hope that the Impuritas were utterly incapable of reaching the power of a Beholder.

Otherwise, things were going to become bloody.

            

    
        566. Farewell To The Nexus!

    
    
    
    
                After months of staying in the place she had so desperately struggled to return to, it was finally time to leave it yet again. And what better place than the same Region where it all went downhill for Frost?

Grandis. An utterly lawless Region where even Blessed don’t dare to tread. It was where the old naive Frost died long ago inside of the Black Forest.

She was not going to make the same mistakes this time.

Preparations for her departure were just about finalized on the eve of the 3rd. She had personally asked Ber to make some alterations to her apparel since her Coat of Prejudice was far too alike of that of the 1st Justica Arms Branch.

Her Coat of Prejudice had two forms now. The first was its usual feathery form that exuded utter excellence. When tucked inside out as she demonstrated in front of the others in the atrium of her manor, it became a large, almost oversized black coat with golden streaks and zippers.

The golden feathers that used to line the interior of the Coat of Prejudice were made black for this purpose, allowing both sides to be black with the highlights and other usual feathers remaining gold.

The zippers and pockets were an important part of the attire. Blessed may as well be goods in Grandis, so it allowed her to blend in well. After all, Blessed did not require backpacks or the like. The Dimensional Storage took care of that.

Frost in a way looked far more like a mage in this new outfit than she did a fighter.

Imagine someone’s surprise when they find out that this short-statured mage in an oversized coat can literally punch holes into a person’s chest.

The coat went as far down to her knees, and she wore pants this time around instead of tights. They were still tighter than regular pants since any slack felt weird to her. At least when it came to her legs.

There was a coolness factor to her new outfit in her eyes. The Triplets didn’t think much of it since it went against what Blessed typically wore which was usually a random assortment of gear, and since it wasn’t a suit, she wouldn’t be mistaken as a member of some weird organization.

It was standard, gave off the wrong impression of what Frost was capable of, and most importantly – was cool.

[image: image]

“Frost. Is it necessary to hide yourself in Grandis?” Ignis was curious as she tugged on the hems of her new coat, approving of her new yet true to form look.

“Not really. But it’ll be problematic if I’m recognized immediately and news ends up spreading faster than I can move. I’m going there to chase the pillars of light and get some information before I’ll be heading into Emvita. At least one kingdom was mentioned in the list, so that’s where I’m going to go. Then there’s the whole Paradise are I want to get a closer look at.”

“Frost is right. It’s easy to fight the bad guys that are all brawn, but the real string-pullers are the ones that work in secret.” Cer agreed. “But that’s when you go BAM! And then a little bit of BANG! And WAAAAH! You get what I’m saying?”

“Basically, to find the termite queen you gotta destroy the termite nest.” Ber proved that she shared the same brain cells with Cer after translating for her. She did not seem to take pride in this anymore and seemed a bit ashamed in fact.

“Oh. Character development.” Nav’s eyes glowed at the sight.

There was no issue in going all out. But the problem in doing so was that it was akin to shining a beacon of light onto herself. People that had valuable information would be harder to find if they knew that a 1st Branch member was in the vicinity.

Especially since the 1st Branch has been confirmed to have departed from Grandis shortly after Iscario’s betrayal. There was not much news now of Grandis, and the information the Triplets had was thirty years outdated.

Frost was going to be the spearhead into Grandis to create a foothold and gather as much information as possible regarding the whereabouts of the Advents, as well as the reason why the Healers are so desperately needed.

Also, it was where she was likely to find the last Corrupted for the Book of the Price of Paradise.

“It feels surreal hearing that you’re going to go.” Res said, reaching towards one of Frost’s hands. “I want to say that I’ll miss you, but –”

She then tapped on the side of her head as her ears happily flapped.

“– We’ll always be in close contact.”

“Always.” Ignis also took one of Frost’s hands and plopped it onto her head. “Mm. Be safe Frost. Don’t get mad too much… and I hope you can find and help more people like me.”

“Isn’t that a given? Frost is Frost. She’ll die first before she turns a blind eye to something.” Ber also wanted a piece of Frost too as Jury then joined in, embracing Frost from behind.

“That’s why we have to always keep watching over her. Frost. I’m so sorry I couldn’t come along in the end. It’s more tiring keeping an Atelier afloat than I thought. To think we used to bash them for their obsession over Nex all the time.” Jury complained into her back, wishing she could accompany Frost but in the end, she needed to direct Time Reverberation.

“Make some time for our trip to Emvita then. Grandis is one thing, but I heard there’s some good sights to see in Emvita.” Frost leaned back into her lover’s embrace, looking up to stare into her eyes. “Besides, I can always return to the Nexus with the snap of my fingers.”

“We all have new responsibilities. Besides, we’re not that cut out to act like Adventurers in the first place.” Cer shrugged, joining the group huddle. “Leave the Nexus to us! We’re the Three Heads of Security! The best of the best! Worry? What’s that when you got us!”

“It’s because of you that I’m absolutely going to worry.” Frost jabbed right before patting Cer’s head. “But really, you’re about the only people I can trust. So I believe in you, Cer.”

“A- Huh!? Er… What the…?”

 Cer did not expect this kind of counterattack and was at a loss for words. Her last few brain cells short circuited as electricity sparked from the fluff of her ears. She didn’t even know were to look, her eyes darting away before falling back onto Frost with a sigh.

“What are you doing being all sentimental with me? You’re a human dammit… the best damned human that ever lived.” Cer punched Frost’s stomach lightly with a smirk. “We’ll take care of everything up here. We used to talk shit about the Nexus and the Ateliers all the time and we’re still going to! These rat bastards are hiding stuff beneath our noses, and we’re going to find it!”

“What Cer said!” Ber was all fired up.

“Yeah! Leave it to us Frost!” Even Res was swept into their antics.

“I shall be doing what I have always been doing.” Nav said, moments before she was pounced on by everyone in the room. “… I didn’t want to join in the hug because I feared that I would be too cold.”

“When it’s like this that cold means nothing.” Frost said as a small smile formed on the constricted Nav’s face.

“I’ll keep working hard to develop my skills to continue helping people. It’s what papa would have wanted.” Ignis whispered, happy that she had finally found a place to settle in. “… I would come too, but I also… just want to do things I wasn’t allowed to.”

“Ignis~!” Jury moved to embrace her with all her might as Frost also moved down to speak with her eye to eye.

“It’s ok Ignis. There’s nothing I want more than for you to be as selfish as you want. You’re still a child. Your father also would have wanted that because your happiness is ours.”

“Mm.” Ignis embraced them back before tugging on Nav’s hand. “Let’s do our best Nav.”

Nav didn’t speak another word. Their farewells were brief, but it felt like hours had passed. Frost was bound to head alone into Grandis to uncover its secrets and to hopefully find hints of the Impuritas’ grand scheme.

If not, then it’s not like she’ll leave empty handed. After all, with her new powers and Jury’s tech – she’d be able to uncover the history of Paradise. Those desolate lands were bound to be rich with traumatic Nex.


* * *


Frost left them with high spirits. She watched over the Floor she had cultivated into a home for hundreds. The thought of leaving this place made her sentimental. This safe haven had kept her mind from corroding further from the horrors of the world outside.

And soon, she would be re-immersed in the depravities once again.

What’s this feeling welling up inside of me?

Frost wanted to stay, but she also had a duty to keep moving forward no matter what. One day she’ll be able to live in this Floor without a care in the world. But that day was not going to be served to her on a silver platter.

Grass scrunched from behind the moment her feet touched the bricked path leading towards the exit, which was a great golden archway. She did not need to turn to see Jury and Nav rapidly approached her to say their goodbyes privately.

“Frost. You’ll be back soon, won’t you? I really wish I could come too. Someone has to be there in case you lose your way.” Jury hugged Frost from behind again, nuzzling her head deeply against hers as she inhaled her scent like it was the last time. “If anything happens to you, then please kiss the ring. I’ll be there before anything can touch you. It will teleport me straight to you.”

Their rings were a one-of-a-kind Aspect of Technology that allowed the wearer to instantly teleport to the linked ring’s whereabouts so long as they were within the same Layer.

It was a tremendously powerful tool and was what Jury had been working towards with Galia since they set foot into the Nexus.

“I’ll keep it close to me. Thank you. I hope you won’t mind me calling you if I ever get too lonely.” Frost laughed, reaching up to clasp Jury’s face.

“I wouldn’t mind that. We’ll be going to Emvita together. Grandis is a place that I also want to forget. I hope you can find what you’re looking for. And Frost. Please stay safe and come back.”

“I will. That goes without saying.” They shared a kiss beneath the moonlit skies.

Their lips parted after what felt like hours. The sweet taste of apple lingered in Frost’s mouth as she wondered if it belonged to Jury or to herself. That thought was cut short when Nav suddenly spoke her heartfelt words of goodbye.

“It’s strange. We’ve been together for so long. I should be used to the physical separation as just a voice in your head.”

Nav began, her words beginning cold and confident but gradually degraded shakily like she was on the verge of tears.

“So why does it hurt? Inside of here?” A hand was brought to her chest, her brows furrowing in frustration for she did not know why she was hurting. “Why does being physically separated from you now pain me when I can still communicate with you? I don’t understand it. Is something wrong with me?”

“Nav… That’s how we all feel right now.” Frost said as she and Jury moved up to embrace both sides of Nav.

“Mhm. It’s not weird. It’s normal to feel that way. That means you consider Frost as someone very important to you.”

“So you must be hurting a lot then, Jury?”

Jury gave Nav a telling smile. As joyful as it was, there existed an underlaying sadness that did not come from loss – a sensation that Nav could only barely understand.

“Feeling like this isn’t a bad thing. It just means that you want to see them again. But for you Nav… It might stem from something deeper.” Frost whispered, trying to get Nav to realize her emotions. “I won’t disappear this time or reappear and forget about you all. I have an Ability that stops that from happening in the first place. Plus, I’m more than prepared this time. Besides, it’s not like I’ll be completely alone. The retrofitted Dawn Collection Team will be moving close by, and probably some other personnel. It’s ok to worry. It’s completely normal to thing about the bad endings. Because that means you consider us as people special to you.”

Nav’s eyes widened. Those words were taken to heart as her trembling voice faded away. Courage replaced the fear as she held onto both of their hands, thankful that they were the two people she met first when all she knew was the darkness of a void elsewhere.

“I once thought that all that mattered to me was to exist. I used to only want you to live because if you died, then I would disappear. That’s no longer the case now. Yet I want you to live more than I ever did. Emotions are strange, aren’t they? They can be so contradictory, but in your words… they just make sense to us. Come back soon. I shall learn how to make a strawberry cupcake in the meantime. Is that enough for you?”

Nav tilted her head innocently.

“Plenty!”

For a split second the uncanny veil that made her more machine than human disappeared as she showed a complex expression she had never shown before. It was no more than a smile in most eyes, but to Frost, it was something that could only be described as hope.

            

    
        567. The Zone of Avoidance

    
    
    
    
                A disturbance deep in the underground recesses of the Derma Layer caused the red-lined walls to violently tremble. And then as though in pain, the collective wails of millions cried out.

“_____________!”

Dark beings that fed and made their roost with the bones of the fearful had their minds corroded by visions of something they could not begin to fathom. Those same shadows fell into a collective heap of consciousness.

They could not even say the name of the very thing that rendered their minds.

But every one of the Hearts knew precisely what it was.

“The Amalgam has made their first move.”

This single phrase was spoken by an entity embraced by the shadows. A veil of darkness followed them as they wandered from city to city – Heart to Heart – within the bowels of the Derma Layer.

He was a specter walking amongst the madness.

Organizers stole the innards of people and claimed it for their own, leaving behind only the flesh of their victims to roam to repeat the endless cycle.

Flying books swooped and added those with interesting tales to their own stories, rearranging their words to accommodate their own. It was all written in blood, and it dripped from those books like a crushed cherry.

Musicians harped on bodies like a violin, the screams of their Instruments creating a foul ambience of terror that would have brought a smile to the man’s face where his body…

“… In due time.” He spoke to himself with distorted gravitas.

Connecting the Hearts were tunnels that bored through the Derma Layer like arterial pathways. They were inconceivably large and were more like an expansive world than a cavern. But in this place where he held his shadowy head high up there were no stars to be found.

And so, a glimmer of light emerged in the center of his form as he pushed onwards. Trailing behind him was a Laughing Box – a colorful box with two scrawny legs no thicker than a pair of twigs and a lever stabbed into its side.

It bled profusely as groans could be heard from within. The entity was a storage compartment that could hold upwards of a hundred people. However, that was not because it was spacious.

No. In that tiny two-meter cubed box a total of one hundred people could be compressed and uncompressed later. As one would expect, people were not expected to survive inside save for the truly durable.

The Hearts of the Derma Layer had never been in such turmoil. The instantaneous loss of millions of Fractured Nilhim denizens created a void that was instantly swallowed by neighboring Hearts.

Every single one of their Fractured – the collective consciousness that made up more than three quarters of the Fractured Nilhim – was destroyed in the span of a single minute.

Caverns housing subterranean cities were engulfed in the madness. The terror of the Amalgam spread like wildfire. Doubt brewed but so did the strength of those truly devoted to the Hearts.

“It will be problematic if we are not seeing the same light. O Brightest Star.” The man spoke, his warped, heavily distorted voice disappearing almost as quickly as it came out.

An expanse of unprecedented proportions was laid out before him. The devoid purgatory was a place where no Heart dared to tread for nothing laid here but a black atmosphere that smothered all.

This dust was what he and the Aspiring Stars of the Brightest Star called the Zone of Avoidance.

His light wavered, but he pressed on and called for the name once more.

“O Brightest Star. The ashes of the old strive to block your light. But to you, I and us who seek for the light know what lays behind the veil of darkness.”

Flashes of light emerged like shooting stars. They began from the very outer reaches of this expansive place, meeting somewhere behind the darkness. He walked though breathing death itself.

Pieces of the Laughing Box were chewed off by the acrid powers of the dust. It belonged to the Memento Mori and served as a security mechanism for what laid ahead. The lights eventually became tails. Those tails connected to form what appeared to be a colossal constellation that created the image of a Hallucigenia.

“You who attracted us to bond together… I bring forth a Musician willing to speak.”


* * *


Nilhim. This person was Nilhim.

An unfathomable power coursed through him as he became one with the void, and yet, when he looked down at himself with invisible eyes, he could not help but to feel immense sadness.

“A form that harbors fear is one that is most indescribable to all. Musician. Hear me. I can still be described as a shadow because there is a light that exist to cast it.”

The source of the light disappeared the moment he pierced through the dust. The Laughing Box was reduced to a limping lump of meat that carried the voice of a woman within.

“Please listen to me…! The Amalgam – We can’t fight them! It’s over… I’m telling you… It’s all over…!”

“Nothing begins without end.” Nilhim cared little for what she had to say even though it was what wiped out so many of his underlings.

Instead, he was intrigued by it. Envious that it was not him. And frustrated that despite it existing, the Amalgam had not brazenly used it to what was needed of this world.

“The end brings about two kinds of people.” He began as he reached the center of it all, which was a black pillar that rose towards the subterranean heavens.

It was the second half of the Nexus. The colossal tower was so large that it encompassed his entire field of view, dominating everything as he hovered towards it. But he could not get far. No matter how much he walked that thing never seemed to get any closer.

“The first are those that face the terror bearing a transformative fruit that completes us. To become their own light. A Star.”

Something reverberated from within, and that thing was what only the Brightest Star could translate it.

“And the second are those that succumb to it. That fall to their knees and beg for their lives. Who seek the light hoping to be saved.” He came to an abrupt stop.

The Laughing Box vomited various limbs and organs before the woman was spat out. It was the same Musician who had witnessed the Amalgam descend upon them, and she like others, had spread word of their terror.

“We can’t be saved. We can’t be Stars! That thing… It eats them! Don’t you get it! That thing won’t just kill you! It will… That thing will…!”

Words struggled to leave her throat. The fear strangled her as she grasped at the sands with broken fingers.

“It won’t just end with us dying. Did you ever see one of us grovel like this to the likes of you!? You just use the fears of others… But the Amalgam… That thing uses its own. What chance do you even have!? Do we have –!?”

The shadows wrapped aound her throat and brought her up until her feet could no longer reach the ground. Despite being nothing but shadows, Nilhim was obviously furious to hear this from someone – no… something so insignificant that she may as well be an ant.

The light within him intensified as his shadowy form engulfed her, and her eyes widened tenfold as visions of terror filled her mind. She screamed but no sound came out, for they were drowned by his form.

“Were you not summoned by the Brightest Star himself then I would have slaughtered you. In fact – I may just do that!”

“Would it not be better to hear this one out?” A voice spoke from behind them.

It was a gentle voice belonging to a man. A harmonic, near angelic quality was woven into it. Nilhim’s shadow released the woman and she collapsed onto her knees, sobbing as she clutched onto her head.

“Mercy to this one? Know that while we have agreed with this proposal of yours – that does not give you authority over us!” Nilhim threatened, his form becoming a blade that was pointed at the figure behind him.

And that person, whose white hair radiated like the peerless walls of the Nexus, was their Brightest Star.

It was Iscario.

            

    
        568. Iscario, The Brightest Star and The Blackened Nexus

    
    
    
    
                “Brightest Star! Answer me!” Nilhim cried.

Iscario didn’t speak a word to him, walking past Nilhim seemingly without a care or thought in the world.

His footsteps were heavy. So incredibly heavy and hot that the sand beneath him instantly turned to glass. A hand reached into his open sleeves, and from it, a golden Seed was plucked.

“Don’t tell me… How does this one have any worth to devour a Seed –!?”

“Are you questioning me?”

Fear immediately consumed Nilhim. If Iscario truly wished, then Nilhim’s legacy could disappear in this very instant. It was already a blessing that has allowed to join forces with Iscario but of course, not everything could be agreed on. This was one such thing, but it was also so miniscule that Nilhim considered that it was not worth losing everything he had built for this Musician.

“Musician.”

“B-Brightest… Star…? You are…?”

He appeared like an Angel to her. Her wavering eyes made the golden Seed look like an Angel’s halo. It was the first time she had seen the face of the very person who had brought the Hearts together. The fear that once clogged her throat steadily disappeared, but not completely.

“Whether I am or not is an insignificant matter. You were brought to my feet because you were spreading rumors of the Amalgam in our territories.”

“Even you are calling them rumors…? Don’t you understand –!?”

“I do. I know exactly who and what the Amalgam is. What they’re capable of. What they have, has, and will do.” Iscario answered her immediately, his pair of blue eyes telling her exactly what she needed to know.

“So why… am I being stopped…? They need to know… We all… need to…!”

“But don’t you think that will stop our friends from acting?”

“Excuse… me?”

“Oh, dear me. It seems like you don’t understand.” Iscario sighed disappointedly, his cold breath causing a dangerous chill to run down her spine. “Our friends need to stay motivated. Telling them that the Amalgam amounts to so much more will be… problematic.”

“You – You knew!?” The Musician could not begin to believe this. Her body refused to. Because if they knew all this time… “Then why… why are we still fighting!?”

“A cause. Your contribution is valuable no matter how small or large it is to us. You’re bound to a Heart. Oh. Please don’t pretend like it would care whether you live or died for its sake. It’s your fault that you’re controlled by a Heart. Your fault that you were born from one.”

“My fault…? We were never given a choice…! And – What about everyone!? Are we just sacrifices for you!?”

The realization was equally as terrifying as the Amalgam’s wrath. Because everything she had done – everything she had lived for – was for the benefit of something that wasn’t even her own Heart.

And still, by some miracle, her mind was focused on people she had grown close to.

It disgusted Iscario.

“… It never mattered in the first place…? We were never going to… be recognized for our efforts? All I wanted was… I… Will kill you!” She barked and struggled to reach him, but her body refused to act.

Iscario wore a pleased smile, as if enjoying watching her struggle like how a child would react to ants scattering after crushing their nest.

“I’ll kill you! The Amalgam… will kill you if I don’t do it myself! They know it now! The Maestros of Flesh! When they band together then you’re going to pay the price –!”

“Oh? But we already have plans for them.”

“… You… Are considering… betraying them…?”

“The Maestros of Flesh are disjointed. Those Hearts of Desire don’t tend to have a singular holder.” Iscario said as Nilhim’s light blinked.

“The Painters. The Aspirers. The Liberators. Too many factions are being born from those Hearts. What they needed was a holder. But desires are already a dangerous thing. But be glad. They will be instrumental in finding the Piece of the Fallen Star for us.”

“Traitors –!”

“But you have a chance to protect everything. A chance to fight back. Here.”

The Seed dropped in front of her.

“… I’ll make you pay… I’ll make you regret it…!”

“Hmhmhm. Entertain me.”

A quivering hand with fingers bent backwards clasped at the Seed. The woman devoured it alongside a mouthful of sand, coughing as though on the verge of death.

Suddenly, black liquid sputtered from all orifices. The toxic sludge transformed the sand into black feathers as she clasped at her throat, transforming into something truer to herself. As an Impuritas, the Seed utterly broke her down and rebuilt her back up.

Muscles. Tendons. Organs. Flesh… It did not matter what the arrangement was so long as these were integrated into her.

A golden light enveloped her as Iscario watched on, drawing a pale blade made from light.

But just as her transformation neared its completion –

“… So she gained something useful.” Iscario’s smile turned to a dangerous scowl.

– She disappeared, leaving behind nothing but a plume of dust.

“Find her! Send someone to find her!” Teleportation will be a useful [Skill] to claim.” Iscario swung his blade in the direction she was once standing in.

The world was split in half.

“Immediately. The Maestros of Flesh will prove beneficial in the Epiderma Layer as informants. So long as they don’t come to learn the truth.” Nilhim said before departing. “… Truly a Star. After all, Stars are born from devouring material. How I desperately yearn to join those heights, O Brightest Star.”

“… Warn them all to avoid the Amalgam. But keep just enough to slow her down until we find the Piece of the Fallen Star. She’s too kind for her own good, so she will not turn a blind eye. Do you understand?”

“Of course. The Syndicates desperately want the Seeds so they’ll do whatever is asked of them… Brightest Star. The Amalgam, is there a reason why her appearance is so similar to your younger sister?”

Cold air immediately enveloped Nilhim. Though he was the incarnation of terror itself, Iscario was still in a realm beyond his understanding. Iscario kept his back turned as he looked up at the black Nexus, only one of his blue eyes shimmering with a small hint of gold.

“That’s a question only my mother can answer. We must find the Piece of the Fallen Star. That way we can all achieve ‘it’. You don’t wish to be stuck at that level as an Orbis Impuritas.”

“Impurity of the World. Disgusting… To be cleanse of this filthy stigma, we must become pure. We must go further beyond.”

Nilhim’s gaze did not move to the emptiness of the skies. Instead, they were focused on the world around them. Despite how dark it was, there were indeed ‘Stars’ here.

And those ‘Stars’ were none other than themselves.

“We must become Astral.”

“It’s willed. Do you not hear it, my friend Nilhim? The Nexus has already determined that we are Stars.”

Iscario walked towards the blackened Nexus and was the only one who could approach it.

“War has arrived. Our wish will come in one way or another. That much is guaranteed.”

            

    
        569. Whose Hand Would You Take?

    
    
    
    
                Grandis.

A Region famous for the calamity that befell the city of Paradise and infamous for its long, depraved lists of atrocities that plagued its otherwise beautiful lands. There was a saying that the brightest light casts the darkest shadow.

The adage was written in blood. Grandis’ history was proof of it.

All regions of Grandis were mountainous woodlands, with valleys serving as natural highways that connected distant cities. If they were lucky then that city’s lights were still on. Southern Grandis only had a handful of places that were still active, mostly those that ran along the coast.

The great city of Infernis that replaced Paradise was there one day, and disappeared the next, leaving behind a colossal crater where it once stood. Mystery surrounded its disappearance and was attributed to one of two things:

A Corrupted, or a Dungeon. Destruction was the ‘truth’ the denizens of Grandis believed in, but for the well versed – it was highly unlikely that they were destroyed.

The eastward was devoid of life after the fires of Divas Pass.

Northern Grandis was ruled by the Diavola Kingdom – a kingdom ruled by mages. They had the backing of the Justica Arms 1st Branch until their unexpected departure some time Frost was inside of the Black Forest.

Their status was unfortunately unknown.

Across the vast mountain ranges to the west was the Bellum Empire. Fearsome warriors were bred for nothing but war with the Insectids, Anids and the Lizardmen that endlessly invaded Grandis through the Great Marshlands.

They were the second major power in Grandis that had a considerable presence alongside the Diavola Kingdom. Most rising powers were squashed by the hostile Corrupted before they could come to fruition.

Due to the dangers of travel most settlements were utterly isolated. Only the courageous and most powerful were able to traverse its lands. But there was always one rule that even the strongest followed.

Never set out on foot.

Caravans were the only mode of transport one must take. There was no being that could outrun the monsters of the night or survive waves of monsters without the protection of the caravan’s sturdy walls.

Dangerous monsters lurked within the forests and were no stranger to spilling into the dirt paths. Most of which were believed to be Corrupted.

Some were even intelligent enough to wipe the path clean to herd unassuming travelers straight into their nests.

One such race was the Anids.

Something moved through the forests. It cut through the air like a thin blade. Shrubbery exploded in its wake. That thing could easily be mistaken for a monster.

What moved through the fog-enshrouded woodlands like a blur was a person draped in black and gold.


* * *


An armored caravan barreled down the side of a mountain.

Onboard were a dozen merchants who clasped onto whatever they could reach. Other hands clambered onto feathered necklaces for a miracle.

“The driver’s been killed! The horses are out of control!”

In one second the caravan driver’s head was there, and in the next it was taken by a humungous white blur. The sheer force along rocked the caravan and nearly took the horses along with them.

Terror filled the eyes of the merchant band. They were the last of a long convoy to traverse through the misty woodlands just after Little Tais. The monsters that lurked within were well known by many travelers. All countermeasures had been deployed prior to entering their territory. Extensive preparations were supposed to protect them from the worst-case scenario.

This was why they were so surprised when they were suddenly ambushed on the third day of the three-day trip.

“You said that we only had to worry about them on the first day!” The merchant’s anger was directed towards their guide. “No one said anything about them being this deep!”

This guide was a part of a renowned third-party group that knew the flow of Grandis’ highways and animal paths.

She was an old woman with the rugged hands that had worked since young. Her grey hair was cut short as she thrusted a long staff past the slits between the stone walls of the caravan.

“Shut that mouth of yours or you’ll be thrown out as bait! One client dead is better than losing nine!” Her hoarse voice was drowned out by the roaring wheels and the wails of the dying horses.

By now the caravan had crushed them underneath its immense weight. The Anids of the forest were not supposed to attack. Neither were they expected to have expanded their nest this deeply into the forest.

“[Steel Outcrop].” Rocks shaped like fangs emerged from the earth, flanking the caravan like additional walls. “What has made them so desperate to expand out here!? The Anids have nothing to feed on. Did we make a mistake!?”

The old woman flickered through the pages of possibilities as she bombarded the Octanids with magic. The brown crystal atop her staff radiated with magical particles – a testament of her immense magical prowess as a High Sorcerer.

She fit right into the ranks of Gold Ranking Adventures, possibly even reaching Violet. An Octanid was not an issue for people of her strength.

However, that was only in a one-on-one confrontation.

The devoted warriors of the Nest threw themselves harder, not caring if they impaled themselves on the jagged outcrops. They flew down the mountain side, crashing into the thick trees with enough force to permanently entomb themselves into it.

They eventually reached flatter lands. It was a miracle that they had not crashed into a tree. Were it not for her partner – who was a young apprentice mage capable of controlling objects – then they would have died the moment they were ambushed.

“Does it not seem weird that they’re not trying to attack us directly!?” A merchant pointed out.

“Quiet! We’re entering deep Anid territory! ARM YOURSELF!” The old woman commanded, but only two of the nine merchants were held the courage to hold a blade.

And even then, their hands trembled terribly.

The green and brown world instantly turned pale. Webs encased their world. Lesser Anid species observed them from their hollowed trees, their hands rubbing together expectantly.

Suddenly, something dropped onto the ceiling with a heavy thud. Their hearts stopped beating in that instant as seven thick tentacles entered through the slits, strangling whatever it touched.

“SEPTANIDS! CUT THEM WHILE YOU STILL HAVE THE CHANCE!” The woman swung her forearm, releasing tiny rocky blades that sliced them effortlessly.

Paralytic fluids smothered the face of one merchant.

“Help him take it off! Don’t just sit there with your hands on your heads! We’re doing everything we can on our side so just do SOMETHING!” The girl roared. Her voice was unfit to lead, sounding like a blood curling scream which further entrenched the cold blade of fear into the hearts of the catatonic merchants.

She threw herself past their legs and began scraping the paralytic goop from the man’s face.

“Tch –! LOOK DOWN YOU FUCKING IDIOT! YOU’RE GOING TO DIE!”

It was clawed off eventually, but by then the paralysis had already kicked into his system.

“Dammit… even me…” Her hands became numb, but she was still able to concentrate on maintaining the caravan’s momentum. “Teacher! Can we rely on the others to come back for us!?”

“They probably haven’t even noticed it yet! You don’t have the luxury to be thinking about other people. You… They’ve herded us here – because of you!”

The old woman’s eyes instantly drilled onto her apprentice who still had not understood the severity of her situation. She did not blame her. Those eyes were filled with nothing but sorrow.

“Teacher!?”

“The fact that they haven’t killed us yet is because they’re after you! Anids will only rapidly expand when they’re at risk of dying out! You should know what that means! You’re a woman!”

“S-So are you?”

“FOOL!” The old woman roared. An uncontrolled surge of mana was channeled through her staff, and it cracked the crystal. “What’s a hag with a dysfunctional womb!? The Hexanids are undoubtedly waiting for you at the end! They must have sensed you in the beginning and made preparations to take you in as one of their broodmothers!”

The girl’s eyes widened in horror.

“Despicable monsters! Take this! Run it across your neck the moment they land a finger on you! It’ll be a mercy compared to birthing their kin.”

A stone shard was thrown her way, but the paralysis had moved to her elbows. It bounced off her chest. Her arms flailed as they swiped at the shard, her fingers unable to clasp at the thing that would spare her from a fate worse than death.

“Please… pick it up… my hands…” The numbness eventually spread to her shoulders, and all she could do was kneel there as the Anids surrounded them.

More and more Septanids dropped onto the ceiling, their tentacles slithering in to strangle the necks of all.

“… When did things go wrong?” She lamented, feeling one brush against her hair as she stared down at her limp arms. “We were supposed to head to Aquagale to see the sea. Teacher –!”

Blood splattered onto her face. The arm of an Octanid burst through the side of the Caravan, impaling the chest of her beloved teacher.

“… don’t… let them… take you…”

Her eyes mellowed from shock to sincerity. In her last moments she wished for nothing but for her apprentice to at least avoid that fate. But more than that, she prayed for a miracle.

“TEACHER!”

The walls crumbled around her.

She had never felt so lost.

Something precious was taken away from her in an instant.

And all she could do was sit there on her knees, crying to a heart that was no longer there.

Everything slowed down. It was as though time had stopped. In that moment she heard something.

It was a faint ticking.

She didn’t know where it came from. Neither did she care. But amongst her wallowing despair she heard a voice speak to her.


“Do you love the world you live in?”


 

“I… I… I…!”

Before she could answer – A tremendous flame engulfed everything including her. It jolted her free from the illusion where she could have sworn she saw a woman with pale hair standing before her, offering her hand.

The flames were hot.

So unbearably hot that it melted the caravan down till nothing was left.

But somehow…

“… I’m… we’re unscathed…?”

… the flames did not harm them.

“It’s ok now. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”

The voice of a woman spoke to her.

But it did not come from the pale-haired lady she saw.

Instead, the figure that stood before her had black hair and rich, golden eyes.

“I barely made it in time to catch her before she could pass on.”

The gaping hole was no longer in her teacher’s chest. It was as though it never existed in the first place. The woman, who seemed to be just a touch younger than herself, reached down to tap her head.

“Better?”

Sensation returned to her hands as she stared up at the figure in total disbelief. And with her last remaining strength, she reached up to touch her hands as if she would replenish it.

“W-Who… are you…?”

The woman gave her a bright smile – the kind that should never be shown in this kind of environment. But judging from the flames alone, and the lack of Anid corpses that were left behind, it was clear that she was no ordinary person.

“I’m just an Adventurer looking for directions! If you can help me out –”

She pulled out a strange-looking weapon from her back and shouldered it. In that same instant the tamed flames surrounded them again, devouring all but them in a fiery blaze. Her golden eyes shone brighter than the fires itself as she stood back up, now holding the weapon with both hands.

“– Then I will lend you my power.”

            

    
        570. Back Into The Anid Nest

    
    
    
    
                Embers replaced the disappearing mist. The thick redwood trees of the forest were highly flame resistant, yet they melted from the base like wet clay. Breathing the smoldering air should have scorched their lungs. Smoke also should have enveloped everything.

But these flames were different.

They did not burn.

They erased everything they touched save for the merchant band.

The apprentice mage had seen many kinds of magic used by a plethora of countless magicians and Adventures. More than a decade of her life was dedicated to magic. The discipline was not something that could be harnessed in mere weeks or months unless one was immensely gifted in magic.

Fire magic was the most used magic across Elysia and as a result, it was the most developed and extensively understood school of magic.

The school of fire magic had by far the most chants under its name to the point where the wasn’t a single mage who did not know of a single chant. Everyone knew the upper limits of its destructive potential, especially from the likes of high-ranking Magicians from the Bellum Empire.

Towns could be set alight in an instant, and the most powerful of fire spells could engulf a small city in flames.

But the apprentice mage had never heard of flames that could discriminate between friend and foe.

The person in black and gold was a Diamond Ranked Adventurer at the very minimum, and dare she say a Radiant Ranked Adventurer – the highest rank right behind the Unbound rank for the Incandescent Colors.

Those individuals were powerful enough to be approached by Kingdoms and powerful Associations. Even Ateliers would have ties with them, though rarely.

“The flames aren’t burning us… What is this sorcery? I’ve never seen magic like this before.” A merchant was able to grasp the flames like they were just an illusion. “You! You’ve come to help us! Get – Get of the Anids for us so we can make our way out! Our goods are also burning! Are you listening!? Stop standing there and be useful –!”

The merchant’s voice betrayed him in an instant. And overpowering sense of dread weighed over them, forcing them all to clasp at the dirt. It happened the moment the figure in black and gold turned in their direction, her golden eyes demanding one thing.

Silence.

“Who the hell do you think you are to order me around?”

Her tone shifted dramatically. The kindness from before disappeared as if this was the real her. Hands sunk further into the dirt, clawing at it as faces soon joined it. Those that were too weak-willed were unable to resist her authority, their bodies sinking further into the dirt as if groveling was far too high for them to stand in the presence of this person.

“I only stumbled upon you by chance. Are you telling me that your goods are worth more than your lives? Jump into those flames and prove it to me. I’ll gladly spare the rest of your goods then.”

The air suddenly ignited.

Roaring heat washed over them as they were reminded of the fact that this person had chosen to save their lives. They were not under any obligation to keep them alive. In fact, it would be easier to allow the flames to consume them.

“Is it that hard to say thanks? Someone comes up and helps you, and all you can do is complain. Lady. How much of this Region do you know?”

Her conscious control over the flames caused the same man to tremble.

No good deed goes unpunished. This was another common adage of Grandis.

This act alone caused them to believe that they were in fact from this Region, though her question confused the girl.

Was this person perhaps a Court Mage from the Bellum Empire? From the Northern Diavola Kingdom? How were their injuries healed if she was not a Healer?

The questions eventually became white noise as she raised her head to meet with the woman’s gaze.

“Everything! I’m the daughter of a Patron of the Highways! I can tell you everything you want to know! So please don’t cast us aside!”

“Good. I’m in a pretty bad mood right now, so it’s best if you keep those companions of yours silent.” The woman’s eyes fell back into the fog. “Come out. The fog isn’t hiding you from me this time.”

The forest floor shook. Thousands of microtremors caused what was left of their belongings to rattle. The awful cacophony was accompanied by the sound of clashing steel from within the fog.

Countless metallic-pale legs chafed against one another. Anids climbed the webs of neighboring trees as if to surround them. But they did not pounce. They were cautious of this figure who seemed to have history with them.


* * *


Frost despised the Anids. Even as intelligent creatures she could never overlook the fact that they preyed on humans, both for food and reproduction. Back then she didn’t have a reason to wipe them out.

Her naivety of the past caused her brows to furrow as she stared at the army of hundreds of Anids. The entire Nest was brought straight to her as if to greet an old friend.

Not at all. Look at them. They don’t seem happy to see me. Don’t they remember me saving them from the Listening Bird? Unless… these aren’t the same Anids?

Legs stabbed at the ground. The continuous tremors were their warning to her. Even though they were clearly outmatched, something compelled them to stand their ground.

“I doubt any of you can talk. But I know the Decanid is listening and knows exactly who I am. I wanted to ask the Decanid some questions myself, but I luckily found a better replacement.”

Flames. A hail of bullets. Her bare fists. Devouring them… It did not matter what their choice was. The result was all the same.

“… preposterous… you speak… as though… we know… who you… are…?” The hollow voice of the Decanid called from deep within the fog. A long pause separated each few words as if they were short on breath.

It was impossible for her to see it, but she could certainly sense its presence to the point where she could accurately shoot it down.

“So you are a different Decanid. What happened to the one that built its nest here?”

“Deceased… overtaken… the fool went… against the commandments… of the strings… as ordered… by the Vignitid… was supposed… to breed… Demi-humans…but gave them… away…”

Is it talking about when I took them away from them?

Frost recalled their reluctance to part with the Demi-humans at the time. The Patron they had at the time showed them the Script which caused to change its mind.

That doesn’t make sense then. Whose commandments are they going against? The Anids?

“Act X and the Anids follow their own strings. That Decanid must have been affiliated with Act X. It is considered treasonous to attach new strings. This must be why they were killed off.”

Nav informed.

“Twenty? Where’s this twenty-legged Anid?”

“… a matter that… is not yours –”

“Then how about this. What are those strings telling you to do now?”

Regardless of what being told, Frost knew that they had to die. The Anids were too dangerous to keep around. And if the first Anids she came across were the ‘good’ ones, then she didn’t need to think about what needed to be done.

“Hunger… consume… reproduce… at all costs… The compulsion… the instinct… is like… the commandments… from birth…” It said as the Anids took a step closer. “The womb… behind you… can save us… and if you… are charitable… you can also –!?”

*BOOM*

The gun that was hoisted over her shoulder was pointed in the direction of the Decanid. It was already smoking before anyone realized she had fired a bullet. The sound instantly deafened those around her, causing some to bleed from their ears and even eyes.

Once again, black particles lifted from their bodies as they were healed by a mysterious force.

“I should’ve just fired the moment you opened your mouth. What was the hell was I thinking trying to talk to a monster?”

The pressure she exerted became twice as powerful.

The mere mention of her being touched by an Anid caused her blood to boil. [Liquid Fire] doused everything in her path as the Anids lunged straight for her only to instantly melt.

[Inferno] kept the Anids that were high up in the canopies from ambushing them. The roaring flames incinerated them before they even had a chance of landing anywhere close to them. It did not matter that they could not defeat her. Their instincts – which was dictated by the strings – forced them to do the only thing they could.

Red guts spilled from the penetrated armor of the Octanids revealing the thankful eyes of those that had been reduced to a living, liquid paste within their bodies. Trees became giant matchsticks, and the steel webbing burned like thatch, spreading the flames further into the nest.

            

    
        571. The Deal

    
    
    
    
                Frost moved into the flames, walking past the corpses of the Anids as went to retrieve her bullet. A giant ball made from the curling of ten spider-like fingers was half-buried into the soul. The pallid eye that once resided within popped like a balloon, its membrane coiling in response to the heat.

The Pentanids were not spared either.

They crumbled away the moment the Decanid perished. They were the first to reduce to ashes, revealing red blood within before the flames burned away the blue strings that originated from an unknown origin.

“Level 80 in only one hit. If I remember correctly a Decanid has around 15,000 HP. I don’t think I put that much strength into it shot. But looking at you, you probably didn’t recover from your fight with the previous Decanid. Good riddance. And here I thought leaving the old one was a mistake…”

Claw marks matching the claws of the Pentanids ran along the body of the Decanid. The previous one didn’t go down without a fight.

“Haaaah. In the end you’re slaves to instinct and hunger. What was the point being sentient if you can’t even make your own choices?”

Since there was no other reason to remain here, she made her way back to the others with a small, pleasant smile now that the Anids were exterminated for good.

But unbeknownst to her, that calm smile was like the grin of a demon to the survivors.

A pair of ominous, golden orbs emerged from the fog from their point of view, followed by her immaculate form.

“Alright.” She reached down to offer a hand to the apprentice mage. “Hey! Sorry about the explosion. They got under my skin, so I just wanted to teach them a lesson. Are you ok?”

Hopefully this doesn’t scare them too much.

“You’re in full pendulum mode now Frost.”

As in?

“Are you daft? One second you’re at their throats, and the next you present yourself as a saint.”

“W-We’re…” The apprentice looked around. The world was blackened by the flames, and by some miracle, they were left unscathed. “… Fine now. Thanks to you. I can’t even move my legs… Shit. We really… should’ve died just now.”

“But you didn’t. That’s what matters the most right now.” Her words were spoken casually, but they meant everything to girl who finally found the courage to stand. “By the way, I hope you didn’t forget about our deal.”

“Directions? I can… Hold on… One moment… I’m sorry Agh… It’s… hard to breathe all of a sudden.”

Her complexion went pale as she struggled to speak. She was on guard against Frost all of a sudden, averting direct eye contact at all costs.

“Here. Sit down. Take deep breaths. You all should too.”

A panic attack immediately swooped in from out of the blue. The girl was visibly traumatized by the ordeal to the point where Frost couldn’t leave her alone.

“I thought this was a common sight in Grandis?”

“It is… We’ve all seen worse than this. Normally you just… you just die.” She panted as Frost rubbed her back pleasantly to help calm her down. “It’s… getting better. T-Thank you again. I just thought you were going to bleed the answers out of me. That’s why I’m all shaky.”

“We made a deal though?”

“High Ranking people like you don’t often get the shortest straws like we do. It’s normal for stronger people to get more than what they agreed on. S-So – Um… Information! Directions! What do you need to know!”

The girl’s crimson eyes began sparkling all of a sudden as she looked… down at the shorter Frost.

“Let’s see. I’m looking for a city called Frontier.”

“I thought you were from the Bellum Empire? Are you actually from the North?” The girl tilted her head, her long, wavy, autumn hair tumbling to one side.

“Yeah. I’m from the North.” Frost played along.

“That explains the giant stick you have up there… J-Just Frontier? So you want to go to the Capital of the Bellum Empire.”

The girl began drawing on the floor with broken plank.

“Bell… Um… Emp… Pire… To the West.” She said, drawing a make-shift map for the moment since her map was burned up during the blaze.

“Oh, wait – before that, I’m also heading to Paradise.” Frost nearly forgot to include the most important part, causing the merchants to stare at her like she was a lunatic.

“… Ah. Yes. I see. Paradise. Let me just… Wait, HUH!?” The girl finally reacted, messing up her drawing completely. “P-Please. That’s not even funny if it’s coming from our savior!”

“Did I say something wrong?” Frost blankly blinked, wondering if the reason why they reacted so violently was because they thought that Frost still believed Paradise existed.

Or…

Is it because there’s something going on there? We all know the lands belonging to the Kingdom of Puritas are pretty much sterile. Could have a Corrupted claimed it as its home?

“Why do you sound so happy about that?”

Because if we end up finding another Main Sequence Corrupted there then we’ll be saving so much time.

“Wrong? Are you seriously considering it? That place is so lawless that it makes Grandis look like a joke! But… maybe you’ll fit in well? Don’t tell me, you’re actually a murderer!?”

“Do I look like the kind of person that would kill someone on a whim?” Frost sighed as the same merchant she threatened to off trembled. “Besides, I just asked for information not your concern. So, do you know where I need to go to find these places? I know Paradise is south. That much I know.”

“So why did you ask?” Was written on the girl’s face. “Aquagale Solitude. That’s the city we’re heading to now. We have a Patron of the Highway Branch located there, so if it’s not a bother then I can give you one of our maps as payment for saving us. Does that count?”

What she offered was far better than oral information. If the Triplets’ maps weren’t so outdated, then she wouldn’t have needed to take this route in the first place.

“Much better than what I was expecting. Alright~”

It also didn’t help that the ban on Brandar extended to the Beholders too so there was quite literally no one in the Nexus who had access to a map of Grandis. Frost considered consulting Hellen, but she figured that she needed some more time to be alone with Alice.

She had heard that Hellen was utterly distraught during Alice’s disappearance.

So Frost had to ask Nav a question as the others futility scavenged what was left of their belongings from the ashes.

Nav. Why did everyone’s map of Grandis disappear?

“Your guess is as good as mine. Whatever it was, Iscario may have played a part in it. It would have significantly slowed down any advances into Grandis.”

A war of information, huh. I remember a story from Earth. Well, not a story since it actually happened. A country sent their forces to invade the shores of another thinking it was all flat. Little did they know that the terrain had changed since then, and huge hill was there. You can imagine the carnage that a whole line of machine guns was able to cause…

… I’m getting off the rails, but you get what I mean. Of course sending the Triplets was a good idea. They’re residents of Grandis. But that was thirty years ago too. Haaaah…

“You’re curious too. About what we may find here.”

Yep. And we’re already off to a good start.

            

    
        [April Fools 2024] - Master Cook

    
    
    
    
                < “Thousands upon thousands of amateur Aspiring Cooks lined up from all corners of the world.” >


 

< “All to take part in the most iconic culinary competition in all Elysia.” >


“Master Cook? Never heard of it.”

An Aspiring Moon dressed in the formal apparel of one of Hora Therapeutic’s trainees confessed into Snap’s giant recording eye.


 

< “Where people of all flocks come to the Nexus.” >


“The invitation clearly says its being held inside of the Nexus. Problem is that I’m not a Blessed.”

A shopkeeper revealed a shabby-looking ticket with the words, ‘YOU are invited to become the NEXT Master Cook!’. Three familiar faces of wolf Demi-humans smiled back from the ticket with a toothy grin.

“I don’t even know who the first Master Cook is.”

In another instant, Snap shoved its monocular lens to capture the expressionless face of a Missionary of Act X.

“It would be a lifelong dream for me. I’m ecstatic.” The entity smiled hollowly, its empty eyes sockets staring deep into Snap’s. “As per the Script says.”


< “They will compete to win the prize of the title of Master Cook.” >


 

“Do I really want to be here? No. But one of the Heads of Security made it compulsory if we wanted to receive our Aspiring Moon titles.” A Candidate Moon on the brink of becoming an Aspiring Moon complained in a low voice.


 

< “And the ultimate chance of sending their food to the one and only Beholder of Time Reverberation.” >


“I dunno about you, but one plate isn’t going to cut it. Just a gut feeling. It’s Jury we’re yawning about.”

An adolescent, black-haired girl with golden eyes yawned from her cozy, fluffy bed. She peered into Snap’s eyes drowsily, tapping on it with drool hanging from the edge of her mouth.

“One sheep. Two sheep. Three sheep. All sizzling on a rotisserie grill.” The girl drifted off to sleep.


< “Twenty of the finest amateur cooks will strike a chance of becoming the Nexus’ first Master Cook.” >


 

< “They will be judged by the three juggernauts of the culinary world.” >


 

“I’m Ber, the Claw of the Head. I’m a professional cook of forty years. I’ve been around the world tasting thousands of different cuisines. If there’s anyone that knows how to cook, then trust me, it’s the Moon with over 30 Levels in the Cook Profession.”

Ber revealed herself onto a stage overlooking twenty Candidate Moons and Atelier personnel. Rows of capable kitchens powered by sponsored Atelier tech was where the Candidate Moons would be creating dishes worthy of praise. But more than that; to be fed to the illustrious Beholder Jury.

The reason for this was because Ber could not cook.

Why couldn’t she cook?

Because she was busy having to judge these cooks, of course!

“I’m Res, the Eye of the Head. Like you all, I’m not a profession cook but I have worked alongside the best chefs in the upper Floors of the Nexus (Just Ber). The key is my eye for detail. Presentation is everything. We eat with our eyes.”

Res marched out to join Ber atop the stage.

Finally, the last of the judges revealed themselves. A short woman emerged from behind a distant door, her arms folded as her eyes glared back at the contestants.

“I’m Cer, the Fang of the Head. I have no cooking experience. I don’t how to cook. I don’t even cook at all. What I bring is honesty. So, if your food is crap, then you’ll be charged for attempted assassination of a pivotal figurehead. Sentence? Quadruple digit working hours. Every day.”

She warned, joining the others, adding:

“And for preference, I prefer to be eaten instead but that’s irrelevant here –”

“Contestants! You will have sixty minutes to create a world-class meal!” Ber shouted excitedly.

“You will have access to the Nexus’ most esteemed pantry!” Res announced as Snap panned its camera towards a door.

Outside were the streets of the Common Hub.

“The shopkeepers might look shocked at first, but this is an opportunity for you to learn what your upcoming title as Aspiring Moons implies. Who can say no to you? But for Atelier members, we can’t make any promises to cover your tracks.” Cer shouted, right before Res pointed towards another door which led into a beautiful marble pantry filled with every conceivable ingredient.

“Idiot, don’t tell them to abuse their authority!” Res hissed in a silent whisper.

“What? I didn’t say they had to go out and hit Public Defenders.” Cer interpreted her words literally.

“Contestants!” Ber cut through their squabble, pointing at a giant clock that hung above. “Are you ready!? Your time starts… it started five minutes ago.”

The contestants looked at each other in confusion.

“Time is ticking!” Cer shouted. “Do you wanna graduate into Aspiring Moons – I mean, become our first Master Cook or what!?”

And just like that, the contestants immediately sprung into action, flooding straight into the pantry room. However, the door only allowed one person to fit through at a time, resulting in a major personnel jam.

Cer glanced into Snap’s camera.

“Please. Cooking? You mean that thing where you put raw meat into a flame? Pfft. Humans, am I right? What comes before that? The hunt. The pantry is a red herring. If they were smart, they’d go and target that one.”

Snap panned over to a sheep Demi-human.

“Incredible.” Ber clapped once, turning Snap’s head around to face her. “The first step to cooking is to know what you want. Some might die along the way but for a good meal, there is no better sacrifice. We live to kill as Moons.”

She moved in place as though she urgently needed to use the bathroom.

“The Atelier personnel are at a major disadvantage. Wait look. They’re using kitchen utensils to saw a hole into the side of the door!” Res pointed out.

“Smart. Adapting on the spot is required from a good cook.” Ber was impressed. “If the animal doesn’t have enough legs, then you have to make compromises. That’s why we have such adorable Healers.”

Snap panned over to a pair of heavily armed Black Wings.

“Only animals take off their own legs. They should learn from the Amalgam.” Their twisted faces instantly became like that of angels at the mention of Frost. “She’d never resort to those methods. Every part of the Amalgam is sacred. We know how creative she can be. They say better them than me, and I say that’s right. The beast course of action is to take the legs of someone else.”

“Alright. Enough about the legs.” Res sighed. “Oh, here we go! They’re coming back out!”

“All twenty of them? Tch.” Cer clicked her tongue, gesturing for Snap to come closer with the flick of her head. “I planted some Puff Puffs in there. I was hoping someone would try to cook one. The key to being a Moon is to unexpect the expected. That way you can go in and expect the unexpected.”

“Exactly. Truer words have never been spoken.” Ber nodded in agreement.

Meanwhile, Res remained silent, looking at the camera and shaking her head as she mouthed: “I’m not related to them.”

Flames and delicious scents filled the pale chamber as the contestants fired up their stoves. The triplets keenly observed like a pack of wolves, their tails wagging in tune with the ticking of the great clock.

Suddenly, as an Atelier personnel was chopping down an onion –

“Healer!”

– They sliced open the tip of their finger.

“What’s happened to her over there?” Ber whispered.

“Get this. A cat Demi-human just cut themselves while slicing their vegetables.” Cer whispered back.

“What vegetable?” Ber asked with urgency.

“Does it matter?” Res muttered.

“Shh. Sis. I think it was a lettuce.”

“Dear God. Will she be ok?”

The Healer stared at the cat-eared woman with deadpan eyes.

“It’s a small cut. You think I’m going to waste my time on you? These bullets aren’t cheap.”

“W-What’s the point of having Healers on board then?” The frazzled woman questioned.

“Just in case things devolved into a last man standing situation. Which by the way – can still happen!”

No one took a bite of Cer’s bait, instead choosing to keep their heads down and work harder.

“Oh my, look at that.” Ber softly pointed at the girl with the cut. “It’s dripping into the pot.”

“Disgusting –”

“Wait, what does that mean?” Cer cut Res off.

“It’s a smart move to utilize everything you have. At that temperature she can elevate it by enriching the broth with small traces of blood. It’s a common technique you’ll find in Vampiric cuisine.” Ber explained. “That’s her on a plate.”

“I can’t keep this act up anymore…” Res murmured in an aside.

Surprisingly, there were no sabotages despite the incentive to do so. Eventually, the clock ran down. Unbeknownst to them was that the clock overhead was slightly slower than a regular clock, which resulted in the contestants having far more time than intended.

No one needed to tell the triplets how horrible things were going, but right now the end was in sight.

It was time to judge their food.

“Time… Is… UP!” Ber announced. “Hands off your stations!”

“Well done. It’s a miracle that you’re all still here.” Res sighed in relief.

“It’s too soon to decide that.” Cer grinned. “Alright! Come up one by one starting from left to right. No. Not your left. My left. So that’s your right!”


* * *


[image: BIUvbrx.png]

“Chef Ber. This is a seafood pie topped with egg, with a side of steak and spring onion salad.” A cow Demi-human presented.

Ber smiled, taking a small bite of each component. After savoring the meal, she tapped the side of the podium and gave the contestant a gentle smile.

“It’s delicious. I would go easy on the seasoning and really up the portion because it’s Beholder Jury we’re talking about.”

Next up was Res to taste test it.

“Visually, it’s beautiful. The taste is too salty, but I like to eat with my eyes. I think it’s nice.”

Then, it was Cer’s turn to judge.

“Salad is a sign of an insecure chef. It’s not bad. Can be better. Drop the salad. Also what’s this?”

Cer picked up a small piece of lemon.

“Lemon, Chef.”

“I know that. But what’s it doing here?”

“To squeeze to your taste, Chef.”

Her fluffy ears drooped with each spoken word. Until suddenly, her face flushed red when she noticed that Cer’s eyes were fixated elsewhere.

“I, right now, want to squeeze you. You know that, right?”

“C-Chef?”

“Back in line.”

“Aw…?”

For some reason, despite how crude Cer was, the cow Demi-human was oddly disappointed.


* * *
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“Mango pancake.”

“Really? A mango pancake? This is all you came up with in an hour? A shame.” Ber shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not even going to taste it.”

“It looks delicious. I just wished the taste was more than just mango. It… really doesn’t pair well.” Res politely said. “If it was in 15 minutes then it would be wonderful.”

Cer on the other hand…

“Your ancestral bloodline was a mistake, and this brings me the same level of disgust as your food.”


***
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“Lizard meat with a yellow sauce and hollandaise.”

“It’s simple, but heartful. As wolves we can appreciate good meat. Just… it’s well done. Had you cooked it perfectly then it would have gone from down here, to up here.” Ber said.

“You know what you’re getting at first glance. That’s the beauty of this.” Res smiled.

“I don’t accept bribes. You have to remember that it’s a Beholder you’re cooking for. *munch* I’m confiscating it.”


* * *
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“Banana pasta –”

“Stop right there. Banana pasta? I think you’ve gone bananas.” Ber gagged at the mere thought of tasting this monstrosity.

“… You’re joking, right? I know Jury can eat anything, but this is crossing the line.”

“Tch. Do you cook for your family?” Cer asked unexpectedly.

“Y-Yes.”

“Are they still alive?”


* * *
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“Hamburger.”

Ber nodded to herself. “Hamburger?” She whispered.

“Hamburger…?” Res tilted her head.

Cer’s eyes lit up with intrigue.

“Hamburger.”


* * *
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“I call this the ‘Amalgam on a Plate’, Chefs.”

“A bit of everything, but you don’t need all of this stuff.” Ber shoved aside the bread and the lone cherry.

“It’s a bit of a dilemma. How would I go in to eat it? The egg on top makes it hard to really grab it without breaking the yolk and making a mess everywhere.” Res complained.

As for Cer…

“I’m disappointed in you. Wolf Demi-human to Wolf Demi-human. This is exactly why you don’t have a pack and will never have one.”


* * *
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“Chef, this a meatball boiled in orange juice, and finished with an orange-flavored glaze –”

“Boiled in orange juice!?”

“… Why does it look so good?”

“Black Wing. Kill this one. Snap. Don’t look. Only a Corrupted can make something so diabolical.”


* * *


In the end, no one really knew if Jury ended up getting something to eat. Legend has it that Jury is still hungry to this day.

Then again, when isn’t Jury hungry?

As for who won the competition…

… Suffice to say, no really cared who won.

The Candidate Moons just wanted to graduate, and the Blessed Atelier personnel had better things to do. If anything, the title of Master Cook would be a permanent stain on one’s records.

And where did the food go?

A certain blue-haired machine took pleasure in enjoying the wonderful and despicable combinations.

In truth, it was all made for Nav.

And sitting in the center of it all was the slab of meat Cer had confiscated earlier, still steaming like it had just come off the stove.

            

    
        572. A Familiar Name

    
    
    
    
                Frontier, the Capital City of the Bellum Empire. The name was less extravagant as Paradise and the Capital of the Northern Diavola Kingdom: Primus Ramus. The status of the North was not currently known by most due to blockades which mysterious appeared around the same time she left the Black Forest.

As for the West – the Apprentice mage named Autumn due to the color of her hair explained that the Bellum Empire was in an awful state. It was completely isolated from both other Kingdoms by massive mountain ranges.

Furthermore, they carried the sole responsibility of keeping the Anids, Insectids, Lizardmen and all manners of monsters from invading Grandis in the first place. Frontier was not just a city. It was a bastion of hope and a cauldron of fiercely powerful individuals who served the Clammoria Royal family.

“It gets super complicated when you get into their factions. Frontier has a lot of influence on Grandis now that Infernis is gone, and the North is isolating itself further. If you’re heading there then you’ll definitely come across a lot of problematic people. Never mind the anomalies outside their gates.” The girl explained.

The group of twelve moved through the misty forest on foot. Normally it was a death sentence to move without a caravan. But it wasn’t like they could snap one into existence. This was partially the reason why caravans moved in groups. If one broke, then its riders could split themselves and join the surviving caravans.

Though in most cases, it was far more efficient to let the straggling caravan be cut off like a lizard’s tail.

That being said, the lands between the Kingdom of Puritas and the Bellum Empire were a no man’s land of sorts.

Civilization was unlikely to flourish in between these lands which Frost could only marginally visualize. Only half of this was true, however.

“The towns and cities over there are still alive and well. But I advise avoiding them. Even the Bellum Empire refuses to deal with them.” A merchant carrying the body of Autumn’s teacher on their back spoke. “Settlements along the western highways haven’t been touched yet. Again, you should avoid them if you’re a denizen of the North.”

“What’s there for me to worry about?” Frost asked, already having an idea of why they were warning her.

Demi-Human slaves; or slavery in general was commonplace in Grandis. They confirmed her suspicion as they found a large clearing to camp for the night.

“Slavery. We don’t mean the Demi-humans mind you. You’ve probably lived a luxurious life with that strength and have a high degree of moral conscience.” A merchant said, removing their garbs down till they were near bare to cool down. “You make an enemy of one, and you’ll be the enemy of all.”

“It’ll be fine. It won’t take more than a day to sort things out if things start to look bad.” Frost said confidently.

An air of arrogance surrounded her. But that was because they did not know of Frost’s true strength. If only they knew who was saying this then they’d realize that she was not speaking for the sake of it.

If it came down to it, then she’d obliterate a city if it meant making things right.

Most of these merchants came from central Grandis in a place called Condordia’s Stand. It was a major city that connected the north with the south. A massive trade city called Concordia Trade City used to exist but fell victim to the Listening Bird – an entity they called the Laughing Bird or the Laughing Owl.

Apparently, remnants of the Screaming Galleries were still out there, lingering in the ruins that were once their homes.

The groups set up a small perimeter around their campsite. A campfire sat in the center of them all, painting their faces a warm orange as the light beyond the foggy canopies died out. They were at first against using light, but when the cold breeze of the evening swept in through, they realized that it was either they died to hypothermia, or to a monster attracted by the light.

“I took on an entire Anid nest on my own. This is the safest place out there. That much I can promise you.” Frost reminded them, her eyes glowing brighter than the flames. “Besides… Any stories about Corrupted you might have heard of? If you’re merchants, then you should have a tale or two.”

“W-We’re sorry. We don’t tend to hear about what happens outside.” One of the merchants uttered, annoying Autumn who stroked the head of her unconscious Teacher.

“Idiots. The lot of them. Can you believe them? Just because we know the Highway doesn’t mean that the people with us have to be ignorant. It’s so stupid. Being blind to the suffering out here while you’re pushing coins.”

She scoffed, taking a small swig from a healing potion.

“Coins, coins, coins… You can’t trust them, Miss Diamond Rank. You know how valuable you look to them now?”

The merchants looked at Frost like hawks, but they were instantly subdued by a light stare. Looking at their general direction was enough to cause their bodies to seize. She needed to be careful in case they were the in the middle of eating in case they choked.

Haaaaah. The question’s finally here.

“Because of the healing? That’s right. I never had the chance to explain it. You see, are you aware of the existence of the Gifts?”

Frost thought up a lie on the spot, intriguing them.

The merchants leaned in closer to the flames as her words chimed like a chest of coins. They smelt money in the air.

“The North has recently discovered an Artefact that allows one to store magic into an item. What I used was a stone holding the [Area Heal] magic from one of our Healers. Be honored that I wasted such precious magic on you.”

“T-That’s why… With that kind of thing…!”

“The blockades make sense now!”

“Impressive. Any Kingdom would go into immediate isolation if that were the case. Storing magic is incredible. To think you’d easily reveal this to us.”

I hope this won’t give them any weird ideas.

The focus shifted from Frost to the North now, leaving her completely in the clear. Of course, she could have just not said anything, but it was better to at least provide some sort of explanation. They didn’t seem like bad people. As matter of fact, the majority had pale flames in their chests.

Few on the other hand were completely red.

“What I told you won’t change anything. I just felt like I needed to explain myself before you got the wrong idea. Besides. When have you ever heard of a black-haired healer?” Frost smiled.

No one tried to refute this. After all, there was no such thing as a black-haired healer.

The merchants began speaking amongst themselves about the revelation. Frost heard their every whisper as though they were being spoken beside her. Meanwhile, Autumn shuffled closer to Frost, albeit carefully to not agitate her.

She cupped her mouth and glared at the merchants before whispering:

“It’s better if you didn’t show your powers like that to people so easily. They’re probably discussing how much you’ll go for. This isn’t the kind of place for women like us, so you should really be careful. You can’t rely on your ties from the North here.”

“I’m well aware.”

Autumn was sincerely looking out for her. She was the only person here that was able to meet her eyes. Strength did not make Frost any better than her.

It had been a long while since Frost had seen eyes that could look at her like that. It was rare for a normal person to disregard power as easily as Autumn.

“You don’t seem like you care though. Lady… Even people as strong as Teacher have been caught because of their pride only turn out as mana or battle slaves. Worse for us. You’re heading into the ruins of Puritas too. You’re not going to be the only one that’s strong enough to do what you did today.”

“Autumn. I’m already aware of that. Grandis is a melting pot for powerful people. The conditions of this place breeds monsters. But it’s funny. Because some gems like you can be born too~” Frost hummed, embarrassing the girl.

“… seriously? Ugh… Do what you want. Don’t blame me when you find yourself in a cage.” Autumn sighed before collapsing onto the ground.

Her arms and hair were sprawled out as she stared up into the enshrouded skies.

“All you wanted for helping us was a map. How does that even make sense? Is what you’re looking for so important that you’re willing to go out there on your own? That’s like wandering into the Black Forest! Only someone stupid enough would try that expecting to come out alive!”

From those words alone Frost could tell that Autumn probably had this same conversation with countless that came before her. She had seen people arrive determined and leave in despair. Autumn remembered a foul memory that caused her face to contort.

Frost hummed to herself before joining her. But unlike Autumn who could only see the fog, Frost stared up as though she could see the stars.

“The thing is, I have to do it because I’m the only one who can.”

The weight of her words was immeasurable. Autumn could not gauge the depth of her experiences from those words alone. They were suffocating, and Autumn’s eyes slowly shut as she realized that this person was not like the dreamers and aspirers she had warned before.

She was someone who had already experienced the worst.

“It’s nice to hear someone look out for you, huh? It brings back some good memories. That reminds me, how is the Black Forest looking?” Frost randomly asked, wondering what the conseses about that wretched place was like now.

“Well, I’ve never seen it, but I heard from my cousin that she met the person who conquered the beast in there. Apparently, they were a feather-coat-wearing healer. I think those Herald cult people have brainwashed her for good.”

… huh? Wait a second…

“Autumn. Who told you that ridiculous story?”

“A Patron of the Highways. She’s pretty infamous for always carrying around that Script of hers. Maybe you’ve already met her.”

Autumn sat up, stretching with a loud yawn before she revealed the name of this person.

“Does the name Via ring a bell?”

            

    
        573. Faster Than A Bullet

    
    
    
    
                “They are already dead. Stop wasting our time or the others will declare us the same!”

A fist struck the trunk of a great tree. A deep imprint was left behind where hot vapor violently steamed. Huge, silver-plated armor were worn on the eight men who had accompanied the merchant band as hired arms.

Hiring mercenaries and at least someone familiar with the Highways was standard procedure when one dared to set out into Grandis. Since the Guilds were abolished in Grandis it was difficult to determine the worth of a person. Reputation, word of mouth and a showing of strength was a common method people used to sell themselves.

However, groups or bands of mercenaries always outweighed the need for a powerful individual. The reason for this was that it was unlikely that the person hired would be enough to fight off a significant threat.

This was why fodder was needed on board. They were to serve as bait to divert the attention of, for example, a Corrupted or the wrath of an Anid Nest.

“Keep being like that and no one’s going to grieve the moment you kick the bucket. If there’s still a chance they’re alive then we’ll take it. As the orders of our clients.” Another man knocked on his steel shoulder pads, which were no different to giant slabs of steel. “They have the Mountain Caller with them. Keep your swords ready.”

“Against an entire Anid nest!? We will be late if we continue to stay here!” A merchant shouted, only to have the tip of a two-handed blade pointed at their throat.

“Need we remind you that we can slaughter you where you stand. We can easily claim that your band perished to the Anids.”

Betrayal was common along the Highways and was a risk that merchants and travelers took when moving with hired arms. This was why it was important to pay a deposit and pay the rest at the destination, though not many had the luxury of having connections or a bank they could withdraw gold from.

In most cases, people carried the bare minimum on them and simply made coins quickly from contracts or robbery.

But these eight men were not here to betray them. Honor was highly valued amongst the few that still believed in it. The insignia of a red wolf’s head could be found etched onto the great breastplates. Missing fingers were also found on each of these men’s ungloved left hands like they were trophies.

“Never forget that they are human. Our brothers and sisters and not some animal rot. If they don’t appear in the next few hours, then we’ll prepare a proper burial.”

Vitriol gathered in the bottom of one’s heart as they stared intently into the mouth of the forest. The eyes behind grated visors were so full of hate that it spread towards the others.

The reason for this was obvious as one clutched their mutilated hand.

They were survivors of the Solemn Paw’s reign over southern Grandis.

Behind them were the merchants waiting within their caravans, flipping through checklists as they rechecked their goods.

The open lands of the Highway stretched until the distant coastlines. Silhouettes of the great city of Atlas could also be seen just behind a veil of faraway fog. Snow-capped mountains range ran to the right as exotic birds soared without a care in the world.

Far ahead were the destroyed shacks of Demi-human villages that were once teeming with life, but at some point in the past they befell a fate told many times over campfires, with jeers, laugher and celebratory drinks.

The Demi-human population in Southern Grandis was at an all-time low. They may as well not even exist. However, West and North were still home to them. The mere knowledge of their existence plaguing Grandis caused one to raise their great blade over their head with a single hand.

“It will be impossible to recover their corpse. Either they be eaten, or they’ll be taken by the Corpse Snatchers. Men. Raise your swords! Offer a swift prayer to the One Who Wears Skulls!”

The cult-like behavior unnerved the merchants as their blades were brought into the air. Their deity was a questionable existence; a legend that revolved around the rebirth of the dead. Whether they were a Corrupted or not meant little to them. In fact, there were even groups that worshipped the Corrupted.

One such cult was the Followers of the Mad Slippers. They followed a Corrupted that compelled one to wear them as though it was their destiny deep within the ruins of Puritas.

Metal meeting metal rang as the tips of their blades met in the center. Warm air blew from within the forest. Leaves and thick branches swayed to the unnatural wind as they quickly assumed combat positions.

“Something’s coming!”

“Could it be them!?”

“Nonsense… You can feel this presence, can’t you!? Get ready for combat!”

What approached could not be called a human. As highly skilled mercenaries they knew to trust their gut more than their senses. At first it was a warm breeze and it turned into a violent gale. Each of these men were easily over a hundred kilograms, and yet, the wind began to push them back.

Suddenly, before one could raise their voice, the simultaneous ringing of shattering steel broke out as something passed them. Shards of their swords collapsed beneath them before they were able to process what had just happened.

None of them had blinked and still they missed it. Something definitely passed through them. Something so fast that it even had the time to destroy their blades as if out of spite.

Most of the men here were at least Level 80, meaning they were at the minimum of the Gold Adventurer Rank. They were by no means weak but still, they should have caught a glimpse of what passed them.

“Were… we spared by a Corrupted?” One broke the suffocating silence. None answered immediately as if making noise would cause what passed them to return.

“It must have been. Our prayers were answered. A-Ahaha… Ahahaha.” Maniacal laugher came from one, who clutched at their throat like they were about to vomit. “The One Who Wears Skulls heard us. We truly are blessed!”

“Wait. Hold your tongue. Something’s approaching again. It’s… It’s them!? They’re alive!?” The remaining merchant band miraculously emerged from the forest mouth, shocking them as they held defensive positions in case they were not as they seemed.

However –

“Lay down your weapons. We had help from a wandering Adventurer.” The voice of the grey-haired woman – the Mountain Caller – assured them they were indeed safe as she smoked from a pipe. “Is that how you brats greet your elders? At the very least you fools did not try to rescue us.”

“That was an Anid Nest. You are telling us that one person was able to deal with them all!? Where is… where’s the other one!? Don’t tell me… I see. You parted with her to gain passage?”

The old woman blew smoke into the air, shutting her eyes as she walked past their pointed blades knowing well that they wouldn’t dare to touch her. Her pompous attitude made it clear that she was far superior to them in both status and combat.

“You didn’t see them pass? Your hair isn’t even greying yet. The Adventurer took her along ahead to Aquagale Solitude. As you can tell from their speed our caravans are too slow for them.”

The amount of smoke she exhaled exceeded the capacity of a normal person’s lungs. Each mercenary turned to her as if she was mad.

“That was a person? Preposterous.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“N-No ma’am!”

The response was immediate. This was because a giant blade made from rock emerged from the earth beneath the man. An inch closer and his throat would have been slit.

“It makes you wonder what someone as strong as them are doing here, heading in the direction of those ruins.” She cackled to herself, not really caring about the reason. “So long as my Apprentice is safe, then I suppose it’s not a bad deal to let them go ahead.”

“Could it be for the Slippers?” A merchant uttered as the mercenaries carefully inspected the damage on their blades.

Adamantium powder was used in combination with iron to create an alloy harder than steel. Their swords were only bested by mithril and pure adamantium blades. To be destroyed in an instant meant that this person was beyond Diamond Rank.

“Could be. Could not be. Is that any of our concern? Didn’t think so.”

“It will be problematic if those Slippers end up on their feet. It may be worth tailing them.”

“I’d advise against it, but you brats can do what you want.” The old woman sighed. “As long as my Apprentice doesn’t get caught in the middle of this, then I couldn’t care less. Just pray that your Skull deity can save you if you end up on their bad side. Not anyone can take on an Anid Nest on their own.”

“We will not tolerate slander even if it’s from you –!”

“Oh shush. A deity that feeds on corpses? Does that sound like a deity to you? They’re closer to a bottom feeder.” She laughed, entering a caravan. “Hurry up. You don’t have the luxury to stand around.”

“… damned hag. If only you weren’t human.” The gauntlets of a mercenary groaned and snapped as his fists curled.

The old woman laughed in response as she crossed her legs and stared out into the ocean with emerald eyes.

“Spite is good. It’ll help you grow. Now onwards!”

The wheels of the caravans moved again, upheaving earth and mud. Amongst the clopping of the horses and the groans of the caravan, a beautiful whistling could be heard. It was near angelic, the melody seemingly calming everyone’s nerves.

And that voice came from the old woman.

            

    
        574. Fables of the Electric Fang

    
    
    
    
                Desolation plagued the coastlines of Southern Grandis.

The contrast of the beauty of the world afar and the devastation nearby reminded Frost of a memory from both Earth and the old world. Sights that were depicted in the Floor of Hope were also reminiscent of the scenery that unfolded before her.

Atlas must have looked like heaven to them, as well as the Nexus. You can see it in all its glory from all the way here.

Broken wooden shacks too cramped to be called proper homes were the sanctuaries of Demi-human families. Those run-down and half-burned homes ran along the foot of the mountains to her right.

An ocean of rotten tree stumps surrounded the villages; the remains of a forest that once guarded this place.

I hope they were able to find closure.

Frost moved through the stone highway at a breakneck pace.

She practically flew across, only occasionally needing to touch the ground as August’s eyes twirled with nausea. The plains here were vast. Green lands stretched as far as the eye could see.

It was almost surreal to be able to see everything both near and far at once. She could make out a walled off structure in the distance where spires rose to watch over the lands.

That place was called Solitude’s Watch according to Autumn. Solitude’s Watch was a prison made for criminal Demi-humans along these many villages officially sanctioned by the Kingdom of Puritas. For what reason was no doubt a depressing thought.

Those spires once monitored the villages over the tall canopies. Even when isolated the Demi-humans of these lands were never given an ounce of privacy. Their lives were forever the property of the Kingdom.

Similar albeit ruined towers could be found along the highway. They were also used to monitor the villages closely. At some point they were destroyed by what seemed like explosives. Others had tiny holes that ran throughout their structures as if they were shot by a hail of bullets.

Some of these ruins along the highway had evidence of electricity having been used, as evident by lightning scars thar sawed through logs and Lichtenberg figures imprinted into wood which could only be caused by high voltage.

Nav. How rare is electricity as a magic?

“Extraordinarily from what I am aware of. Very few can utilize electricity. Even less that can shoot it from their bodies. It’s often used via a proxy, like creating a cloud to shoot lightning. Why the sudden question?”

I have a feeling that the Triplets might have gone on a rampage sometime in the past. Can you confirm this for me?

Nav disappeared for a moment before replying with:

“Cer acted alone once shortly after becoming a Moon. It was a major reason why she was pushed into taking Serum G aside from Ber and Res. She’s pondering on whether to tell you a piece of her past now that you’ve asked.”

It’d be better if she did. Let her know that I’ll never judge her knowing what they’ve been through.

“Do you remember what Raoul did when the Twins were found to be on board the Leviathan? Cer did something similar in Grandis. She says that if you look hard enough, you might hear stories about the Electric Fang.”

Let’s hope those stories don’t end up creating a Corrupted. You’ll never know what the hell’s waiting for us out here. Haaaah.

Frost made occasional stops along the way, whether it was to investigate a run-down home or a dried up well didn’t matter to her. She was naturally drawn to the dreaded history of the Demi-human villages.

No matter how hard the wind roared or the girl atop her shoulders struggled, Frost could not be brought out of her solemn trance.

Her legs brought her to a coastal village that was no larger than the Village of Virt. There were no windows, and the salty spray of the seawater had decayed the walls of the houses that sat close to the steep cliffs.

Sadness permeated throughout these lands.

Using an Interrogating Clock wasn’t needed to know of the atrocities that occurred here. Tiny sandals that never had the chance to be worn were hung from a wall like a memento. Torn letters scattered the floors of another dilapidated wood and mud hut. The pathways that cut through the village could only be described as animal paths.

Demi-humans. Half humans. ‘Less’ than human. Coming back here reminds me of how cruel people can be. I can’t imagine living in that kind of terror of being persecuted at every waking hour. Being watched by humans from their guard towers…

“B-Bwaaaargh!” Autumn began puking her guts out as soon as Frost removed her from her shoulder. “Crazy… fast… Geez. Why didn’t you warn me before running off!?”

Frost shrugged innocently before digging through one of her pockets. Once her hands were hidden, she stealthily pulled out a small red vial filled with healing liquid.

“I said I was fast, right? For you.”

“Thanks. Well yeah – Ugh… So, why are we stopping here? To sight see again?” Autumn hastily removed the cork and began chugging on the sweet fluid.

“Just having a look. I tend to get uneasy when I come across sights like this. Any legends tied to this place? Like for instance… The Electric Fang?”

“Pffft. Electric Fang? As if you couldn’t be more from the North. That story’s become a lullaby by now here in the South. They say that they cleaned up after the Solem Paw went missing, but if you ask me, it’s probably just a story made by the August Manus.”

Autumn handed the glass bottle back to Frost.

The August Manus were apparently a major Syndicate that filled the power vacuum the Solemn Paw left behind. They consisted of veteran warriors and Adventurers from all three Kingdoms and operated as a mercenary group that was one of the most effective and, strangely enough, cheapest option compared to most groups.

But that was only if their client was human. Only humans could request their aid, and their group was made up of pure-blooded humans. Furthermore, not just any human could join their ranks.

One must also be a survivor of the Solemn Paw.

Are they the people I came across? The weird guys that were pointing their swords in the skies? I didn’t think the strongest Syndicate would have swords that a breeze can break.

That ‘breeze’ of course being generated by nonother than her. It was only a light jog. Does that mean that if she had gone her full speed then their armor would have peeled off?

Frost was curious as to why those blades broke, but then again, she didn’t really care in the first place.

“So the Electric Fang is just a story at this point?”

“A tale more like it. People use it as a children’s story to teach them about the dangers of wrath – or something like that. It was common even when I was just a kid. I mean, does it make sense that someone can control a giant field of lightning that’s allegedly tens of meters wide? Killing surviving 5th Order Purifiers systematically?”

Frost wryly smiled.

I forget how old the triplets actually are despite their appearance.

“Probably not. But let me know if you have any material at Aquadale.” Frost received a nod from Autumn as she strolled through the village.

It irked her that there were no graves to be found.

“Were the Demi-humans abducted? Bastards couldn’t even give them the luxury of a proper burial.” Frost growled, causing the poor girl to shiver as a dangerous chill ran down her spine.

“G-Graves? Oh… you bury people in the North?” Frost glared at her not because she was angry, but because she was surprised by the fact that a burial was seen as deplorable in Grandis. “N-Not that I’m judging but… that’s kind of… taboo.”

“The only thing taboo is not letting a body be at rest.” Frost assured her, finding a lone white chrysanthemum at the base of a dried up well.

“So you have protection from the Corpse Snatchers up there then. It must be nice…”

Corpse Snatchers?

“We do.” Frost played along, not wanting to show her ignorance. “I see. It was my mistake assuming that the South has the same resources as we do.”

Nav. What are the Corpse Snatchers?

“Unknown. This is a first for me as well. But Res is answering that the bodies of the deceased often disappear only to reappear later like puppets on a string. Similar to the things you saw during your fight with the Masterpiece.”

Frost quickly put the pieces together.

The Memento Mori.

Undead did not exist in this world in the same sense as literature from Earth. They were bodies controlled and hoisted by the Impuritas. Perverted Necromancers better described them.

Corpses were usually burned in Grandis to prevent them from attracting the Corpse Snatchers.

Meaning they have a large foothold in Grandis. Great. Perfect. I was wondering what fucking Impuritas Group I was going to break coming in here.

Frost was elated to at least know who her potential targets were.

“If only it was a problem about resources.” Autumn sighed, joining Frost as they stared out to watch the morning sun rise above the sea. “We just don’t care enough about each other. That’s why people form groups in Grandis. You know about the trials the in the forest of Mount Virt?”

She began, tucking her hands behind her back before looking up at the Nexus.

“The Black Forest. The number of corpses that littered it needed so much fire. Who would’ve thought that using fire in a forest would burn it down? It was burned down before it became the home of a Corrupted. Nothing’s changed then, and nothing’s changed now. We’re all afraid of something we can’t control. But I think the worst thing of all is –”

“Ourselves, huh? People accused each other because they didn’t want to be accused themselves.”

“Yeah. That’s the kind of hell we live in. The Corpse Snatchers will never let us forget the sins of our fathers. Grandis has never seen peace. Ever. I’m bumbling on but you’re… I don’t how to say it, but you’re scary – but a good listener too.”

“I also want to be heard too, so I’ll always lend an ear to anyone who asks. Are you feeling better now?” Frost placed a hand onto her head.

The girl couldn’t figure out why this person seemed so much more mature than her despite her size.

“Just enough to make it to Aquagale.” Autumn chuckled cheekily. “Can I ask you something, Miss? How did you get so strong?”

Frost was a special case. An answer like conviction or determination were not enough in this kind of world. The reason she had become so strong was because she was fortunate enough to have powerful tools at her disposal from the start.

Without them, she would have died on the spot in front of the One Thousand Eyed Bird during her declaration of wanting to live. But even with these tools it was never easy for Frost.

Her eyes locked with the girl as something resonated within Autumn’s chest.

“Wanting to change everything that’s made my world miserable. I’m a spiteful person as you can already tell. Hatred alone can get you far.” Frost answered honestly, seeing no reason to lie to her. “Alright. Let me pick you up now. Since I answered your question, tell me about the 13 Orders.”

“What the – But you answered so simply.”

“Nope. I answered honestly. The onus to become strong is solely on you. Don’t ever forget that.” Frost flicked the girl’s forehead lightly before smiling at her. “But I think you got the spirit. Let’s go. No more delays. I need to set out as soon as possible.”

            

    
        575. A Glimpse of the Third Chapter of the Price of Paradise

    
    
    
    
                Aquadale Solitude.

[image: image]

A city that once housed criminals of the Kingdom of Puritas. Deplorable souls used to fill the many hundreds of cells until they were bursting to the brim, but now those same souls were mixed with the city’s populace after the incursions following the Decade of Darkness.

The 10 years after Paradise’s destruction was a time filled with endless wars wages by the remaining Kingdoms, the segmented 13th Order of Puritas, and all minor factions who struggled to claim the now vacated land of Puritas.

Aquadale Solitude played a pivotal role in preventing a push from the south by the Diavola Kingdom. The 2nd Order – The Knights of the Pale – promised the freedom of the criminals should they aid them in the bloody battle over Solitude’s Watch with forces of the North.

It was battle of one hundred Knights of the Pale and over several hundred criminals against an army number easily in the ten thousand. And yet, as if blessed by the divine, those few hundreds emerged victorious with the aid of a bird that could only punish evil doers.

Frost and Autumn passed through a field of unbothered blades and shields of the legendary skirmish. Hilts of blades rose from the ground like stubborn tree trunks. Sheilds and steel armor were reclaimed by nature as grass and weeds grew through were limbs once stuck out through.

“The 2nd Order were Puritas’ hounds.” Autumn recited. “The Knights of the Pale employed the strongest humans in Grandis. Legends say they were blessed by a bird-like deity that would bring down absolute judgement on whoever opposed them. You would’ve seen it too, I think. I only heard of it but never got to see it myself. Then again, anyone that’s seen that bird other than them don’t live to tell the tale.”

What Autumn spoke of was highly likely to be the third Chapter of the Price of Paradise. Unfortunately, knowing of its whereabouts was not something anyone knew. Like all tales, they had been passed along to have their original details lost in repeated translations.

“Wait here for a moment.”

“Huh? You’re not going to disappear on me now, are you?” Autumn was about to follow her, but Frost only needed to slightly narrow her gaze to cast an accidental Scrutiny.

“I still need you. I just need to see if there’s anything worth salvaging.”

“T-Trust me, there’s nothing worth taking from there –!”

“Just stay here.” She coldly said.

Autumn remained in a secluded area within the utterly ruined fortress that was Solitude’s Watch. Every brick was cracked, and the walls that surrounded what remained of a castle teetered on the edge of total collapse.

Frost moved towards the nearest pile of half-buried equipment. Standing before her was a sea of thousands of blades that were left in memoriam for a time that people ironically wished to forget.

A pale pocket watch was taken from her Dimensional Storage – the Interrogating Clock. She held it just below her chest and pressed a button with her thumb.

The environmental Nex here was ripe for the picking, and she could not pass on an opportunity to gather clues on this speculated Corrupted.

A bird that punishes. Can the Triplets confirm anything?

“Nothing that they know of.”

And the Arbiter?

“You know she is unfortunately. Her mouth is sealed. I can try to ask her to reveal more but…”

It’s fine. Don’t feel pressured to chase after her. Would be nice to get some information since I’m finally asking.

“No. It’s not that. The Arbiter is wearing a troubled expression. It’s my first time seeing it. Perhaps the mention of it has brought back some painful memories. She certainly knows the origin of it, but perhaps does not know of the Corrupted that has manifested from it.”

Frost sighed. It wasn’t like she didn’t understand the Arbiter’s sentiments, but it was frustrating that someone so close had vital answers but was so unwilling to hand it over. The excuse of “In due time,” or “Only time will tell,” were frankly bullshit excuses.

Her biggest hurdle with the Arbiter was that she could not tell if she was being truthful or not. Not only that, but it was impossible to strongarm her like the Beholders.


< Your Emotional State is rising… >


“Forget it. Leave it up to us to figure things out again. Besides, there isn’t much she knows about this world anyway, so we’ll leave it at that. I’m more curious if we’ll see what that thing was through the Interrogating Clock.”

It was frustrating, but at least she had other ways of gaining that information now. The clock began to tick off tune. It was delayed by a half second behind the moving second arm. Light split her world into two like the trunk of a tree as the ticking ramped up.

The Nex formed a picture between the branches of the tree of golden light like a fractured window revealing pieces of this place’s dreaded past. But unlike the Traumatic Clock which allowed one to simply view a person’s mind like this, the windows formed into one before they transformed Frost’s world in an amalgamation of all fractured windows.

The issue with the Interrogating Clock was that events and experiences could overlap. The number was determined by the number of fractures found between the branches. This complicated the order of which the events had occurred, which was especially troublesome for the Minu Auditors.

But in this instance, it allowed Frost to have an omniscient view of the events that day.

However, depending on the Nex concentration and what occurred in the past would also have in impact on how dangerous peering into the past can be.

The reason?


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< You have entered a Reminiscence >


 

A Reminiscence had similarities that made it close to a Corrupted Zone. Depending on factors outside of one’s control, there could also be Conditions required for one to dig deeper.

These are usually presented as Corrupted.

*Bwooooooom* A war horn blared as the skies were darkened by a cloud of arrows.

“ANNIHILATE ALL WHO OPPOSES THE KING!” A knight in a full suit of pale armor led the charge of hundreds against an arm of many thousands who were cloaked in shadows.

The environment within was as real as the world outside. Mana also replaced HP inside of here, meaning Healing Magic was rendered useless. Furthermore, any damage incurred within translated to reality.

Luckily, these people phased through her as if she didn’t exist.

They were mere phantoms of the past. Machinations of the Nex that lingered here like miasma. The few hundreds that fought the thousands of shadowy soldiers fought impressively with abnormal strength.

They were clearly higher levelled than their opposition, which highlighted the utter supremacy of the levels – no, of P-Factor Augmentation.

Ergo, the Soul Ranks.

Blood was shed by only the weak. Prejudice was served by the tip of discriminatory blades. Where the forces of the North fought with all their might, the Knights of the Pale swung their blades effortless as though they were reaping through fields of matured wheat.

Mages from the backlines of the Northern army moved quickly on their feet. Mobile magical artillery was a doctrine used heavily in all wars of Elysia which made anything resembling trench warfare utterly impossible.

Mobility was valued on the battlefield. Holding defensive positions was too risky due to sudden and immediate heavy bombardment. The spectacle left Frost speechless as she looked out into the distant sea, only barely able to picture what the Eternal War in South Emvita must look like in comparison.

Magical circles depicting a language that Frost still could not read formed in the skies and the tips of battle staves. The Northern army’s firepower was incredible. When they managed to hit their targets; limbs would come flying off.

If they were lucky then they’d be reduced to red mist.

The magical circles that illuminated the red skies of sunrise were like eyes of otherworldly spectators. At some point during the fight both sides had equalized their numbers, and the Southern side seemed to have reached their last foot.

Frost was waiting for the fabled ‘Bird’ to arrive with folded arms. She had watched this battle for what she perceived as three days straight. A sleeve was pulsed aside, revealing a pale analogue wristwatch said that the time outside had only passed by three minutes.

She was no stranger to enduring lengthy endeavors. Standing still for several days was incomparable to the time she had her heart ripped repeatedly from her chest for the same amount of time.

It was also not like her perception of time was skewed either. She experienced every second as if they were real, her mind retaining unwavering focus.

*Bwoooooooom!*

The war horn blew once again. Books that were strapped to the side of the Knights of the Pale were taken out.

“Glory to the king. Blood of our brethren. Punish those that defy the absolute order of His word!”

The books were written in blood. Squeezing them caused the pages to bleed as they flicked open, revealing an unrecognizable passage. But… Somehow, Frost felt sadness from it. That book was not a holy book as these people must have believed.

It was a memoriam.

This book was burned by the tallest remaining member of the Knights of the Pale. A tortured scream bellowed from the book instead of the cackling of its burning pages. The scream was like that of a thousand tortured souls crying out for something.

And that something emerged in the skies as it turned white.

But little did they know was that it was not that the skies had turned white.

“… Nav… What the fuck… am I looking at…?”

“Frost? What’s happening?”

“… I’ve seen the Icon of Judgment in person already. So what the fuck… is that?”

That pale sky was in fact the body of a being so large that it encompassed the skies. And yet Frost could not help but imagine that it was only a part of a much larger entity.

Slits formed along its body like invisible blades had cut into its flesh. Those same slits opened to reveal dozens of colossal eyes that were comparable to the moon. Golden eyes gazed down at them all with judging contempt.

Frost’s heart froze as reality shattered. The branches of the golden tree forcefully tore Frost out as a ticking exceeding that of the Interrogating Clock intercepted her.


< "The guilt eats us all the same." >


“Elysia…?”

Frost only assumed that this voice belonged to this enigmatic entity. It, after all, had the same voice as Jury.

And not only that – but amongst the scent of blood she smelt the fragrance of roses.


//////// < EXTREME WARNING > ////////


 

< Elysia has intercepted the Reminiscence >


 

< You have been forcefully removed from the Reminiscence >


 

Reality returned all at once. Frost found herself back in the desolate battlefield with eyes wider than they had ever been before. Her hands trembled as she brought them up to cup her cheeks.

“It wasn’t an Aberration of Elysia that approached me this time. That was Elysia herself. Why…”

Flames surrounded her again, melting the leather straps that wrapped the hilts of ancient blades like candlewax.

“… are you and the Arbiter trying to hide things from me? Tch.”

Frost deeply sighed, extinguishing her flames before stuffing her Interrogating Clock away into her Dimensional Storage.

Elysia’s purpose was still unclear to Frost. But to throw her out of that Reminiscence was highly suspicious. Did that tale revolve around her and the Arbiter? What was so damning about that that Frost was not allowed to see?

It annoyed her to no end that even after becoming the Amalgam there were still forces outside of her control.

She fixed her sleeves and brushed of any dirt that had clung to her during her short daze. After turning on her heels she marched back towards Autumn with eyes scorching with bitterness.

Nav. Let Jury know what just happened. The sooner she grows her magic the better off we’ll be.

“Does this mean Elysia is an enemy?”

I don’t know her intentions yet. It could be for my sake for all I know. Haaaaaaah. To Aquagale now. I’ve seen more than enough to know that the third Chapter is something impossible to miss.

And if we don’t find it, then so be it.

            

    
        576. Aquagale Solitude

    
    
    
    
                Tall fields of corn and wheat were divided by an unwelcoming road.

Groups of hardened men and women alike worked the fields as part of a repayment system. Debt was paid off with manual labor and special service for those that lacked coins, or as a form of punishment since despite the city possessing ‘Solitude’ in its name, this place was no longer a prison.

But was half of the truth. Aquagale Solitude was a special prison when compared to most in Elysia. It was a city large enough to house over 150,000, or 175,000 if one were brave enough to cram this massive number of people behind its granite walls.

Today only roughly 90,000 people live in Aquagale from an estimated 135,000 at its peak. Purges of heretics and vice versa were all too common during that decade of despair, and 45,000 from Aquagale were claimed by the maelstrom that swept Grandis following the fall of Paradise.

Whether they left Aquagale altogether in a mass exodus or were slaughtered was a blip in Grandis’ history. The fields were vast enough to sustain the heavily isolated population.

Beyond the farms were the ruins of what used to be slums, homes and other unneeded structures where rats and giant insects such as that of the Triranuchla Bird Eater; an eight-legged spider that was half the size of human adult.

The ‘Tri’ in its name came from how the ends of its legs split into three finger-like appendages which were used to grab prey. They were harmless to humans since their jaws were rather soft and full of bristles. In fact, they were used as tools to groom hair like living hairbrushes.

That being said, they were a very affectionate and clingy arachnid that had the tendency to leap at people unexpectedly. As a result, visitors to Aquagale were usually greeted by these things before its inhabitants.

However, none dared to even cast their eyes in Frost’s direction as she strode past their dark abodes. Animals were keenly aware of her dominating existence and obeyed their instinct to pretend they were dead.

“Weird. I was kind of hoping to see what kind of face Miss Benefactor would make when a spider clung onto you. Would you have gone “Aaaah~!” Or maybe, “Naaaaagh~!?”

“We just came from an Anid Nest. Those things are cute in comparison.” Frost reminded.

What were regular spiders to the Anids?

“Cute? You really have strange tastes. I can’t get a good read on you all. But that’s a good thing! That means you’ll blend right in. This city’s Patron of the Highway office isn’t that big either, so if you’re worried about attracting attention then you’ll be fine.”

Autumn was quite perceptive. She was aware that Frost didn’t want to stand out unnecessarily. Her goal was to receive the information and leave. Any trouble thereafter can be dealt with a simple squint.

“I’m more worried about you. This city doesn’t bode well. I’m guessing those same inmates are the ones running the city, right?”

“Oh yeah. It was a correctional prison if that makes any sense. More than that, the city was an experiment to see what would happen if criminals were to run a city on their own. It did surprisingly well until there weren’t enough Demi-humans to go around.”

Frost’s stomach sank.

The reason did not need to be stated. Her gut wrenched at the thought that she adamantly suppressed, the air becoming hot around her as chills ran down the spines of every single living thing in her vicinity.

“How sickening.” Frost spoke coldly.

“It is, but it’s history. It’s hard to get upset on the things that happened in the past. I just don’t want to be burdened with the guilt of something I never did.” Autumn spoke like Frost was also blaming her in a way, but this was far from the truth.

Autumn was aware that many people in Grandis were blamed for the atrocities committed to Demi-humans and Healers alike. The issue was that innocent people like here often took the full brunt of the guilt and blame, and at some point, they stopped caring altogether.

Not that it’s a bad thing either. No one can change the past. Everyone wants to escape their stigma. But the only way to do that is to change things moving forward.

“A very low chance in Grandis.” Nav didn’t have high hopes for this Region at all.

Neither did Frost, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any hope.

Frost was deeply reminded by how alien her morals were compared to most. Sympathizing with the Demi-humans was seen as strange and at worst heretical to those that were still fiercely loyal to Puritas.

At the end of the day, normal people wanted to live their lives normally. To do that, they had to obey the rules of the strong less they wish to be persecuted.

It’s a recipe for creating all kinds of awful emotions. It’s no wonder Grandis is plagued with the Corrupted.

“You’re right. History should be seen through an objective lens. But it’s different when it wasn’t that long ago. Plus your perspective changes when you know people that personally experienced it.” Frost said as they approached the fortified, grated gates of the city. “So it’s hard for me to overlook.”

“I guess I can relate to it when you put that way. Getting close to a Demi-human is heartbreaking. It’s so much easier to just stay away from them. There’s not many here anyway.” Autumn chose the easy path.

Frost looked up at the skies rather than the city itself, and with a long, drawn-out sigh, she spoke with a heavenly voice.

“I think it’s even more heartbreaking to just leave them alone. The smile they’ll one day show you will more than make up for it. I feel like I’d regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t at least try to offer my hand.”

The notion was easy to understand for most, but to rationalize was the difficult part. This was especially true for the weak.

For Frost there was no need to rationalize something like this, because for her, it was only the natural thing to do. Even when she was no more than a Level 10 human, she still went to help the young Jury unconditionally.

Autumn kept Frost’s words close to her heart.

She didn’t necessarily need or wanted to. Frost was a stranger to her, after all. But somehow, those words stuck to her more than anything her Teacher had ever said to her.


* * *


Garbage. Everything smelt of rotting garbage. The immediate assault on Frost’s nostrils was a reminder of how important civil essentials such as waste management was in such large cities.

Sewerage systems were indeed present but were highly lacking compared to even the smaller settlements outside of the Nex Megalopolis. Incinerators did most of the waste disposal and were found directly beneath bins, squat toilets and where drains eventually led to.

The city itself was heavily reminiscent of the gothic style of architecture, much like that of Little Tais.

Surprisingly, or rather – unsurprisingly; water was available through a network of iron pipes. A water reservoir existed deep underneath the city like a heart. Crystals that could infinitely produce water so long as it had existing mana supplied the city with both hot and cold water.

They were improperly maintained however, as water commonly spilled onto the streets, mixing with dirt, garbage and whatever stuck to the boots of the masses. It was crowded and chaotic compared to the cities of the Nex Megalopolis.

People holding cages with hens proudly claimed how low their prices were as did merchants with foreign goods and necessities that were difficult to procure within the city, such as magic crystal and books.

The pathways within the city didn’t make any sense to Frost. She was used to the clear-cut roads of the Nex Megalopolis, but here it was impossible to tell if a road was going to lead to a dead end or send her straight into the slums. If it weren’t for Autumn, then she’d have to climb the highest spire to understand this city’s chaotic layout.

There was also a clear division of status amongst the populace. Adventurers and those with significant strength were allowed to sit and eat at tables, whereas the common folk ate on straw carpets.

The cuisine here was also simplistic. It was either wet, unseasoned wheat-based gruel or skewers.

This place operated on the law of the jungle but also respected the need for intelligent people such as that from the Patrons of the Highway. Autumn was therefore held highly in their eyes, but there was also a tinge of superiority in their eyes whenever they spoke to her.

Frost blended in by tailing Autumn a short distance away. Her apparel didn’t stand out as much as she thought, since mages also wore similar oversized robes or grandeur coats. Hers was far too simple in design.

Simply put, it lacked the decorations that matched the wearer’s arrogance and social standing. Mages were seen as important facets of the city, so like Autumn they were held highly by those that ran this place.

They eventually reached the stone doors of a large estate. It was a double-story building with far too many windows. Autumn pressed her hand against the door where a green light enveloped her hand.

Like a hand-print scanner, huh? How does that work?

“By checking the mana of a person.”

I thought all mana was the same.

“Everyone has their own unique mana. It’s no different from one’s unique scent.”

Aaaah. That makes more sense.

Nav made it understandable for Frost, but magic was still too foreign of a concept to her to concern herself with the technicalities. Once inside she was greeted with the refreshing scent of wood.

The interior had beautiful polished-wood flooring and other wooden ornaments that reflected the status of the estate. This place was in one of the more fortunate sections of the city, so it was likely that the other buildings were decorated similarly.

Wall-mounted lanterns powered by magic illuminated the front foray.

Frost keenly entered behind Autumn, who had to hold her wrist to show the receptionist within that she had been granted access.

“You arrived… alone?” The grey-haired receptionist adjusted her glasses from behind a wooden desk.

She was not old by any means, but her hair had already grown so grey. A stern, frigid aura surrounded the receptionist who didn’t give them a second glance and went on to continue sorting out various paperwork.

“Teacher will be arriving later. I was told to go on ahead to let you know that the designated eight caravan was destroyed by the Anids. Also! I need access to my personal vault.”

“I see, for payment, correct?”

“Something like that.” Autumn nodded.

After scribbling down something, the woman placed her pen down and nodded.

“Go ahead. And dear guest. Please don’t cause a scene.”

“Of course.” Frost was surprised by how easily they let her in with Autumn.

Wouldn’t it have been better to wait? Or is that she can’t bring personal items out from this place?

Autumn climbed a staircase beside the receptionist. As Frost was about to take her first step, the receptionist glanced up at her with suspicion.

“… And you’re a mage, correct?” She sounded uncertain, as if to test Frost.

“I specialize in fire magic.” Frost, after moving her lips incomprehensibly to simulate a chant, snapped her fingers and summoned a small fire at the tip of her finger. “Convinced?”

“Hm. I assumed you were a fake with that apparel, but you’re indeed a real mage. Go on then. I apologize for interrupting.” The receptionist was satisfied with the answer.

Though the suspicion oddly didn’t leave her eyes, like she couldn’t trust Frost at all. Similarly, Frost couldn’t trust this person and simply left without uttering another word.


* * *


After moving through several hallways, they finally reached a door that required Autumn’s presence to be opened. Inside was a messy assortment of papers and steel lockers containing her personal belongings.

All sense of organization was lost, and the air of this windowless room was heavily stagnant as if it hadn’t been disturbed for quite some time.

“Why is a map being kept inside of a vault?” Frost asked.

“Because we’re the only ones that have mapped most of Grandis’ highways. Without these maps anyone can be a Patron of the Highway. I’m not really one myself. My cousin is, but life is all about connections. You got yourself a good connection right here.” She patted herself on the shoulder before rummaging through the paperwork.

There wasn’t anything to note from what Frost saw. That until her eyes linger on a paper detailing the existence of a Corrupted called ‘Scented Thoughts’.


Scented Thoughts – Corrupted – Highly Dangerous – Death Toll Estimate: 56,780

Found near the western highway leading to Bellum. Last known sighting was near one of the cities following the highway near the Forbidden Lake. Highways to Bellum through the Southwest will remain closed until further notice.


 

Sounds like something we’ll be coming across since we’ll be taking that highway anyway.

A number of monster sightings were also detailed amongst the documents. None were as concerning as the Scented Thoughts. On top of that were the Mad Slippers in Paradise. After a few minutes a dust-smothered Autumn raised a paper map to the sky in triumph.

“Found it! Miss Diamond Ranked! Take a good look at the cartography of the Patrons of the Highways! It was last drawn a month ago. Are you lucky or what? Also, please don’t copy it. I don’t want to call anyone up here to punish you.”

Finally, Frost now had her hands on a reliable map of Grandis.

“It’s fine. I just need to look at it once.”

            

    
        577. The Map of Grandis

    
    
    
    
                [image: image]

It exceeded Frost’s expectations. Every written blip was etched into her mental map the moment she peered into the map of Brandar. Everything that existed along the highways was detailed on the map, including several known sightings of Corrupted.

Unfortunately, Autumn did not possess a map of Paradise Lost as there were no highways that passed through its lands. The highway terminated here in Aquagale Solitude. A great, dividing wall and several descents down cliff-faces were required if she wanted to reach the ruins of Puritas according to the map.

“The Bellum Empire looks like it’s doing well for itself.” Frost commented, impressed by how more settlements could be found within their territory.

Then, her eyes drifted to the north.

They easily believed me when I said I came from the North. It must have something to do with that warning. If I ask what’s happening up there then I’ll look suspicious. But then again, I might as well ask anyway. It’s not like I’ll be seeing anyone from this city again.

But Frost didn’t need to ask. Autumn did the honors for her.

“You ran away from a Corrupted, didn’t you? I was suspicious. No one I knew was talking about the highway closures and such. But those people also lived through Paradise’s fall so they probably don’t want anyone to get too curious. Is that really what happened up there?”

“It’s a lot worse than you think if even I was driven out.”

“So there’ll be a mass exodus soon maybe. Or it probably already has happened. Smuggler’s Pass has seen a lot of activity lately. I tried going up there once, but those damned Arcane towers just started shooting all of a sudden.” She complained, taking back her map as she gave Frost a parting smile. “My side of the deal’s done! I’m still irked that you want to go to those ruins but hey, who can stop you? Now then, go get ‘em!”

“I’ll be on my way then. Thanks for the map. It’s interesting how the Bellum Empire might be the last of its kind.” Frost mused before finally making her departure.

The eyes of the receptionist were glued to her back. Noises of a pen scratching on paper was the last thing Frost heard as she was swallowed by the chaotic ambience of the city.


* * *


If they’re that well off, then what’s the need for a Healer? There wasn’t an explicit reason for it to begin with. It was written vaguely from what Acedia claimed. It was also mostly just a list of interested buyers. The Bellum Empire was one of the few that didn’t send someone to personally receive a Healer.

“They were cautious from the start. But they had already invested a large number of coins in advance despite this. It comes across as desperate.” Nav pointed out.

“So are the Impuritas. They need the Healers for their cerebrospinal fluids. I won’t chalk up the Bellum Empire being any different until I see it myself.”

Frost wondered if that Empire was any different from here. She went around Aquagale gathering information from whoever seemed likely to answer, which was anyone since Scrutiny was able to silently strongarm them.

It didn’t matter if they were common folk or the strongest, most armed men in a tavern. Where she walked was her domain. The drunk was instantly sobered by her presence; the furious were calmed and the most arrogant spoke clearly to answer her questions.

As it turned out, no one here had actually visited the Bellum Empire. The only way there was to travel far north or to cross the ruins of Paradise, only to follow a road plagued with Corrupted, death and all sorts of tragic ends.

The people here lived in a world of their own. They were so isolated that their news of the world came from unreliable gossip and canards. Some even believed that the Bellum Empire had already fallen. Others were not even aware of the disappearance of the new capital of Puritas – Infernis – which had recently disappeared.

In the end, Frost was left with nothing but news riddled with quotation marks.

There was no point in overstaying her welcome.

The only news that mattered was about the Mad Slippers.

“It’s a Corrupted that compels strong people to wear it. An entire cult has been made around it who seek to help it find its rightful owner.”

And who do you think that’s going to be? Frost asked Nav sarcastically.

“You, of course. A funny ‘coincidence’.”

Frost normally would have also called it funny too, but having been associated with so many things that coincidentally fitted her became something she had grown to despise. Frost was Frost. She internally assured herself that this was true, but it was if everything in this world wanted her to be someone else.

She paid these emotions no further thought as she left through the southern city gates without a hitch.

“You there!”

Or so she thought.

“Don’t move! You need to be searched before you leave!”

One of the guards that watched the southern gate marched towards her, his heavy armor clanking. Each step disturbed the filthy mud of this despicable, trash-filled place. People freely walked in and out through the gates, yet Frost was the only one who was called out to.

“Ain’t that right?” He said, looking back at his group.

She didn’t even have to see their hearts to know what was on their mind. The leering eyes of the group of men that stood guard here was more than enough proof of their despicable intent.

It was the first time in this world where she was openly seen in such a manner.

And nothing lit her fuse faster than this.

And here I thought I wasn’t going to get involved in this kind of predicament. Fine then. I need some punching bags to vent.

Needless to say, those men were never seen again.


* * *


On an unrelated case, a living amalgamation of meat which was mistaken for a Meatball was found in the sewers of the city a day later. The sack of meat had no mouth yet those that had their flesh melded and fused together screamed with their eyes.

“Abominations… Get the rest of the guards down here! Immediately!” An armed man carrying a torch order his men as he stared at the monstrosity with utter disgust.

The guards from the gate – unbeknownst to anyone – had purposely been left in the center of a pool of water to forever witness the very thing they had become.

Since they were thought of as monsters planning to contaminate their waters; people that these guards once called fiends and family were the first to slaughter them, unaware of their true identities no matter how hard they tried to convey this.

Their eyes, which was their last remaining semblance of what they once were, trembled in despair.

The stray, broken hands that reached for their friends were chopped off.

Much like a certain body part that was severed by that so-called Mage they had mistakenly crossed paths with. They had believed her to be easy prey. Someone they could use and dispose of without anyone blinking an eye.

How wrong they were.

The case of the Hungry reached the ears of the August Manus; the same men who accompanied the merchants and Autumn’s teacher. They were revered the moment they set foot into the city, and they raised a blade to silence the voices of praise as the same guard who had found the ‘Hungry’ delivered the message.

“Ramp up security. Search every inch of the sewers. The Hungry tend to nest there.” The man who spoke was the captain of the August Manus division present.

He lifted his incredibly heavy helmet, revealing a face mangled with deep scars which were like ravines.

“Did you happen to see Autumn?” He asked with a gravitas fitting his colossal, near two-meter size.

“I watched her enter through the gates. She was with a black-haired mage.” The guard immediately answered.

“Do you know where this person is?”

“I’m not sure I’m afraid. But it’s likely that Autumn has brought them to the Patron of the Highway Office. She always does that.”

“That kid is too kind for her own good.” Autumn’s Teacher huffed. “Did that one catch your interest?”

“How could it not after she declared war on us.” He patted a pouch that rustled like a bag of broken glass. Within were the fragments of his beloved blade, which was blessed by powdered adamantium. “I shall visit the Office immediately. The rest of you. Begin delegating work. The Hungry may have taken root here.”

The Hungry were the most well known and highly documented Impuritas of them all. As a result, there were many known countermeasures against them. Fire was easily the best. Everyone knew how imperative it was to cut them down before they could multiply.

He marched through the streets with the Teacher by his side. She was by no means tiny even in comparison to him. She stood at least 180 cm and matched his disciplined strides. Both were veterans in their trade, having lived long lives in a line of work where people usually died at Autumn’s age.

“Chantless magic. The merchants were saying this. You were unconscious during the time, so only Autumn is aware.” The man spoke with suspicion.

“Chantless magic isn’t an easy feat. One lapse of concentration and your blood vessels will explode. She must be quite the magician to be able to talk and cast magic simultaneously. But really. Don’t you believe it’s a stretch? We’re no strangers to those who can perform such feats.”

“Are you trying to protect them?”

“No darling. If I were then wouldn’t be so invested. I’m more curious. I’m a seeker of opportunity, not a blade that gets swung around.” The old woman knocked on his armored forearm. “This is why I like the new generation. They’re less drawn to be a pack of hounds.”

“It’s because those people never experienced the hell we’ve been through. If it weren’t for us, then they’d be shoveling shit for another Empire, like that cursed Bellum scum. Never forget who they backed.”

He gazed at the front doors to the Office with palpable hatred. It felt as if the door would break under his immense pressure. It swung open as soon as the old woman placed a hand on its cold surface. She didn’t want to have to replace the door, which would undoubtedly come at her own expense.

“The Solemn Paw~” She hummed as they entered. “As per usual. Who did Autumn bring this time? Were they interesting? Please tell me they’re someone I can learn a thing or two from~”

“Enough of your nonsense, hag. You. Speak.”

The receptionist immediate slipped a written document onto the counter as if she had been anticipating their arrival.

“The person you’re seeking is more than likely a Blessed. I didn’t sense any mana emanating from her and she was able to use magic. Normally that’s not enough because she chanted, but this puts her on the same level of a suspected Corrupted.” The receptionist claimed.

“… what nonsense –!”

“Quiet you. Let mages discuss this.”

The old woman dismissed the man with a raised hand, infuriating him to no end as he was barely able to hold himself back from lashing out.

“No mana but she could use magic? Are you certain?”

The receptionist finally stood, revealing her brown eyes that suddenly revealed a small, blue glow. Inscriptions were written along her irises, reminding them of the fact that she was able to detect mana unlike many.

“My eyes have never lied to me. Like your Recording Eye has never failed you.”

The old woman’s emerald eyes glistened as she smirked to herself, taking a seat on a nearby bench.

“Ooh. That feels better. Hm. If I were awake at the time then I could’ve confirmed it myself. But no matter. I just need to see her once to see if they’re a Corrupted or not.”

“Preposterous. Human Corruption? We’re dealing with a Blessed. That’s what matters the most. To think they’d be setting foot into Grandis again… Could she be the reason for the Hungry that was discovered?” The man was jumping through so many loops that the old woman had to huff her pipe twice as long as she usually did.

“Aren’t you jumping to conclusions too soon?” She asked.

“Those Blessed never tried to save us. They left us to die – to rot here on our own –!”

“Tell that tale to someone who doesn’t know. You and I know how we treated them too. It would be wiser to welcome them with open arms. Let’s raise the curtains then close them. We don’t need an encore. Hmm. It would be nice to see Grandis lose the need for new dogs like us.”

The man smashed his fist against the wall, sending cracks along its surface. The walls were made of reinforced bricks; a testament to his strength. He had enough of this and stormed out the door, shoulder barging it with such immense force that it too cracked.

“Damned hag!” He roared on his way out.

The silence replaced his presence. The receptionist bundled her hair together to form a ponytail as she stared solemnly at the old woman.

“Master. Will you be ok out there?” She asked worriedly.

“I’ll be fine. My calling is elsewhere.” The old woman assured, but the receptionist didn’t seem convinced.

“Are you still looking for him? Your grandson?”

Finally, that permanent, smug grin that lingered on the old woman’s face turned into one of warmth and irredeemable agony.

“My journey begins and ends with them.” She said, standing up. “That’s why it’s important that you keep letting me know who leaves and enters. That Blessed person could be a key to finding them for all I know.”

“Isn’t dangerous to put your hopes on them? When they could be dangerous?”

“Look at me young Iris. I’m withered and old. Weathered and shaped by countless years. I’m closer to death than most in Grandis. Desperation comes when time is no longer in your favor.” She imparted her wisdom onto the receptionist, believing that the Blessed was perhaps her last chance.

“Prepare my things. I’ll be setting course to Paradise Lost by tomorrow morning. I only hope that Autumn does not get swept into the storm that approaches.”


            

    
        578. A Familiar Collection Team On the Scene

    
    
    
    
                The paws of giant wolves crushed rock in their wake.

Inconspicuous stone caravans were drawn by just one of these. Somewhere deep within the mountains of central Grandis was a band of ten caravans. They moved in a single file like a long, segmented snake as they cut through a steaming bog where a highway ran.

There wasn’t any sign of civilization for the next several tens of kilometers.

Even small villages failed to thrive in these extremes where children were doomed to be dragged from the neck down in festering waters. The sound of popping bubbles that broke at the surface of the pools of green sludge somehow drowned the galloping of the wolves.

Their wheels were also far wider than regular caravan wheels to provide more surface area in case they strayed off the beaten path.

The Central Bogs was a place just southwest of Concordia’s Stand which stood firmly north of Mount Virt across another section of mountain ranges. Bowstrings were drawn taught as arches hidden within the compartments kept an eye out for any stray movement outside.

Blades were sharpened and fresh fruits were devoured by haggard men who lived the mercenary life. Within each compartment were cages that were draped with cloth. Light was barely able to seep through the sniper holes of the caravans, so what laid behind those cages were never allowed to see the light of day.

Murmurs and soft whimpering could be heard from behind the cloth. Metal bars trembled as the faint outline of multiple young figures held onto each other for support. The core of an apple rolled towards one of the cages, the putrid stains of the gangrene mouth of a mercenary glued to the fruit.

Tiny and large hands swiftly clawed out for the meal in desperation, humoring the men who were overtly thrilled by this. Random scraps, fish bones, and food that would not even be fed to a pet were placed beside the cages. Sometimes empty bowls would be left, others contained spit and other putrid bodily fluids.

The despair of the Demi-humans that were chained and kept within the cages was their sole source of entertainment. It was the eighth day of their journey from the far east where the few remaining Demi-humans of this side of grandis were speculated to reside.

Some were even from Brandar, evident by their apparel which no Grandis-born Demi-human could ever conceive of wearing. Most were bruised, others with heavily broken limbs supported by children. Few remaining unmoving in corners, their bodies thin from malnourishment as if they were seeking a natural way out of their predicament.

“Too bad we can’t do more to them. Those crazy bastards want them in good shape.” One said, peering into a hole above the caravan to get a better look around them. “And they’re paying well too.”

“Think any of them will be accepted by that Slipper thing?”

“They’re just sacrifices. But I bet it’s a guise to do what we wanna do right now with ‘em. But coin is coin. They’ll find us wherever we try to go. You know how persistent they are.”

They did not see the Demi-humans as equals at all. Human superiority was a condition that afflicted the humans of Grandis primarily, as well as those in Emvita but solely towards the Demons.

The Demi-humans trembled within their shared cages at the mention of becoming sacrifices. Swollen eyes looked at one another for comfort. Half the time those eyes fell onto those who had long accepted their fate.

“… Are we… going to die?” A young, dog-eared boy clung onto the tattered dress of a bunny-eared woman from Brandar.

She was one of the few who were gagged with a muzzle meant for animals. Since she was likely to be able to use magic, keeping her mouth sealed was the only way to prevent her from causing problems.

She shook her head in a no to assure him.

“Will someone really help us?”

It was better to say yes in this situation. Deep down they all knew that they were not going to come out of this alive.

Suddenly, the legs of the man whose head peered out the caravan stiffened severely. No one noticed it at all, as he appeared as if he was still standing on the stepladder. The Demi-humans froze instinctively at the scent of blood, but they could not tell if it came from the humans or from one of their own.

A whistle blew from outside as the wolves howled simultaneously to alert the mercenaries of an approaching caravan.

“Ten caravans. They’re also drawn along by wolves by the looks of it. You getting a better look up there? Hey?”

“Probably still using [Detection] magic to see what’s behind their walls.”

“They’re heading where we came from. Are they heading through the Smugglers Pass to the west or are they trying to sneak into Concordia’s Stand?”

“Should we ask them? Oh.” One of the men peered through the gap, exchanging a brief stare with a pair of sky-blue eyes. “A… Healer…?”

The wheels of all ten of their caravans collectively collapsed, causing the mercenaries and the Demi-humans to tumble around. Before they could even make sense of the situation, the caravans outside similarly came to an abrupt stop.

“They’re coming to rob our goods –!”

The head of one disappeared before he could even finish speaking. Something tiny had penetrated through the thick wall of their caravan. The thunderous explosion caused the mercenaries to hesitate to draw their weapons.

Because as soon as one did, their arm was severed clean by another nearby explosion.

*Bwoooooooom*

A haunting horn was played by the other caravans simultaneously, the sound vibrating their bones and shaking the thick willows of the bog.


“Exit the caravans unarmed and you will be spared. Failure to comply will result in immediate termination.”


 

The voice was spoken via [Amplification] magic by the hearty voice of a ferocious man. It was clear that they were heavily outmatched. But even so, few tried to draw their weapon regardless of this. One even tried to stand in front of a cage only to be shot by an invisible projectile just seconds before using the Demi-humans as a shield.

“They have [Detection] magic of their own. Far stronger than ours. Dammit… Why didn’t warn us you –!”

Finally, the man above fell between the mercenaries. His face was split in half by something blunt. Blood spluttered beneath them as they realized the severity of the situation. Resisting was all but futile now.


“You have ten seconds to leave.”


 

“Ten.”


 

“Nine.”


 

“Go… GO! MOVE!”

The mercenaries were far too heavily equipped and broad to funnel through the caravan’s exit without issue.


“Eight.”


Their caravans were large enough to hold upwards of 20 people and another few dozen Demi-humans.


“Seven.”


But even so, they struggled and trampled on one another.


“Six.”


 

The Demi-humans were left alone in the caravans, weeping, and huddling together for protection.


“Five.”


The older Demi-humans offered their lives first by placing themselves at the outermost of the group.


“Four.”


But little did they know…


“Three.”


Was that these people who had declared war on them.


“Two.”


Were in actually here to rescue them.


“One.”


A hail of bullets riddled the sides of the caravans. Thunderous roars dominated the bog as even dangerous predators fled from the scene. The mercenaries, merchants, and drivers who had failed to leave the caravans were reduced to a thick sludge.

Outside the mercenaries were rounded by the wolves of the opposition’s caravans. They were easily detached and left to operate on their own, and on their backs were humans and Demi-humans wearing red bodysuits, a half-coat, shorts, and a red tie.

And held in their arms was a scarlet, bulky weapon capable of shooting projectiles. In short, it was a firearm not dissimilar from the Talons of the Black Wings.

“You – You’re – those red-armored Collectors!? How can you do this to us!? They are not yours to take! Isn’t that the deal we’ve made with your kind!?” The merchant referenced a longstanding treated that was made with Scarlet Logic and the slavedrivers of Grandis.

This treaty had prevented their Collection Teams from taking slaves that were already owned by a master. However, unbeknownst to him was that these people were not from Scarlet Logic.

Or more accurately, they used to be from Scarlet Logic.

            

    
        579. Another Voice From Beyond the Void?

    
    
    
    
                Indeed.

This squadron were the few defectors of Scarlet Logic led by none other than Manager Cara from Scarlet Logic’s Dawn Collection Team.

“You will not speak to us like we’re equals.” The man who had spoken earlier using [Amplification] magic was Fran – the Tamer of the red-coated Scarlet Wolves present.

“Pay that one no heed, Vice-Captain.” The voice of a woman spoke from behind the line of giant wolves that surrounded the mercenaries.

They parted in an instant, with all members riding atop them saluting with dignified postures. Even after leaving Scarlet Logic their discipline hadn’t faltered.

As matter of fact, it had improved ever since they were absorbed into the Nexus.

Whilst the mercenaries stumbled where they stood like children, the two women who approached them, one being a human with long, red, and black hair – and the other being a Demi-human bunny with a single ear, approached them with absolute majesty.

“Captain Usa.” The woman spoke to her teal-haired bunny-eared partner.

“Yes Manager!”

“Have your squad search the caravans. Let the Black Wings treat their injuries. Bring the most troubled to the Lunar Haruspex.” Cara commanded, a hand pressing against a small, compact firearm that sat by her hip.

“You heard the Manager! Start freeing the Demi-humans!”

Accompanying Cara’s team were two Black Wings and a single Lunar Haruspex and a handful of their Lunas – their chosen Aspiring Moons.

Usa left without a hitch, her eyes never even considering the mercenaries as if they weren’t there at all.

A tall humanoid entity grabbed the top of a caravan with their colossal, slender hands. It was the Lunar Haruspex, whose presence instantly caused the mercenaries to tremble as if in the presence of a beast.

“Poor things. Hey there. We’ll get your arm and ears back no problem.” The Black Wings made swift work, the sound of explosions riddling the air.

“You – intend to kill them!?” A slaver roared but was immediately shot in the arm for speaking out of line.

“I’ll be the one to ask the questions. Know your place, insect.” Cara didn’t even see them eye to eye.

They were both humans, but Cara considered them as no better than the dirt beneath her feet. Her crimson eyes drilled into their skulls, as did her squad members and the Scarlet Wolves.

“If you want to live then you’ll do precisely as we say. You will head over there.” Cara glanced into a bubbling bog nearby. “And walk through as if we never saw each other.”

“W-We’ll die –!”

*Bang*

Cara’s weapon was drawn seemingly even before the contesting mercenary’s head exploded.

“You’ll die here too. But I’m a generous person. Like you, you didn’t let the Demi-humans die when you could’ve taken their lives so easily. So, I’m offering you an avenue to escape.”

“By suicide…?” One uttered in disbelief, clutching a pendant that carried the picture of a loved one.

Usa returned to Cara’s side and whispered:

“Manager, they have signs of starvation. It’s been eight days at least. Ten at most. The Black Wings have given the verdict.”

“Being?” Cara asked.

“An eye for an eye.”

Cara grinned in response and raised a hand to dismiss Usa. She holstered her weapon and ran a hand through her hair, revealing scars from her imperfect, final iteration that she considered her truest self.

“You can hold your breath. All that’s being depraved from you is air. I’m not taking away your food, your water, your freedom. It’s all in your hands.”

“What kind of twisted logic is that supposed to be!?”

“Is that how you humans out there are taught!? To betray your own kind in favor of those bastards!”

The treated children, who were brought to the new caravans, shivered in fear. They were guilty for something they never committed. They were guilty for simply wanting their suffering to end.

Cara and all members of her Recovery Team deeply empathized with the slaves.

Because they were once in that position as well. To have their hearts belong to someone else. A piece of their soul taken away, and their bodies to conform to their master’s whims.

And as a result, they and even the wolves stared with glowing, crimson eyes. One by one, the wolves marched forward, their fangs pried wide as they snapped the air, forcing the mercenaries and slavers to retreat towards the very edge of the bog.

“Hey – HEY! You can’t –!”

“MY FINGERS! MY ARM! I’M BEGGING YOU!”

“I- I have children – I’m doing this because I need to support them!”

It always ended with someone rationalizing their sin with family.

Such a thing was not a valid reason in their eyes. In fact, it was an even more aggravating factor that caused Cara to reprimand them as they jumped into the bog and slowly began to sink.

“Did it never cross your mind that they had families too? Even we know the price that must be paid for playing with lives like you have. Because we…”

Cara’s eyes burned into theirs, as slashes on her wrist appeared due to her Heightened Emotions.

“… have also committed the same sins.”

Blood trickled down her fingertips from those manifested scars. But before her emotions could Heighten further, the voice of her Vice-Captain brought her back.

“Manager! You cannot manifest your Corrupted Persona here.”

“… Correct. It would be a waste on those already damned to death. Thank you. That was unsightly of me. I began hearing our benefactor’s voice for a moment.”

Cara was one of the few who were given a Corrupted Persona to wear as her own. The name of it was Solemn Regret; a Corrupted born from someone who lived lamenting their irredeemable sins.

That person was once a Scarlet Logic Collection Team personnel, who broke down after realizing that the people they had once saved were churned into living clumps of meat.

Who she wore was essentially the living ego of her friend.

“Are we still on track?” Cara asked, raising a hand to dismiss the rest as she coldly observed the bog’s surface.

By now their lungs would have been filled with infested water and mud. They’d be food for whatever lurked down there.

“We are. We’re due to rendezvous with the Amalgam in exactly ten days near where Infernis was believed to have disappeared.” Her blonde-haired Vice-Captain answered.

“We’ll bring these ones back to our last checkpoint and have them sent to Brandar. The Golden Index is always looking to adopt new members. They’ll need it after the last mass purge.”

“The Amalgam has a fondness for Beholder Carpalis, no?”

“It’s because Carpalis is nice. We even got to meet her too. To think Scarlet Logic wanted to kill someone like her. We live in a fucked-up world. But we’re lucky we have people with goods heads and hearts to make our wrongs into right.”

“Manager! It’s done! We have everyone on board!” Usa returned; her half-coat drenched with teardrops. “You were cool today, Manager!”

Usu hopped in place, hoping to be praised by Cara.

“… Hah. Shut up and get back already. You’re embarrassing me.” Cara scratched the side of her face.

Long ago Cara would outright roar at Usa, but now she was laxer with her. Usa, despite her air-headedness, shared the same burden as them all. And Cara regretted that it took her this long to realize that Usa was one of the reasons why the morale of her team was abnormally high compared to others back in the day.

It was because of her smile.

That damned, carefree smile.

“The other Recovery Teams are sweeping along Grandis as we speak. It won’t be long before we’ll send Scarlet Logic Remnants to seize strategic parts of Grandis as soon as possible. The Amalgam’s serious about wanting to get a foothold into Grandis.” Cara reminded them of the Head’s plan.

Frost was here for reasons of her own, but collectively as the Head, there was more to it than just finding evidence, Corrupted and a potential Advent. It was a massive endeavor that involved nearly every ounce of manpower.

This was the reason why Jury needed to remain within the Nexus as well.

“Of course she is. Just who do you think gave us a second chance~?” Usa hummed, hugging Cara’s arm.

“The same person who’s giving everyone else a second chance. So let’s do our job well. No half-measures. Fran. Please continue to keep my condition in check. I heard the voice again.” Cara kindly asked.

“The ticking? I shall write it –” Fran was suddenly interrupted by Cara who made a complex expression.

“… oddly no. It wasn’t a ticking.”

“Oh? Care to describe it to us?” Usa was curious.

Cara wondered whether it was good idea to tell them. No, more than that, she felt embarrassed to admit it since it’d look like she was obsessed with Frost.

Regardless, she revealed it to them since she trusted them more than anyone else in this world.

“Don’t laugh at me when I tell you this…”

She began in a solemn whisper.

“… but I could have sworn I heard Frost’s voice.”

            

    
        580. The Outskirts of Puritas

    
    
    
    
                At the time Frost didn’t know how horrific Healing Magic truly was.

Neither did she know the extent of the stigma behind such a pure magic.

The Blood Angels, the Scarlet Healers, and now the Black Wings and hers truly.

She was always aware that Healing magic was sinister when wielded wrongly. Or when its pure power was harnessed by people other than the Healers. She always believed that Healing magic itself was the purest form of magic for it could do no ill.

However, Frost came to a realization after restoring the bubbling soup of meat that were the guards.

The Healers, including the White Doves, were capable of unintentional evil.

When broken flesh of many were close in proximity then healing magic would fuse them together, stacking bones, melding muscle, and bonding blood vessels and nerves into one, creating things that shockingly resembled entities of the Crimson Hunger.

This phenomenon as she had learned from Nav was another one of the caveats of Healing magic.

Such monstrosities only lived for a split second before they perished. At most they’d live for a minute.

Frost never had the opportunity to heal something from such a destroyed state. People were usually dead by then, but she possessed a Mastery Skill that did not allow those she was in contact with to perish.


(S) MASTERY: Black Dove’s Roost

< Nestle within the Angel in black’s wings. It’s safest there >

< EFFECT: Prolonged Stasis will prevent your death and targets so long as it is active. Prolonged Stasis may now be used in conjunction with any Active Skills >


 

So how were those guards able to live for up to hours afterwards? How did their bodies clump up into balls of flesh? The reason was not as simple as the repeated reconstruction of their bodies.

Rather, it was the result of [Prolonged Stasis].


 

(S) Prolonged Stasis V

< EFFECT: Convert MP to HP every second. Irregular conversion on target will result in the Overhealing Condition >

< CONVERSTION: Gain 100 HP per 1 MP spent >


Overhealing

< The condition of having excess HP. When Overhealed by 50% target will begin experiencing abnormally high internal activity. Blood Rip may occur during this time. At 100% Overheal, excess biomass will be created to compensate for elevated HP pool >


 

Blood Rip

< Exploding blood vessels due to immense systolic blood pressure. In other words, an aneurysm >


Normal Healers were too weak to replicate these effects. Also, people were usually dead long before a Healer could bring them back from liquid sludge. Only the very best Healers were able to perform such a feat, such as that of the Perched and the Mothers.

It was easy to conclude that the Healers were the sole cause of the Crimson Hunger’s existence, but in truth, they were likely only a small fragment of it.

After all, Frost was aware of the existence of how Scarlet Logic operated. Furthermore, the Scarlet Logic could even be linked to the likes of the Octanid that used living, liquified beings to constitute for its blood.

Grand Healing V’s Mastery effect can only reach 25% Overhealing. But Prolonged Stasis can reach 100%. I’ve never had the need to use it until now since I only received it after the big battles were over.

“So the first thing you did was use it in an unintended way. I was wondering when you’d start using your Skills unconventionally. Healing magic to punish. That’s quite like you.”

You mean that as a compliment, right?

“I like to think so.”

If you think so, then I’ll consider it as such. Thanks Nav.

Frost relayed this information back to her companions in the Nexus. The fact that Healers could do this was new to her, but presumably common knowledge to the Beholders.

Nav soon confirmed that this was one of the reasons why the Healers were prosecuted in the first place. Not that it was a major reason, but it was still something Frost particularly kept in mind.

What do the Impuritas want with the Healers? Is it because they’ve lost their access to Brandar that they’re resorting to needing Healers to create biomass for them?

Frost pondered on this thought as she stood at the very edge of a cliff.

Before her was the vast, desolate expanse of the ruins of Puritas. The landscape was carved as if the claws of an unimaginably large entity, creating colossal gorges, valleys, and canyons.

“Highly likely. But they were after their CSF, their Cerebrospinal fluid. I have no doubts that it is linked to their methods of stealing the Beholder’s Aspects of Technology. Frost. Can you see the same thing you saw that day? A ‘Tree’?”

Frost stared out into the desolate lands, where a sliver of light shone through the grey clouds that smothered the skies.

Nothing. I don’t see that faint outline anymore. It’s fine though. The plan will go on as normal. I’m going to investigate the ruins and find some clues. Aster still sees the light in this direction, right?

The reason Frost was here as well was because it was where Aster declared one of the Pillars to exist. Since there were more than twelve, they were unsure if it meant it was an Advent or something else entirely.

So when Frost heard that a Corrupted was present, she wondered if it was a Main Sequence Corrupted instead.

“It is. Do your best Frost. I will be cheering for you on. Wooo.” Nav cheered with zero semblance of emotion.

Frost laughed as she took in the walls of the immensely massive palace that sat in the center of Paradise Lost.

Surrounding it were walls and spanning city districts that were so large that the million or so lives that lived within seemed false.

No, she was convinced that it was.

The size of it was hard to determine due to the distance, but the fact that the mega city of Paradise spanned a considerable chunk of those lands only further cemented this.

Five million?

Ten million?

More.

It had to be more.


* * *


The territory of Puritas was divided into 13 provinces, each belonging to a member of the 13th Order including the Royal Family – Puritas. Where one began and another ended was lost by the weathering of time.

The only trees in Paradise Lost were the concrete pillars that once supported multi-stories homes. There were no roads or trails to follow. Only desolation. Rolling hills provided cover, as did the urban ruins.

As ruined as the landscape was, it was not empty. Very rarely were their clearings. Nearly every inch of Puritas’ territory was urbanized, with few sections of forests and empty lands scattered between its territories.

Much like how the Sectors of the Nex Megalopolis were made.

So this is where they drew inspiration from.

To the outside world Paradise would have appeared exactly as its name suggested.

A paradise.

An urban complex that would have housed many millions across its districts and provinces. But now all that surrounded Frost were fragments of a time rightfully lost. She immersed herself through the ruins.

Not even rats of insects were to be found nesting in these ruins.

The streets were wide, but the offshoots were eerily narrow. From a single glance she could tell that Puritas’ layout was optimized for navigation. She slipped through these crevices, unearthing ancient rubble with her bare hands.

The twisting pathways between the buildings were easy to get lost in. It was an urban made all the more difficult since the distal parts of Puritas were more intact than its depths. Frost eventually took it upon herself to climb onto the broken rooftops.

From there, she leapt from roof to roof like a specter, still overwhelmed by the sheer emptiness of this place.

She felt utterly alone.

Was this place a form of purgatory? So many homes were left abandoned. Broken windows revealed empty interiors, others bloody. The buildings were like that from the baroque era but with a gothic twist, having bold and jagged architecture that oddly complemented the beautify of this place.

The overgrowing grass that crept through the pale brick paths did not move to the wind. Neither were her footsteps carried by it. Everything seemed to dwarf her as she was swallowed by the lingering misery of this pale world.

And to think this place was on the outskirts of Paradise.

It all felt like time itself was frozen. The memories of that turbulent time were immortalized by the ruins. It was all unchanging, and Frost couldn’t help but to hold her breath as it strangled her no matter where she went.

The ticking of her Interrogating Clock revealed bloodied streets and rooftops where flaming arrows struck like fallen brimstone. Bloodshed and flames were all she could see in the memories of this place, which were delivered by knights in pale armor riding on horseback.

“We did nothing wrong!”

“We’re citizens aren’t we!? Why are you slaughtering us!?”

“Has the King gone mad!? Are you not from the 2nd Order!?”

Frost observed the memories from the heights of the buildings, watching them mercilessly cleave through the innocent. It mortified her. Sickened her beyond she was used to. The guilt of the blood she spilled was something she had to carry on for the rest of her life.

And yet through those visors she saw eyes that carried no fragment of regret as they wiped their cherished blades from the blood. The skies were red and full of smoke as if mirroring the streets that ran red that night.

“Puritas has a bloody history. So the 2nd Order went around slaughtering innocent people after Paradise was lost. A tragedy that everyone’s forgotten. All of the sake of the King’s will. Everything started to fall apart after that, huh.”

Frost’s eyes lingered on the largest structure in her current province. It was a palace constructed atop a steep hill which overlooked its territory. The brilliant icon was one of the few structures that were left mostly untouched, although this was because they were only looking at its good side.

The other half of the palace was in total ruins.

“I have a feeling that we’ll be finding something interesting in there. Nav. Are you also updating my map for me as I go along?”

Always. It will be useful for those who will be sent in later. After all, disregarded places of this kind –

A scream echoed from the streets ahead, prompting Frost to move quickly, leaving behind a cloud of rubble. The sheer force of her leap caused the building she was perched atop to crumble away.

“– Are breeding grounds for scum. Autumn warned me that this place was a cesspool. But she doesn’t realize we’ve already powered through a place arguably as worse.”

Frost was no stranger to places like these. After all, she had already ventured through the likes of the City of Spades.

And this time, her inferno would be a proper cleansing flame that can discriminate good from evil.

            

    
        581. At The Base of The Palace

    
    
    
    
                The suburbs surrounding the pale palace were home to merciless vagrants.

Syndicate-turned Adventurers, murders, wanted criminals, and the exiled made up a small portion of the population in these lands. Melting pots where people were able to flock to for amenities were a rarity here, and these suburbs were one such place.

The only law was the Law of the Jungle. The strong devoured the weak. Payment was made through bloodshed and despair, whether it be for food, clothing, or simply because one felt like it.

Even individuals within tight-knit groups cast suspicion towards their openly proclaimed friends. Inns and bars were constantly in tatters as their patrons cheered their nth mug of poorly made alcohol to drown their sorrows.

Blood was everywhere. Corpses both fresh and old were just as common. Bodies hung from clothesline that ran from roof to roof. Children were also a rarity in this place, as were the elderly. It was a putrid colony of criminals that had free reign.

However, this did not mean that they pounced on whoever they felt like it. There were clearly unspoken rules they abided by at all costs. Otherwise, Frost would have been shot at with an arrow the very moment she set foot into their territory.

They’re only studying me. This has to do with that cult surrounding the Mad Slippers, huh?

Only their eyes followed wherever she went, noting her every move, her apparel, and the magician’s ‘staff’ she carried on her back. The streets were fairly populated, but few dared to walk in the middlemost lane.

Most waited in the shadows at the outer edges, speaking amongst themselves or simply waiting for an opportunity to arise.

There was not a single person that could be called a civilian in these ruined suburbs. A mismatch of gear was worn unanimously, as they were not bought in sets. Rather, each piece was robbed from a different person, creating nonsensical gear combinations.

For example, metal greaves but no protective tunic. Or someone in steel armor but wearing sandals. Frost shared the imagery with Nav who thoroughly enjoyed the visual.

“I recall that Cer said that a good way to tell a Blessed apart from a normal Adventurer was their mismatching apparel. A Blessed could blend in well here.”

I stand out because of that. Not to mention that there isn’t a lick of filth on me. Maybe moving in tatters would’ve been a better idea… But then again, Jury never would have let me go. Neither would I.

“You used to not care so much.”

My body’s a temple. It’s sacred and for Jury’s eyes only. Also, I was fighting for my life in those moments when I was half-naked. Hard to care about being seen when your heart’s being torn out of your chest over and over again.

Besides, I’m also a girl now, so… well, you know. I’m a modest person at heart. Being too revealing is a no go for me. I’m starting to care more about these things now. But context matters.

“What if I wore bikini armor? Would you treat me all the same?”

Frost’s face cringed at the thought. It was a gut reaction but after giving it some thought, her face mellowed as she visualized it.

I feel like bikini armor wouldn’t suit you. A suave style definitely fits you the best.

“Cer is saying something different.”

Frost entertained the thought as she approached the foreboding front of a tavern. Pieces of its doors were scattered along the cracked streets.

What’s she saying this time?

“That I will look better holding a whip.”

… Tell Res to get the wire brush.

Out of all the places available to her she had chosen this place in particular.

Why was this the case? What could have compelled her to walk in their direction rather than the palace?

The reason came in the form of an Ability.


< Black Dahlia | ABILITY: Sins Are Nutrients >

< EFFECT: Create and control thorny brambles at will. They will guide you towards Sin-rich soils. Attain Nex from Sin-rich sources via the brambles. What is determined as a ‘Sin’ is dependent on your interpretation >

< Like the flowers, we reflect the world that has nurtured us. The colors of our petals are proof of our experiences >


 

Unbeknownst to vagrants that monitored Frost’s every move, thorny vines burrowed beneath their feet like worms. The brambles were able to form within a meter radius around her body. This allowed her to completely bypass the layer of bricks.

It was not known how they were able to detect Sins, but Frost theorized that it was in the same way that plants were able to grow towards light. They possessed metaphysical receptors that no amount of explanation or biological study could ever dream to uncover.

She could feel their every move like phantom limbs. The way the rock parted in their wake, how they wriggled through the compacted earth. She felt it all down to the individual thorns that desired but one thing.

The blood of a sinner.

In a way, Frost was like a blossoming flower ripe with nectar; a trap to lure the sinful towards the maw of something indescribable, who would soon be absorbed as nutrients to feed the flower.

And of course, they could be used offensively. The range was sadly only twenty meters. But if she funneled them in a single direction then it could easily rise to a hundred.

Unfortunately, they were not remarkably powerful.


Brambles Seeking Colorful Teardrops

< It begins with a shallow cut. When it lacerates tell us of the colors that gushes like their tears >


 

< All Stats are 1/10th of yours >


 

They were not swift or powerful enough to injure those with high-DEF higher than even 200. However, the purpose of the brambles was never to damage. It was to constrict. To find and strangle sinners.

Also, a tenth of her HP was still insurmountably large to the point where it may as well be indestructible to most.

Frost’s gut wrenched as her brambles desperately reached for the tavern. It had only been a few days since she had left Brandar, and yet her mouth salivated at the Sin-rich soil just at the cusp of her grasp.

Indeed.

Her hunger that she had long forgotten returned at full swing now that she was in Grandis. Frost had packed enough food to last her weeks, but her sudden compulsion denied her this.

Because she was curious about the taste of a Sin.

Her lips curled into a devilish grin.


* * *


 

Figures that remained stationed in the shadows followed her as she entered the tavern. Hardened men and women alike turned their attention from their tables onto her, sizing up the fledging mage that stumbled into their abode.

“A new face. Must be a mage.”

“Looks human. Doesn’t look very strong at all.”

“A lone mage. Some people are asking to die. Oi. Another drink.”

Their voices were white noise to Frost. She paid them no heed and studied the interior as she approached the front bar. The floorboards bent with each step, threatening to give way. The only source of light came through cracks found on every surface.

Round tables and half-broken stools decorated the interior of the first and second floor of the tavern. It was primarily made of wood and carried the combined unwashed stench of the many vagrants that found temporary respite in this place.

The fact that Frost was not yet attacked meant that there was a rule that prevented this.

“What brings a pretty face like you here?” A muscular lady manning the bar asked, spitting into a glass mug. “Information or a drink?”

Frost plucked a gold coin from a pocket and placed it onto the counter, garnering even more eyes. A single gold coin was extraordinarily valuable. A few copper coins could fetch a meal, and five or so pieces of silver were the going prices of inns in most places.

Gold coins on the other hand could buy out an entire inn for the night or let one stay for up to two weeks including three meals a day and a bath. Not only that, but gold coins were easier to move than silver.

The woman pocketed it immediately as Frost answered.

“Tell me about the Mad Slippers.”

It surprised the woman and those who had also heard the question, like the answer was obvious to an infant. The woman scrubbed the glass clean and poured beer from a tap. Black and brown scum were mixed into the white foam.

“You’re in the right place honey. These areas are controlled by ‘em. Don’t tell me you’re another one of those crazy bastards thinking you can wear that thing? What a waste since you got a nice face and all. I’ll tell you this. You can just follow the trail heading up. It’s that easy. But you gotta be escorted there by their Pickers.”

Her eyes moved to a ‘Picker’.

A blonde-hair man stumbled around the tavern.

They were servants with unpleasant bags beneath their eyes, as if they hadn’t slept in weeks. Bandages wrapped their head and extremities, which were blackened due to gangrene and improper treatment.

He was not the only one. Women and others just like him worked as servants here, their eyes devoid of life as if they were pulled along on strings. That was when Frost realized that the bandages on their heads were not because of a head injury, but because their animal-like ears were severed.

They were Demi-humans, controlled by something that Frost couldn’t begin to fathom.

“They’re the Pickers? Demi-humans?”

“Or humans. It depends on who goes. You’d rather have a fate like that? To be the slave of something else? They call it the Mad Slippers because it turns you mad before you shut down and become one of their living mannequins.”

            

    
        582. Sin Eater

    
    
    
    
                The blonde-haired Demi-human then approached Frost. Soon, another two joined.

“Chosen. It calls for you.”

“It does. The voice is so loud.”

“It’s angry. Please come so it can stop.”

It was heartbreaking to hear them speak, because she had heard this same exact tone of voice before.

The twins. Orth and Thras. Are they Shells? I wish I could see their Conditions. Fuck…

“Meaning they have undergone Ego Death.”

Nothing in their Status revealed any further information. They were blank canvases with someone else’s Will imposed into them. They followed unspoken commandments like puppets on a string, though they did not possess the ethereal strings like the Actors of Act X.

Shells… This is an opportunity to get a closer look at them. I wanted to help the twins but they weren’t in the Nexus at the time. Maybe through these Demi-humans I’ll be able to find a way to cure it.

Such a sorrowful existence. It was not something even they knew themselves. They were simply sated by the fact that they were given commands. Frost could see this. She sensed it in their eyes, which did not beg her to follow.

So Frost gave them a happy nod.

Because that meant they’d be taken away from here.

“I just have to follow you bunch, right?”

“Just one of them. We need the others to enjoy ourselves. Wouldn’t want to disrupt our small slice of paradise. Even if it’s them, you’re bound to fail anyway. So think twice.” The woman warned, placing a hand underneath the counter where a blade resided.

“In case I wanted a different one, are there any other Pickers I have escort me?” Frost wanted to know how many of them were out there.

Thankfully, she didn’t have to move very far.

“Taverns and inns like this are the only places you’ll find ‘em. The rest are kept up there for God knows what. Granted there ain’t many since they’re so stingy. So. You’re going to look for a different one?”

“No, I’ll take this one with me.” Frost took the arm of the blonde-haired Demi-human. “Right?”

He blinked uncharacteristically in response to her touch. The woman and a few of the vagrants noticed this, but before they could bring it up Frost loudly stretched to draw everyone’s attention.

“But first, I’m starving. I was getting tired of eating scraps along the way. So I thought I could do with a good meal before I head up.”

“Sorry to break it to you, but this place hardly qualifies for a last supper.”

“That’s fine. I’ve already found what I want to eat.”

Frost was a new face. There should not have been any way for her to know what was on the menu. The woman looked around and found nothing of the sort. They couldn’t help but wonder just what Frost was talking about.

“… W-would you like to see the menu?” She asked as the ground began to tremble lightly.

The wooden floorboards began to creak. The supporting beams shivered like they were on the verge of collapse. Suddenly, a man tried to make a break for it towards the exit.

However – thorny brambles sprouted from the doorway, completely trapping them all inside. Frost activated her Scrutiny, silencing them all before anyone could utter a single word so as not to alert those outside.

Even the windows were smothered by the brambles. Furthermore, it was not like they’d be able to shout in time anyway.

“Like I said –”

One by one, the thorny brambles emerged from the cracks of the floorboards. They coiled around the feet of the vagrants and snapped them up with petal-shaped maws. Their bodies were dragged through the floorboards to be kept as nutrition; to be bled and drip fed to Frost.

It all happened in a fraction of a second. Bones violently rattled. Flesh was carved. And the soil of this place was cleansed of Sin. An assortment of flavors danced on Frost’s tongue. She could vaguely taste the bitter notes of envy, the sweetness of gluttony, and the additive savoriness of lust.

“– I’ve already found something I’ll enjoy.”

A simple, quick death was wasted on these people, whose hearts brimmed with a malevolent, crimson flame. It was also clear to her what they had done to these poor Demi-humans, who stood unlikely in the aftermath of her feast.

“I’ll be following you three to the Mad Slippers. But first –”

[Area Heal], [Grand Healing], [Cleanse], [Cure Disease], [Corporeal Restoration].

Frost nearly used her entire arsenal of Healing Magic to bring back their lost features. One of the girls had bunny ears, the other with dog ears and the young, blonde man with fox ears and a brilliant, golden tail.

They were incapable of expressing their thanks, neither did they seem to understand her actions in the first place.

“– I’ll be fetching more of you. You probably don’t understand me now…” Frost placed a hand on each of their heads, their eyes widening again to the strange sensation.

Soon after, they were devoured by her brambles. But they were much gentler compared to those she intended to digest. What she did was create a cocoon to protect them for now, save for the blonde-haired Demi-human who’d act as her Picker.

Also, before they could completely disappear into her brambles, she took out a still steaming loaf sandwich from her Dimensional Storage and handed it to each of them.

“… but if there ever comes a time when you can start to feel again, then I hope you’ll understand that this is for your own good.” Frost smiled at them assuringly. “Eat up. I can wait until you’re ready. I know they haven’t been feeding you well, so don’t feel rushed.”

Frost treated them like comatose patients. Even though the coma patients couldn’t move or react, it was still protocol to speak to them as if they were. Because even they could understand their words even if they couldn’t respond.

Plus, it was only natural to treat a human with dignity no matter what state they were in.

It was likely the same case with the Demi-humans too.

She took a seat and watched blonde-haired man stare at the delicious sandwich in his hands. He tilted his head as if wondering what to do with it.

“Really… Here. Like this.” She took it from his hands and tore it apart, taking a small bite of her own. “Tashty. Ywer mwissin’ mwout (You’re missing out).”

“Food not needed. We eat leftovers… But if you insist.” He spoke in a monotone voice, having low hopes for the sandwich.

But when he took his first bite, and even though his expression remained unchanging –

“See? It’s tasty, right?”

– His tail began to wag back side to side as his sunken ears perked up.

Their instincts are still somewhere in there. CogitO also had major trouble trying to fix Shells. This gives me hope, Nav. That we can help them. Maybe not reverse it, but at least bring back a piece of them that’s lost.

… The twins were their closest friends. I can’t imagine how much it must have hurt to see them like this. It hurt me to even think about it. Ugh…

Returning to Grandis opened many old wounds and thoughts she wished she could forget. There was no rest for wicked here, and the innocent paid the price for the paradise of others.

Frost’s hair began to lengthen, the tips turning grey as red symbols formed across her body.


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Been Raised to the First State >


 

< The First State Has Manifested as the Listening Bird >


 

“Haaaaah. At least there’s no Augurists or Blessed around to warn anyone. Well. Alright. What’s your name?”

“… Deiman…”

“Alright, Deiman.”

Frost stood up from her seat as soon as Deiman finished eating. His hands were still messy, and bits of food clung to his cheek. It wasn’t anything [Cleanse] could fix, though.

“Let’s go save your friends. After that, this whole cult’s going to go down in a blaze of flames. Mark my words – Everything is going to burn.”

            

    
        583. Demi-Humanitarianism

    
    
    
    
                On the eve of that night, the grim reaper stalked the streets of the ruins of Puritas. The territory where the vagrants conglomerated, and where the Cult of the Mad Slippers called home once belonged to the 8th Order.

The 8th Order was a House that focused on the trade and economic stability of Puritas. Of course, their methods involved bloodied hands and drawn swords rather than pen and paper.

The Order’s of Puritas went as follows according to information Frost gathered from various inns and taverns of this province.

The 1st Order was Puritas itself.

The 2nd Order – The Knights of the Pale, who were Puritas’ most loyal hounds and zealous fighting force.

The 3rd Order – The Watchers; a massive surveillance House that oversaw the rest of the Orders.

The 4th Order – Deliverance; a courier-based House that also dealt with internal and external affairs diplomatically as Puritas’ missionaries.

The 5th Order – The Cross of Flames, the purifiers of heretics that carried fire-based weaponry to torch down settlements that were deemed impure.

The 6th Order – Written Hail, the House that served as Puritas’ judiciary system. They were the ones who accused the innocent of the sin of eating the forbidden fruit; who carried scrolls of blood carrying the nonsensical sins of those they had already predefined as evil.

The 7th Order – Pale Memento; a House that managed the records of the dead and their disposal. It is unknown how connected they were to the Corpse Snatchers, or as Frost guessed, the Memento Mori.

The 8th Order – The Central Exchange; was Puritas’ economic powerhouse and where trade mostly occurred within and beyond the kingdom. This was why vagrants flocked to this place. Even after its death the purpose it once served continued to live on in perpetuity.

The 9th Order – Sword of Puritas; the main fighting force of Puritas that consisted of nobility and the conscripted masses. Multiple specialized forces were also involved within the 9th Order, such as assassins, spies, mercenaries, etcetera.

The 10th Order – Crystal Pale; a magic-oriented House that had no real focus other than research and development, both for civil and military purposes. They were also highly involved in the experimentations of Healers in their efforts to find the secrets of Healing magic as well as the management of all slaves.

The 11th Order – Calm Water; Puritas’ naval House that prevented Demonic incursions from the southern seas.

The 12th Order – Pale Feather Atelier; a House that developed and distributed weapons based on their Minor Gift. It was not currently known if truly they possessed a Minor Gift or was one comparable to that of the Beholders. Additionally, its effects were not properly understood, but it likely was what made so many revere the words of the King.

And finally, the 13th Order – An unnamed, secret Order that was never disclosed to the public. In fact, there were only twelve territories split between the Orders rather than thirteen.

It was said that they were the King of Purita’s advisory council. Others claimed that they were the true rulers of Puritas. There was no one truth, but as Frost accumulated more and more information from the mouths of a hundred criminal vagrants, she came to a consensus.

Traitors.

The 13th Order were seen as the unnamed traitors of Puritas, who had backstabbed them some twenty to thirty years ago. The timing of the loss of Paradise could not be a coincidence, so Frost had to wonder just who the 13th Order were.


* * *


The immediate 10-kilometer vicinity of the palace was cleansed in mere hours. Missing folks was so common here that no one batted an eye even when the inns were left entirely abandoned. It was no cause for major alarm right now. Furthermore, such things weren’t usually reported since there was no representative of law enforcement here.

Not only that, but it would be disadvantageous for one to spread the news of a threat. The best course of action was to simply leave and let it trouble others. Frost thrived in these conditions, because she could exercise her judgement on whoever happened to cross her path without repercussion.

What could one do in the face of overwhelming power? Frost was no mere being, but a force of nature taking away the lives of people who thrived on doing the same to others. Her appetite for justice was insatiable, driven by prejudices and the contempt she held towards those who dehumanized the Demi-humans.

The act of killing that was once a taboo to her became as natural as breathing.

No. Killing wasn’t enough for her. A tortuous, prolonged death barely described the agony of those she dragged in thorny cocoons beneath her feet.

She was a flower that required nutrition and received it through her roots and the light of the half-moon. By now over a hundred people were slowly being digested by her brambles, their bodies constantly churning as [Prolonged Stasis] prevented them from ever perishing.

Fifteen inns and taverns had lost their patrons, leaving behind only the evidence of a small scuffle that left holes in the floor. In Frost’s arms was Deiman who was held like a princess as she moved through the shadows of the ruins like a phantom.

Deiman watched Frost’s every act with unwavering eyes. His yellow eyes were dull compared to the brilliance of his savior’s. It was like a warm ray of sunshine shone from those radiant eyes.

Death followed wherever she went.

Blood and the silent screams of the damned chased her.

Deiman sensed it.

His ears and tail didn’t tremble at these sights. They were all far too common for him. Plus, it was not like he could react anymore as a Shell.

But even as a Shell, his instincts still should have warned him about Frost.

“Wheeew! That seems like them all! We have a few hours until sunrise before things get complicated.”

Frost entered a broken manor and put Deiman down before stretching her arms, as if she was free from worldly concerns. The ceiling had long collapsed into rubble, giving them access to the night sky above and the cool, silent breeze.

The night was calmest it had ever been. Deiman couldn’t remember a night where he was allowed to see the stars like tonight. One by one, the rescued Demi-humans were allowed free from Frost’s cocoons to enjoy the chilly, evening air.

There were at least fifty of them in total, half wearing rags and others in serving uniforms like Deiman. They stared curiously at Frost, hands still by their sides and ears folded. Though they did not show it, it was clear that they were afraid.

One winced. Another held a hand to their chest. But few like Deiman didn’t react, for they felt at ease before this person.

Frost reached into an empty space. They believed she was about to draw a weapon from that tear in space and prepared to be slaughtered like the humans. However, something warm, spongy, soft… and delicious was placed into their palms instead.

“Alright. That’s all of you. Here, don’t forget this!”

Rather than the same fury she had shown to the humans, she smiled tenderly at them and began handing out food. Thick cuts of deliciously seasoned beef, with a fresh melody of salad, drizzled with sweet and savory sauce; all sandwiched between a loaf of irresistibly soft, sourdough bread.

It was the kind of food that only Nobles were allowed to have. A sense of guilt ate at them, but Frost encouraged them to eat as she began munching on one herself.

“Oh… I should’ve taken the wrapped off, huh.”

Unlike the other times, she did this on purpose in hopes of making them laugh. It didn’t work judging by their intense stare, but it did spark a few of them to begin eating. A pool of filthy water that accumulated from a past rain was then cleansed by merely dipping her bare hand into it.

Then, to convince them that it was safe to drink, she scooped water with her hand and drank from it.

“Tasty~ You won’t find cleaner water anyway else! I can keep cleaning it, so don’t worry. I’m sorry I don’t have any cups on me. Maybe I should’ve taken some with me. Then again, my storage’s already full of food and ‘that’.”

Her refreshed face whetted their appetite.

Though to begin with, they would have drunk from it anyway regardless of if it was clean or not. She was not given any thanks, not that she needed it from them.

All she wanted to do was look after them since they had been neglected for so long.

“Miss Human. Are you our new master?” A young girl timidly asked as she approached Frost, bowing like she was already her slave.

“Not at all.” Frost knelt to wipe the debris from her cheeks with a thumb, right before patting her head. “I’m just here to help you.”

“How come? You’re a human. Why would you help us if not to make us yours?” She asked again, unable to comprehend her act of kindness like it was the first time she had ever been given unconditional love.

“Because it’s something I want to do. But I can see why it looks scary to you.”

Other Demi-humans gathered around her infants. They were still curious creatures despite being Shells. In fact, curiosity was a characteristic that was amplified when one became a Shell, as if they were yearning to reclaim the emotions they had lost.

Seeing them gather like this painfully reminded her of Nav’s condition.

“’What if she’s trying to take advantage of us?’, ‘What if it’s a trap?’, ‘How long will this kindness last for?’.”

Frost read this from their blank faces and dull eyes. Not a single speck of light shone in those colorless voids. Even those with the most vibrant eyes were ominously dull.

“Telling you that I am is one thing, but showing you is another. I know how hard it is to gain your trust. I think it’s better if you think of me doing this out of selfishness. That’s why I won’t ask for anything in return.”

“… that makes you more suspicious.” A young man said.

“I thought so too.” Frost sighed, smiling in response.

“You won’t deny it? How come?” He asked, confused by her confession.

“Because I’d look like a liar. Isn’t it enough? You’ve been lied to for a long time, right?”

“Since the start…”

They moved their gazes away as they focused on eating. Expressing how they felt in response to her words was impossible. But Frost could feel a palpable sense of relief as the same girl’s tail began to brush against her legs.

Well, it’s fine like this as well. I’m not after their gratitude to begin with. I Just can’t stand to leave them alone.

            

    
        584. The Seed of Potential

    
    
    
    
                Deiman had never seen anyone like her before.

Not to mention the fact that a human of all people was helping them. He didn’t know what to think of it and simply stared at her with a mute expression.

“Why are you trying to do something useless?” He asked unexpectedly.

“Like I said – I just want to.” Frost said, moving towards a small, empty clearing in the manor that once used to be a banquette hall.

“I don’t get it.” He followed her.

“You don’t have to. It’s something I want to do… no, something I have to do. You have instincts, yeah? What I’m feeling right now is something close to that.”

“… an instinct to help?”

“Yep.” Frost nodded cheerily, only further confusing him.

“That doesn’t make sense. What do you get in return?”

“Haaaah. That’s what I hate about this world.” Frost stopped to turn and face him with a hand scrubbing the back of her head.

“Pardon…?”

“Holding expectations for one’s action. When you help someone, you should never expect something in return. It’s one of the things that you do because it’s normal. But why is it that helping someone here is a gateway to gain favor? Frankly, that kind of thing pisses me off.”

The smile she wore turned into a frown. It was hypocritical of her to say this because earlier she used it as a way to get Autumn’s favor. However, it didn’t change that what she asked was small compared to what else she could have gained.

“I see…”

Frost then elaborated further in a long ramble that was more directed to herself.

“Doing that helps me stay true to myself. You saw how I was. Who I can be if left unchecked. I’m not a good person. To you I am, but to a lot of people I’m a walking nightmare. Is it because I want to atone? Do I need to repent? Am I accumulating good deeds because I’ll be judged one day?”

She deeply sighed and folded her arms.

Finally, her smile returned and with it, her golden eyes twinkled like the stars as she looked down at herself in another pool of distorted water.

“No. I’ve always been like this. I’ve always wanted to help people because I constantly want to be a better person.”

“… to be better?”

She could only make out her eyes amongst the countless stars that were reflected in the murky water sky. Her hair created the illusion of a void surrounding her eyes.

“Yeah. You see, rather than focusing on that bad part of me, I tend look to the good and then to a better me in the future. I should say ideally because I also… do look back on the bad. And that sometimes tends to get to me. That’s why your outlook on the future is so important.”

What her face looked like was impossible to tell, but even so, Frost didn’t rely on the mirror of the pool to define who she was.

That was something only she could decide herself.

“… future?” Deiman felt like a curious child seeking wisdom from a parent.

This was how Frost saw it, but to Deiman, he felt like he was speaking to something incomprehensible that presented itself in human flesh.

Unbeknownst to Frost was that her words rang in his head like bells. It was temporary. A brief, fleeting moment. But it was enough for Deiman to cherish the sensation close to his cold heart.

It was like a warm droplet of light had fallen into his dark well.

“It’s hard to get it huh? When all the misery of the past keeps you despairing in the present. You can’t help but think the future will be worse. But if you think about it –”

Frost offered him another sandwich, which he obediently took.

“– Did you ever consider that you’d be saved? That someone would come to lend you a hand? That’s how the future works. It’s unpredictable. Misery can turn to hope in the blink of an eye and vice versa. But we have a profound influence on it. Misery and attachment to the past keeps us from looking ahead. Even when you do, it’s easy to get tunnel vision and forget about the things surrounding you.”

She spoke from experience. Her tunnel vision for a better future cost the lives of countless.

“Still, you can’t help but to think that anything ahead is better than where you are. A little effort and belief can take you a long way.”

Frost didn’t mean to gush like this, let alone in front of an audience of Shells. But still, she felt like these words needed to be said to both her and this person who was the very symbol of stagnation.

A Shell. Someone that can’t go back nor forward anymore.

“Deiman. Can I have a look at your memories?” Frost asked, and the young man complied, allowing her to place Die Agnosis against his bare chest, as well as the Traumatic Clock.

However, no matter how many how many branches appeared or how deeply she tried to look, she could see nothing at all. It was as if his memories had been devoured by something.

All semblance of self was gone, and there was nothing Frost could do to reach out towards it. The spacious void was begging to be filled, and she wondered if there could ever be a chance for his ego – his sense of self – to ever return.

It pained her that even she was powerless to treat them. She had the power to Corrupted and bring people out of their darkest moments. But Shells were different. The darkness was all they knew.

And just when Frost was about to leave his State of Mind…

… she saw something.

It was a small, golden tear drop.

That thing that radiated brightly in the center of his void was a golden droplet of light.

Is it waiting for something?

Frost had seen that thing too. When she spoke to the Vermillion Moons in their prison cell, she found a golden light inside of them. It was not there before but only appeared after she had spoken to them.

Was it something that she caused?

It must be. But what it entailed was not something she or anyone knew.

But she felt like it wasn’t a bad thing.

Otherwise –

“Deiman. I hope you can look fondly towards your future.”

– Such a light wouldn’t be so warm.

            

    
        585. The Mad Slippers

    
    
    
    
                < “Can you bear to wear the weight of what is given?” >


 

Its chants could be heard by all who approached it.

An object shaped like glass slippers spoke into the minds of the living. Its compulsive, tantalizing voice beckoned its victims to wear it on their feet. Both men and women alike were not spared by its siren call.


< “If it fits so conveniently then you should give in.” >


The thing beat like a heart, its voice spoken in many tongues but united as a wrathful choir. A sermon was held around the outer perimeter of the object which sat in the center of a great hall. Dazzling light radiated from the object, which was raised on a podium for all to witness.

It was a pair of crystal slippers, but they were not transparent despite this. Each face of the slipper revealed the silent cries of distorted figures, as if they were trapped inside of the object.

They were highly animated, to the point where one could feel their desperation at a single glance. Furthermore, some of the figures trapped within were identical to the Shells that overwatched the procedure, holding red chandeliers as they blankly stared at the new round of volunteers.

The hall was once used as a gathering place within the palace. Exactly fifty statues depicting heroes and great leaders of Puritas lined the enclosed, circular walls of the hall. Pale lanterns powered by magic banished the dark as chained Demi-humans holding a candlelight entered through a pair of gloriously embellished double doors.


< “Who wears who when you put them on?” >


They moved in a double-filed line, their eyes darting wildly to the unfamiliar place. Red-hooded servants of the Mad Slippers escorted them deeper into the chamber towards a sole figure who stood beside the malevolent object like its owner.

Amongst the Demi-humans were Shells who had already underwent the cruel procedure. An unknown compulsion drew the terrified Demi-humans and humans who had found themselves drawn to this place, whether by tales of destiny or riches associated with the item.

The red-coated cultists were solely humans and did not possess the same dullness as the Shells. But even so, they were compelled to serve the Mad Slippers as if they had lost all semblance of self.

Crazed could not begin to describe the look in their eyes which were covered by venetian masks made from red ribbons. The masks distorted their faces as though they emitted an intense heat, warping their features to preserve anonymity amongst themselves.

These masks were a part of the Mad Slippers.

It was a Token given to those it had deemed worthy to find its rightful owner.


* * *


The Stars were not the only things that could give Gifts. Corrupted, like the One Thousand Eyed Bird which had given its feathers to the triplets, was one such Gift. Though for Corrupted, they were specifically called Tokens.

Tokens were essentially materials, an item, or a piece of a Corrupted that was given as a proof of their Bond.

A Bond was a special kind of relationship between a Corrupted and a living being. Some parasitic, others symbiotic and surprisingly, it could even be seen as an unlikely friendship. Of course, not all Bonds resulted in a Token.

One could think of the naming scheme as a shortened version of a ‘Token of Friendship’.

In fact, the most well studied Bond was through A-V-T-121-01 “Vengeful Red-Hooded Assassin”.

Those Bonded with this Corrupted directly influenced its Distress and Emotional Levels. If its Bonded friends were injured, then it would immediately enter its ‘Active’ state and hunt down the perpetrators until none of them remained.

It had never failed in this regard either.


* * *


< “Guise ourselves in their manifested fantasy. Tremble and shake off the illusion, but the slipper is already worn by the wearer in their minds.” >


“It’s more active than usual this evening.” The man standing beside the Mad Slippers was none other than the head of the Cult of the Mad Slippers.

His deep tone was amplified by the shape of the chamber.

It matched the frequency of the Corrupted’s disembodied voice as if he was the source of it all. But in truth, he was no more than a nameless puppet tugged by the strings of a Corrupted object.

There were two reasons why Corrupted objects were so dangerous.

The first was that they were notoriously difficult to detect since they’d first have to present as an anomaly. And even so it was easy to mistake their power as either magic or originating from another source.

The second was that their ego could be imparted onto a person. Corrupted objects were known to kill, piggyback, absorb or even replace the ego of a person. This depended on a variety of factors, with two being the intention of the Corrupted and the willpower of a person.

In ImpulseWorks’ terminology, this heavily depended on a Worker’s Attribute Score. The higher it was the more tempered they were so to speak, allowing them to wield Corrupted objects without being affected.

Although, once again, it depended on the Corrupted.

If it so wished to kill its wielder then there was no stopping it unless one had the appropriate stats or countermeasures.


< “Let the lukewarm slipper go on and declare who you are.” >


 

“Line up appropriately. Heed the call. Give yourself to the compulsion. Can you hear its sweet whispers? How much it desires you as much as you desire it?”

What were once wary eyes became filled with desperation. Chained hands of the Demi-humans rattled as humans reached out towards the dazzling slippers like they were possessed. A line of red-robed cultists kept them from drawing too close. After all, only one person could interact with the Mad Slippers at any given time.

The man wore an expression between a grimace and a grin. He was clearly not brainwashed like the rest of them, as he was able to speak and move freely on his own accord. The red carpets squelched with each step the volunteers made, oozing blood from the many victims beforehand.

“Is it not fate that you were brought here by the echoes of its call? Is it not destiny that you stand here before a Corrupted that has graced us with its power than condemn us like the rest!?”

“I need it… I must have it!”

“It fits me. I know it does. It’s calling out my name!”

“I’ll wear you. I’ll wear you. So please let me put it on!”

“Change me! Transform me!”

He had a background in the 6th Order as a preacher, as a result he was an expert at swaying the hearts of the masses. If the Mad Slippers hadn’t already tapped into their mind, then his words certainly would push them to the point of no return.

Being one of the few surviving members of Puritas’ reign of all things came with advantages. The first was connection and power even amongst criminal creeds. The second came in the form of information regarding the safes and unearthed treasures of the various Orders.

The latter – information – was most especially pleasing to someone else but not for the same reason as the lowlife vagrants who only cared to fill their sacks.

No one noticed it yet, but a figure lurked just outside the entrance. The cultist guards within the long corridor had disappeared without a trace unbeknownst to them. A malevolent, cold breeze swept through the palace despite all windows and doors being sealed.

They were in the part of the pale palace that was still mostly untouched. If one ventured deeper than they’d be met with an array of collapsed passages.

A pair of golden eyes just beyond the doors pondered on what to do next.


* * *


Frost wanted to hear more of its inner thoughts, as well as to find a way to deal with the cultists.

She had already learned much from this encounter alone and she did not want to make the same mistake of killing it too early, like what she did with the Lull-A-Goodbye.

Standing beside her, just behind wall was Deiman who similarly listened to the voice of the Corrupted.


< “Wrathful endeavors. Plights of name. Stigma of uniforms. Bear the wrath of those who came before, whose names are attached to the tales unbelonging to us.” >


 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< MONSOON >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET INSPIRES >


 




	 
	 
	
Unfair Tale
< Predefinitions worn conveniently in our inescapable fairytale >


	 
	 



	 
	 
	
AFFINITY : Wrath


	 
	 



	LEVEL : 80
	ORIGIN : Disorder
	
HP : 80,000


	ATT : 1,200
	MAG ATT : 1,200



	ATT DEF : 5,000
	MAG DEF : 5,000
	
MP : 12,000


	RESIST : 60
	GI : 0







< CONDITION: Unfair Tale desires to be worn to bring out the unending hatred of those it predefines >


< SUBJUGATION REQUIREMENT: Unfair Tale is defeated when HP reaches 0 >
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                It was a simple Corrupted. Nothing about it seemed dangerous at all, even as a Main Sequence Corrupted according to Nav. However, what irked her was that Nav did not know the name of the tale of the Wrath Affinity.

“The presence within the Floor of Ego is reacting again. They’re telling me that it is something that must be discovered rather than revealed. Strange. They know more than I do even though I am supposedly an advanced AI. Even the Archivist would not have known the answer.”

Questioning their identity was no use until the day their Floor opened. Still, Frost’s curiosity didn’t die out easily as she pondered on how they knew this answer.

… We’ll never know anything until we keep collecting Main Sequence Corrupted.

Frost patted Deiman’s head to clear her mind as she listened intently to voice of the Corrupted.


< “The choice is not made by the one who wears. That choice is made by apparel destined to define them.” >


I hate how cryptic they can be. But this one… somehow sticks to me more than I’m willing to admit.

Suddenly, a shriek interrupted the sermon.

There was one person in the crowd that had managed to retain their mind. A young girl tried to make herself as small as possible within the crowd, hiding amongst their shoulders but was easily found out by the cultists.

“L-Let me – go –! Brother! Snap out of it!”

She had been travelling with her brother in these desolate lands for a chance of a better life. They made a promise that if either one of them was chosen by the Mad Slippers then they’d help each other out.

But they were foolish. There was no such thing as a ticket to heaven – only to hell.

Her mind was intact, and she thrashed in the hands of the cultists who dragged her to the front of the crowd.

“B-Brother! BROTHER! Open your eyes! Open… them…?”

“Sister! It’s chose you!” A pair of familiar hands clasped onto her cheeks, squeezing them as the crazed eyes of her most trusted person drilled into hers. “You’ve been chosen! Look! Can’t you hear it!? It was always meant to be!”


< “The wearer becomes the worn unwillingly. It is fated. It is destiny. It is a fairytale of convenient theories.” >


Despair sunk its claws into her heart. Everyone had lost their minds. Noses bled and eyes were peeled like their eyelids were snipped off. Suddenly, the hands that held her began to squeeze tightly. At the same time, the hands of the maddened crowd clawed at her in envy.

“Is it you that it’s calling!?

“Die… die! DIE!”

“If you’re the one that wears it… then doesn’t that mean you’re a murder?”

“Evil… I see it now. It suits you perfectly. You’re disgusting!”

Envy?

No. What Frost witnessed could not be envy.

It was wrath.

Insurmountable wrath because of something the girl was unwillingly given to wear as if it was always meant to be. Frost’s skin crawled as she bit her bottom lip, her eyes burning with a similar hatred.


< “The burden of predefinitions overwhelming the small insignificant tale that will never be heard.” >


Because this Corrupted tapped into something that had always haunted her since the very beginning.

The girl was eventually brought up to the podium, her arms held by the many arms of the cultist. Tears tumbled down her face as she regretted her foolish optimism that brough her and her brother to a place like this.

Without warning, a sharp pain ran through her spine before it turned to a dull throb. All sensation in her legs disappeared as blood now trickled down her legs.

“Such a strong resonance. It will be a problem if you can run away.” The head of the cultist poked a knee with a walking stick as she was lifted till her toes hovered above the ground. “A severed spine is a small price to pay for the gift of destiny. Think of it as a prophecy fulfilled. Can you hear their cries of praise?”

Her face was pressed against the stone, inches away from the toes of the Corrupted slippers. There, before her eyes were the hundreds of faces that cried soundlessly within their eternal prison.


< “Thoughtful tales reflected on each face. Which one belongs to the wearer? Which ones are the tales of many?” >


“You traitor!”

“Whore!”

“Murderer!”

The names she called her were untrue. She had never committed any of these crimes. Yet being associated with the Corrupted caused them to unleash their fury towards her, and in turn, a flame ignited within the very depths of her heart.


 

< “Wrathful flame. Heavy steps. A shoe claps with each step, drowning the voice of its wearer.” >


Unwritten stories were plastered onto her regardless that she was just a normal girl seeking a chance to turn her life around. Fantasies of others, prejudices and lies became truths as her body began to crave the slippers, her mind slipping to its demands to wear them.

No. She was going to be worn by it.


< “Materialized wrath in red, displayed so crystal clear with the faces of accumulated anguish.” >


That was when Frost realized why she too was rife with hatred.

Why her blood boiled to the point where she had no choice but to finally step in.

Vines suddenly emerged from the ground, devouring the cultists all save for the head.

“Gngh!? Who dares interrupt our sacred – NAAAAAAAAAH!?”

A needle, the brambles threaded through him.

Razor-sharp thorns gruesomely grated his innards into mince. Luckily for him he was pieced in areas that lacked vital organs, meaning his death would be a slow and agonizing one.

But he was not going to be killed off so quickly.

The girl was caught by the same brambles and pulled through the air. She fell into Frost’s arms with a heavy flop. And yet, her small frame did not budge despite her weight. Black particles of light cleansed the blood that stained her legs as sensation returned.

“Since when did the Corrupted have such a cruel sense of humor?” Frost’s indomitable voice silenced the zealous crowd as brambles wrapped them in unbreakable binds. “Deiman. Are you affected by its call?”


< “Materialized wrath in red, displayed so crystal clear with the faces of accumulated anguish.” >


“No. I’m like them.” He pointed to the Shells. “I’m indifferent to the voice. Are you?”

Frost didn’t answer him as she placed the woman into his arms. Her eyes were locked onto the Unfair Tale, brimming with unrivalled hatred. Her footsteps left burning imprints into the ground with each step moments before a fiery aura consumed her.

“You… You…! Must be… the one –!”

His tongue was torn out as the brambles brought him close enough for Frost to begin dragging him by his face. Steam burst forth moments before strings connected his face to her fingers.


< “Preceding to the ball that was a hell of flames. A single spark of hatred tried to burn it all down.” >


“They still blame me even to this day.” Frost recited, her face lacking emotion but deep down she yearned to destroy the object to shut it up for good.

But it was also because of this that she had chosen to speak to it.

“Cinder’s Prophecy. The one who will reduce this world to ashes. The Captured Star. The Light. A Star. Sinder.”

The reason why this resonated so strongly was because Frost understood the hatred that came from unwillingly bearing these names; wearing them so conveniently like they were slippers made just for her.

“All their names and stories are plastered onto me like I’m still them. Since the start they had already decided on who I was.”


< “To be caught between the madness of two selves. A chasm of hatred opens. The blame goes to they who believe in fictitious prophecies and lies.” >


 

The Unfair Tale emitted an aura in response to her presence. She reached out to it, and so did the object with its aura as the silent screams trapped within began to echo around her.

“I know what you represent now. Why you’re Wrath and not Desire….”


< “It will be worn as it should. The girl who wishes for normalcy is destined to be the princess in their eyes.” >


 

“Because if you were Desire, then you wouldn’t have taken the form of a glass slipper. My changes are all unwanted. Nowadays I’ve grown used to it. But back then… it was never my choice to wake up in this kind of body. Neither was it my choice to be the incarnation of Sinder.”


 

< “But how can things change when tales are everlasting? When the shoes already belong to the declared princess before she has even put them on?” >


 

This Corrupted represented every tale and every story that ever existed about Frost.

How everything surrounding her fitted her so perfectly as if it was always meant to be. And how it had all transformed her like magical slippers, causing her to embody and become the very thing that they had accused her of.

Her hand grew nearer. Her wrath of how she had ended up playing in the palm of the Impuritas’ hands to become the same destroyer they foretold caused her hands to ignite.

And slowly, the slippers began to melt even before she could touch it.


< “Spite. To take them off is a blessing. But it was necessary to become the protagonist of the tale.” >


“It never was my intention to be the center of this all. I just wanted to live a normal life. I was taken from my world and thrown here. From the moment I was born I had already worn slippers of my own. The proof…”

Frost finally touched the object, incinerating it as her will surpassed its temptations to wear it.


< “The association was key. But was it ever worth the burden it came with?” >


< “Hatred begins and ends with the things that define us even though deep down we are nothing like they say. Nothing like the clothes we wear.” >


 

< “Must we be judged by things attached to us. They hated us for lashing out.” >


“… is this body… and who I’ve become. That’s why –!”

The countless roars of anguish disappeared all at once moments before the sound of something shattering snapped the Shells out of their trance momentarily. And with a roar that shattered the glass mosaics in the ceiling –

“– I WILL NOT BE TIED DOWN TO THOSE USELESS FAIRYTALES!”

– She eliminated the Unfair Tale, casting them away as she nearly crushed the head of the man still in her other hand. All that remained were embers, and, to her surprise, a crystal bullet.

“… This time… As Frost… As me. I plan to make my own story. They can think what they want about me. They make those tales fit me as conveniently as they wish. But in the end, it’ll all burn down and only mine will be left standing!”


< Unfair Tale has Successfully Been Subjugated >


< Stats of the Unfair Tale Gained >


 

< Adding Unfair Tale to Your Collection >


 

< It is the first Chapter in the Book of Wrath. Wrath is only a placeholder until we find out its true name >


 




	 
	
Infinite Hatred
< A bullet forged by our unending wrath to break free from the bindings of fairytales >


	 



	ORIGIN : Object
	
AFFINITY : Wrath
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< EFFECT: Infinite Hatred may only be used in firearms. Multiply damage by 5x per level of Emotional State. Ammunition automatically returns >


 

< SPECIAL EFFECT: When used by its rightful owner, multiply damage by 10x per level of Emotional State >


 

< ADDITIONAL SPECIAL EFFECT: When used in the presence of another wrathful shooter, double the final damage. Enemy RESIST becomes halved >


It was not particularly spectacular since this was only a Monsoon Corrupted.

Furthermore, it was convenient that she gained a bullet when she finally possessed a firearm.

But what surprised Frost enough to quench her flames were the special effects.

Because if she read it properly, then these conditions needed to be met by two people. But which one was she?

The rightful owner, or the wrathful shooter? Or perhaps…

… Was she neither of them?

In any case, the Unfair Tale was a Corrupted Object that swallowed the egos of those it wore, like how wrath and the burdens of the slipper could swallow one till nothing was left of them.

“Tch. It’s still a fresh wound, you know? The fact that I still don’t know what the fuck I really am, and they have the gall to decide that for me… Disorder. So I’m not the only one that feels this way… how reassuring. Don’t we all just want to be who we decide to be?”

Frost sighed before lifting the man. She threw his body onto the podium, his head hanging loosely off the edge which was pulled down with her strings. Any further and his head would rip right off.

“Now then – it’s time to get my answers before we head off to the Capital. Think carefully. You can either answer truthfully or be given a painless death. Or I can walk through into the depths of hell and turn you into something you’ll never come back from.”


< Do you wish to equip the Black Dahlia? >

< Yes | Use them as fertilizer >


< Wearing the Black Dahlia >


Suddenly, the brambles became thicker. Colorful flowers sprouted in place of the thorns as a giant, black dahlia blossomed behind the back of her head. It was like a giant hat, but if one looked closely, then they’d find rows of teeth hiding in wait behind those beautiful petals.


< Borrowing Active and Passive Skills of the Black Dahlia >


Her trousers were swiftly moved into her Dimensional Storage the moment they began to stretch, for her lower was replaced by dozens of thick, tendril-like roots. Like the many hands of the Greed Counter, she could feel and control every single one of them like fingers.


< The Black Dahlia has Successfully Been Equipped >


Suddenly, a blue flower appeared on the man’s head.

The blue represented lust.

After all, the colors of the petals were dyed by the sins of the flower’s victims.

All for the sake of blossoming into something beautiful.

            

    
        587. Flowery Interrogation

    
    
    
    
                < Active and Passive Skills of the Unfair Tale Have Been Gained >


 

< However, I cannot see what they are >


 

< Perhaps because it didn’t use them in the first place? >


 

< I would be wary wearing it >


* * *


Withering bodies emerged from the ground in pods made of vibrant, green vines. They upheaved the marble as though it was as malleable as dirt. Blood trickled down the brambles of the near one hundred pods which ensnared them.

The image of a spider feeding on its prey with its arms wrapped around it came to mind. Each pod was spread equally as vines smothered the carpets, creating a malevolent, pulsating bed.

And in the center of it all was a black dahlia that blossomed in the presence of sin-rich blood. Frost had become exceedingly proficient in her interrogation methods.

“Sins and memories can be absorbed like this, huh. ‘Relevant memories.’”


< BLACK DAHLIA’S CORRUPTED SKILLS >


 

< ACTIVE: Reap What Has Been Sown >

< EFFECT: Absorb the Sins and fragments of relevant memories. Flowers of a Sin type will be left to grow on the target’s body >

< It was tended in such a way that the results of the harvest were obvious >

< COST: 500 MP >


 

The dahlias that grew on the withered bodies of those she had condemned had their Sins devoured to nurture the flowers and herself, as well as the relevant memories that correlated with the color of that flower.

For example, a blue flower appeared in the place of a man’s eye for the sin of adultery, which fell under the category of lust. Another was stricken with unending envy to the point where she had killed her own sister – a sin of green envy that colored the petals of her dahlia all the same.

The memories were so vivid that Frost fell into a silent trance as she kept the head of the cultist leashed by her side. He could not move even if he wanted to. The state of his body was like that of a shredded stuffed teddy bear, held loosely at the wrist by its owner.

“It’s like looking into a kaleidoscope. Still doesn’t compare to her items but they both serve different purposes anyway. Now compared to the Mantle of Sin… I guess both have their uses. That seeks the worst sin a person’s committed. This is more of a scraping tool to get both.”

Furthermore, serious sins lacked clarity and depth, to the point where Frost could only categorize them by the type of sin. She was only given a vivid glimpse. In the end, the purpose of this power was not to arbitrate, but to reveal it to the ones caught in her brambles.


< ACTIVE: Guilty Constriction >

< EFFECT: Control those smitten with guilt so long as the Brambles are not severed. Target must have 50% Guilt Stacks to their RESIST Stat >

< We must make amends before the day of our mourning >

< COST: 500 MP per second >


 

It was to expose the colors of their sins.

To nurture and to color the world with the proof of how they lived. Guilt sunk its fangs into their hearts as much as the thorns of the brambles. Surprisingly, the head cultist heavily resisted her power.

This meant that she could not puppeteer him.

“Could it be that you don’t feel guilty, or is that your RESIST stat is higher than the others?”

“’Stat’… How can you utter the tongue of the Blessed… and look like that!?”

A gargled yell came from the cultist.

He wasn’t spared even a single glance as Frost tested her newfound powers.

She puppeteered those stricken afflicted by her flowers.

They were driven involuntarily by the weight of their guilt. Flowers sprouted along their limbs, coating them like giant pimples as a relevantly colored flower sprouted from the back of their heads, much like hers.

If she commanded them to speak, then they’d speak. If she ordered to starve, then they’d do so sorrowfully. If she ordered them to die, then they’d strangle themselves unwillingly thanks to her total control over them.

This was of course, so long as they were connected to her brambles. At this point there was no need to keep them wrapped in pods. A single connection at the base of their feet was all that was needed now.

And like insects infected with a mind-controlling fungus, they positioned themselves somewhere with the intent of germinating after their inevitable blossoming.

In the meantime, Frost also observed her surroundings.

By now a few of the entranced victims were recovering their minds, only to find themselves in the thick of a bloodbath.

Around eighty remained in their sudden sleep. The remaining twenty were paralyzed with fear, seeing Frost only as a monster rather than their savior. However, few like the girl she rescued as well as the Demi-humans she released from her brambles previously knew exactly the kind of person she was.

However, it did not change that her appearance hardly led one to believe that she had good intentions. The fifty additional Demi-humans arose with wide eyes. Color had returned to their eyes, some silently thanking Frost whilst others immediately dropped to their knees, the memories of their awful torment finally sinking in after all this time.

Tiny and large hands alike grasped onto her brambles on the floor as form of comfort, because the same warmth that saved them coursed through it.

Had Frost not been so furious then she would have shed tears with them.

So the Unfair Tale took their personalities and memories. Their egos and self.

She then looked over at Deiman, who to her shock, did not have the same glean in their eyes like the others.

They were like that even before the Corrupted. Because of these people… Because of them…!

“So you can still talk even with your tongue ripped off.” Frost finally addressed the cultist. “I shouldn’t be talking out loud when so many are listening. Luckily, they seem to be redeemable. As for you…”

Status.
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“Well, we’ll find out soon enough. Deiman. And you.”

Two vines tapped Deiman and the girl Frost had saved earlier on the head. It was a gentle tap compared to what the girl expected it to be, as she flinched like her life was about to be taken.

“… Yes…? Y-Yes!”

The girl slapped her freckled cheeks to see if she was still alive. Judging by the stinging sensation and the reddening of her sore cheeks, she was clearly spared by Frost.

“Let them know that they’re safe now. Inform them immediately. I’m here specifically for this one.”

Frost lifted the body of the cultist by his lower jaw. He hung from the overstretched muscle, wriggling in the air like a fish caught on a hook.

“Yes! Immediately!” The girl shouted, bowing before taking off to lend her hand to the still unconscious many, as did Deiman.

A look of confusion briefly appeared on her face as she touched her back, wondering if she had imagined being stabbed.

“Leave the ones with the flowers alone. Don’t pity the ones that lured you with false promises. Besides.”


< PASSIVE: Flowers of Repentance >

< EFFECT: For each Dalhia that grows on a target’s body, increase the number of Guilt Stacks accumulated when caught within the Brambles. At 75% Guilt Stacks, Dahlias become unremovable >

< Our sins leak into the world because we tend to overlook the damage we cause beyond ourselves >


 

“You wouldn’t be able to save them anymore.”

The flowers became a part of them, growing from the marrows of their bone and vital organs that removing them would cause death. It was likely that Healing magic could help them, as this was no longer an effect of the Black Dahlia, but a disease.

Even if Frost were to unequip her Corrupted Persona, then the Dahlias would remain on their bodies.

A cocoon of vines trapped the cultist with Frost a second later. The soundproof barrier prevented his mangled screams from reaching anyone’s ears. He was now entombed with a being he could only associate with the Alraune race.

Finally, Frost’s eyes met his. Dread overwhelmed him but he surprisingly remained defiant. Puritas bred their members well it seemed. Were Frost an ordinary person then even bringing him to the brink of death would not break him.

But unfortunately for him, Frost was something beyond the realm of unordinary.

“Are you a member of Puritas?”

Her question was a simple ‘yes or no’. She hoisted him half a meter away as his limbs stretched to all four corners, exposing him helplessly.

“You think a shabby –”

An arm was severed. The stinging, raw pain that he should have been used to had exceeded every combined pain he had ever experienced. As a result, his jaw hung loosely as his shrill was instantly absorbed by the wall of vines.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA –!”

The lack of a reverb only intensified the rawness of his agony, to which Frost found pathetic as it was hardly comparable to the pain of his victims. This combined with the glimpses of traumatic memories committed without a semblance of regret, and Frost was finally pushed to manifest an old friend.


< The First State Has Manifested as Judgement >


 

< UNIQUE: Sinless Repent >

< EFFECT: Transform the most silent into a Confessor >

< Therefore, we must expose our inner selves for the world to see >

< COST: 10,000 MP after first use. The first use is free >


“What happened to Puritas after Paradise fell?” Frost asked another rapid question, giving him no time to recover.

“It – It… It was prosperous – GAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

Another arm was severed clean, right as the other had completely healed thanks to [Corporeal Restoration]. This combined with [Prolonged Stasis] was torturous for the receiver. The former did not recover HP but allowed one to rapidly restore lost body parts, but at an agonizing cost. The latter simply recovered HP and did not allow them to perish under any circumstances.

“You seemed to have recognized me. Explain.”

“Please – no more – I’ll speak – AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

This time, both his legs were snapped in five different places along the femur. All Frost did was gently press her thumbs through. To think someone of his level – which was considered exceptional – had bones no different from a twig she could find on any forest floor.

“Who came to mind when you addressed me like you knew me?”

“*Sobbing* The devil… THE DEVIL! – Gggggghhhhhhkkkkk!”

She flayed him this time rather than claiming a limb, giving him a small fragment of hope that his agony would subside.

“Elaborate.”

“Thirteenth… Order…! The traitor! Black hair that’s short! Eyes that don’t belong! And – a stick too long to be a club! Too hollow to be a staff!”

Black hair, weird eyes, and a gun?

It matched Frost’s own description. The problem was that he was referring to someone from the past.

Possibly an Alter me, or is it just a coincidence? The important part is the description of a gun.

“What was their name?”

“How – how am I supposed to know when I’m just –!? AAAAAAAAAA! BELIEVE ME! I KNOW NOTHING!”

His resistance was rapidly dwindling now that Frost activated her Beyond the Threshold Ability, dressing herself in darkness that housed his deepest fears.

“Then where did you find this information?”

“Taught… We were all taught! From the King! From history! Fifty-five years ago, someone of your description betrayed our kingdom! The 13th Order! Believe me! I’m telling you everything I know!”

            

    
        588. A Field of Forever Repenting Flowers

    
    
    
    
                He was now more than willing to gush. When asked if there were others like himself, he admitted that it was unlikely. From here to the Capital it was a wasteland where not even a single tree grew, aside from the trees of gold that used to bear golden apples.

Furthermore, considering he still kept his mind, she had to ask what compelled him to lure people to the Unfair Tale in the first place. His answer immediately piqued her interest.

“The Corpse Snatchers…”

“For what reason?”

“T-To – TO – Distract!”

“Make sense before I take all four of your limbs at once.”

“I’m telling you the truth! It’s the truth! I’ve only heard of it! But the North is being isolated! B-Blue!”

“Blue?”

“Blue Chorus… Died trying to find the truth!”

A Color was killed?

“What do these Corpse Snatchers look like?”

With a desperate gasp, the man uttered:

“Steel… metal masks… like skeletons. Bodies like bones… wearing funeral suits.”

Finally, she had the confirmation she needed.

The Memento Mori is behind this after all. The North is probably where they’re stationed. I can already imagine that the Diavola Kingdom’s in ruins. The question is…

“… why are they desperately keeping people out of there?”

Nav read Frost’s mind. Whever the reason was couldn’t be good. And considering the Memento Mori had the power to reanimate corpses, it was possible that the Blue Chorus was now under their control.

Are they amassing Colors? Powerful people?

“If people are materials, then an Impuritas Color may pose a significant risk.”

Something as small as this had the power to change the tide of war. With Grandis being so close to the Nexus, Frost could not ignore the possibly of yet another theater of war opening on this side.

She had to think carefully. Her eerily silent ponder caused the man’s breathing to slow, a part of him falsely believing that he was safe.

Change of plans. We’ll be moving to the North as soon as we finish in the Bellum Empire. Inform the Beholders. Also, keep a sizable force on standby.

“Effective immediately. The Archivist is already scrambling to her feet.”

Good. Because if my history is anything to go by, then we should expect a Heart of the City as well.

Frost, since the start, was the kind of person to go in headstrong. This had resulted in numerous problems. But now that she had experience, she had the opportunity to preemptively prepare.

Never again was she going to dance on the palms of their hands ever again.

Further questioning also revealed that the fall of Paradise saw the total collapse of the Orders. Without the King, there was little reason to remain chained to a dying kingdom. This combined with the fear of the Dozen Winged Bird further caused them to disassociate themselves with Puritas.

However, the core reason was different from what Frost expected.

“If it weren’t for the Prince… becoming a Blessed… and if the Princess didn’t die… then… we could’ve thrived… Rebuilt… after the fall…”

If Iscario didn’t become a Star, huh. How funny. So is his attempt to bring the Impuritas together to make amends for that? I’d love to ask him myself.

Frost realized she may have found a sore spot for him, which she grinned at the thought of his face contorting to this.

“Now then. I hate liars. So, I’m going to let you clear your name right now.”

“Merciful… Truly – Merci… ful…?”

Suddenly, Frost wrapped his mouth with her brambles, crushing his jaw and closing his windpipe till not a sound could be made. Terror filled his eyes once again as he soon realized that death only awaited him now.

“[Sinless Repent]. You will answer everything I have asked truthfully. Enjoy your trip to hell.”

“No… No! Wait – No – NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

His eyes became hollow, and the brambles tore away as his mouth curved into a hideous grin. It tore free from the brambles and instantly prostrated itself before her as it confessed the truth.


Cult of the Mad Slippers Leader

< Confessor >


< “It was done for the sake of persistence and survival. For the greed and lust of our abandoned brothers and sisters. We wanted to be surrounded by many like the days of the old. The days where they ordered the burning of countless simply because their names were written on the parchment. We came to discover that their names did not even match, but even so we continued with our righteous path.” >


 

< The traitor of Puritas is a legend I believed was orchestrated to strengthen our bonds. Never did I ever think that our perfect paradise would have a snake inside of our sacred garden >


 

< What’s left of us is scattered around the world. I only remained because I was loyal. People I called friends abandoned protecting his place and allowed it to be weathered by time.” >


 

< “I believe them. The Corpse Snatchers. Death is painful. Loss ruins us with grief. I too want to be eternal. So I will oversee the south. To spread tales far and wide so that the news of the North will be drowned.” >


 

There was nothing else for it say as it died whilst prostrating. The brambles shredded it until it was no more, and the walls finally collapsed, revealing a beautiful, colorful meadow of giant flowers.
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They were giant, living flowers hiding rows of teeth within the depths of its inner whorls. Frost had total command over them, and they could even persist after removing her Corrupted Persona.

Not only that, but these flowers had the power to reproduce.

Indeed. They had the ability to propagate themselves endlessly along the world so long as they had sinners to provide them with nutrients. Frost was technically their mother, and upon seeing her the closest one lowered its head to offer her its humble greeting.


 

< PASSIVE: To Bloom >

< EFFECT: Those with 100% Guilt Stacks will be absolved of sin by transforming into a Dahlia. They will proliferate and color their surroundings, leaving behind the proof of their absolved sins in the colors of their petals >

< It comes in full circle >


 

“Protect these ones. Let them stay here. One of my Recovery Teams will be arriving in a few days. I trust you’ll know them when you see them.”

Frost spoke to her towering, three-meter-tall flowers, garnering nods. Brambles of their own offered her bouquets as if to court her, causing her to smile tenderly.

“Deiman. You’ll be in charge of the Demi-humans and the slaves. Let them know they’re free. Someone’s going to come and help you, alright? As for everyone else, you’ll be given a choice by team and some support. Don’t cause any issues if you value your life. If the idea of being saved by me disgusts you, then you’re more than free to walk out of here with your life.”

No one moved an inch. They knew it would be foolish to reject such an offer. The air of suspicion could not be removed with just kindness alone. It needed to be proved further. In the end, it wasn’t up to Frost to convince them.

That role went to the Demi-human ex-Shells who vouched for Frost’s character.

Deiman suddenly approached Frost, holding out his hand as if asking if he could come along.

“I’m sorry, but you’ll only slow me down.”

“… can you tell me at least where you are going?”

“Somewhere dangerous. Just stay here, ok? My people will come and help you.”

There was more he wanted to say, but he simply kept quiet and nodded obediently.

“Don’t come chasing after me, or I’ll seriously get mad. If you’re hungry then take one of these.”

Frost plucked some fruit from the stems of a Dahlia and handed it to him. The fruit possessed the same colors of the flower.


Fruit of Gluttony

< An irresistibly sweet fruit made from the sins of gluttony >


 

“The flowers won’t hurt you. So… This is where I say goodbye. We’ll probably see each other in the future, so don’t be so sad.”

He nodded again. Suddenly, the same Demi-humans she saved prior to coming here gathered around her, hugging her long roots to say goodbye. It was regrettable to leave them so suddenly, but Frost couldn’t be at two places at once.

Plus… Judging by some of their stats, they’d make for some wonderful personnel of the Nexus, or even an Atelier.

If not, then Carpalis’ doors were always open.

            

    
        589. Fragment of Sinder's Memories

    
    
    
    
                “I will never forget the day you gave your life to me.”


 

A lone, distant thought sailed through an unending void. The small light could not penetrate the darkness. But that light also could not be touched by it no matter how hard it encroached.

The darkness collapsed suddenly. When the light returned, a man with a red gaze stared back in the reflection of a broken mirror.

A dusty, decrepit facility far too large for a single man to roam was a place he had always wished to forget. Long halls separated by meter-thick doors of steel, empty cafeteria rooms and research halls where instruments were hastily destroyed.

It was as though a storm had swept through the facility. His steps hollowly echoed as he dragged a hand along the walls. They were painted picturesque will the blood of many, and on it was a childish depiction of the world beyond these walls.

His hand stopped on what was supposed to be a falling star. Beneath it were the heights of the city, and surrounding it were childing frolicking hand in hand in giant rings.


 

“A collective call brought strange things into this world. ‘He’ was no different.”


 

Sinder stalked the halls carrying a long, break-action rifle loaded with a crystal bullet. His eyes glowed ominously in the darkness like that of a feline. Even the sound of his steps was inhumanly silent. He breathed the toxic air that caused many scientists in white robes to crawl on their hands, scraping at their necks for air.

“D… Dr… ____... How could you… This Branch… Was supposed to help you return!”

One recognized his face and matching silhouette.

But they did not know who those red eyes belonged to.


 

“Ah. That name. A friend. A mentor. A teacher. A father. You were many things to me, good doctor.”


 

The ventilation systems of the facility were compromised with an invisible neurotoxin. This location was not the Main Branch Facility in Paradiso. Rather, it was one of the several dotted around the City, built during a time when the Stars neared their point of extinction.

“Those eyes. It can’t be. You… you are –!?”

Gunshots prevailed through the misery of the facility. Sirens blared with the sound of broken chains as Sinder’s gun breathed smoke. Gunshot after gunshot, Sinder slaughtered the scientists of the facility for a purpose he could only describe as…


“Unending hatred. It alone fueled my rampage. Like a bullet, I moved steadfastly out of vengeance. The time I recall having spent with memories of elsewhere and within my dark egg haunted my every step.”


 

“The City never sleeps. Someone’s missing their mother every waking second in the outer circles. Someone needed to do something. Someone needed to be feared. I accumulated so many names for the sake of wholeness.”


 

Scientists slumped over chairs and terminals. Monsters born from the mind remained within their containment units. A trail of flames followed his steps and consumed countless more still waiting deep beneath the elevators.


“It was tiring being trapped the moment I wore these garbs. The moment I took upon this arm to define myself, tales were already prewritten. A wand was waved over my head. I ask of you, Godmother in heaven, why must you condemn us?”


 

A single flaming bullet fell down the collapsed shaft, damning those beneath to an inescapable hell. A torrent of flames licked his face, melting and cracking the concrete floors. It merely tickled him.

He finally turned his back, pulling out a flame-resistant diary where he checked off a list of written locations similar to this facility. What he held was a book of the evils of the City and his endless experiences since the very beginning.

It was, in essence, his fairytale.


“Captured Star. Star. Light. Mana. Nex. An Arm. A Hired Arm. A Body. The Head of the Human Wholeness… And Dr. ____”


 

So many names defined him. Some belonging to Sinder, and others belonging to a sorrow that never let him sleep soundly.


 

“False names I want to forget. False names attributed to my appearance. False names given to me by the garbs I wear.”


Finally, his book shut as he tucked away a flaming quill. On the way he recovered a random assortment of notes. They weren’t of any interest to him, but he knew someone who’d appreciate archiving the knowledge of this place.

And the thought of that person made such a cruel, expressionless man break into a warm smile.


 

“Was it so hard to just be Sinder?”


 

* * *


< … st… >


 

< … ost… >


 

< F…st >


 

< Frost? >


 

< Elysia to Frost? >


 

“… ngh… W-What the –!?”

Frost’s muscles contracted like she was struck by a bolt of lightning.

Before her was a long drop into one of the many canyons of Paradise Lost. She stood at the edge of the cliff face, half of her feet hovering over nothing as she swiftly pulled herself back.

It wasn’t like falling would hurt her. Still, waking up to be met with a long fall was bound to shake just about anyone. She blankly blinked and touched her face. The tenderness of her skin and the shape of her nose confirmed to her that she was still a girl.

“... Sorry Nav. Were you trying to say something?”

“I have.” Nav simply answered as Frost stretched her arms, taking in the scenery after such a restful sleep.

“Whew. I was just knocked out for a few minutes –”

“It’s been hours, Frost. I was getting worried about you, but it sounded like you were sleeping. I didn’t hear the grass scrunch, so you must’ve been asleep on your feet.”

Frost patted her body and confirmed that there wasn’t a blade of grass on her. The place where she stood was heavily impacted which supported Nav’s guess.

“You must have been fatigued after your Emotional State returned to normal. But you have near endless endurance, and it hasn’t been that long. Did something happen?”

“Yeah. Sorry for worrying you. I think I had a dream.”

“Oh? A dream? Do tell.”

“I was Sinder going through a facility of some kind. A ‘Branch’ of the main one. I get the feeling that the one I visited in my vision wasn’t the only one out there, huh? Apparently, they existed even before the advent of the Captured Star.”

Frost explained, setting her sights to the pale walls of the megacity afar. Had she lacked the clarity of her vision, then she would have believed those walls to be a tidal wave crashing inland.

They were so large that it was impossible to view the interior of the city of Paradise. The only thing that stood above it were the skeletons of the palace that once served as the shining beacon of Puritas.

The tallest spire rose over hundreds of meters into the skies. It was so large that it may as well be a city in itself. Huge was an understatement from the walls alone, and Frost could only imagine what lay within.

Unfortunately, there were still no signs of an Advent to be seen. The only thing remotely resembling a golden tree were the golden oaks that grew along the other side of the canyon, bearing untouched fruit that was piled high underneath the base.

“… Sinder walked down a similar path as me. They called him Doctor as well. But Sinder spoke like he knew the doctor that people mistook him for. I’m so confused. If he was talking about me, then there’s no way anyone can mistake a nurse for a doctor. Besides… if I was Sinder, then how does it make sense that I was the doctor too.”

Frost tried to unpack her dream, which was undoubtedly another vision of the old world than a delusion born from her exhaustion.

“Not only that, but he said something about being the Head of Human Wholeness. The Arbiter must know something about it. Anna might also have something to share. At this point the more I learn about Sinder, the more I feel both alienated and… connected, but not really in a personal way.”

Frost already declared herself as a separate entity from Sinder. This was why she didn’t consider his memory to be hers even if they technically were.

“That’s a good thing. That means your sense of self is being strengthened.”

“You think so too? Awww. I love you Nav~ Yeah. That’s how it feels now. Deep down it does feel eerie to keep uncovering these memories. Haaaaah.”

“Tired?”

Frost exhaled loudly, dropping down to take a seat as she grabbed a pebble and tossed it out into the river far below.

“Mentally, yes. Just when I thought we were close to getting the whole picture, even more names started popping up. Sinder considered the nameless doctor as a father and a friend. Someone who gave their life to let Sinder live. I… think I’m getting that part right?”

She sighed again, tossing another stone but this time across the chasm. Her throw was like a gunshot. It broke the sound barrier and drilled holes into several golden trees.

“… It’s a small snippet, but it feels like it’s opened a whole new can of worms. You know, I’m still waiting to receive visions of my old life on Earth. At least there I have more tangible worries. Like if anyone’s worried about me, missing me… mourning me. Tch. I’m torn between three different worlds, huh?”

Frost smiled, slapping her leg before rising to her feet with an upbeat hum.

“No point in thinking about it now anyway. We have a Capital City to explore all for ourselves. Let me know if the Arbiter says something. Knowing her, she’ll probably go ‘in due time.’ Or something like that.”

Frost even mocked the Arbiter’s manner of speech, annoyed by her dismissals.

“Cer would be so proud of you if she heard that. Mhm. I will report to you immediately.”

As much as Frost wanted to head back and hug Nav, she had to refrain for there were more important tasks at hand. Finally, the Capital where the legend of the Dozen Winged Bird began was right in front of her.

And there, she hoped to finally uncover something extraordinary.

“Thank you. Alright. Let’s go find out what secrets are hiding in the Capital.”

With that, Frost leapt across the canyon, breaking the cliff face where she just stood as though a meteor had struck it.

            

    
        590. The Tear Retrievers

    
    
    
    
                Five days later.

The streets leading towards the palace of the 8th Order’s province were dyed red. A convoy dragged by giant, red-coated wolves barreled through makeshift barriers.

Mighty paws ploughed through brick and stone like grains of sand. Aboard the caravans were a separate Recovery Team deployed by the Head to follow the Amalgam. Their task was to recover any innocent lives that were spared by the Amalgam, similar to how the Scarlet Logic Collection Teams used to function.

Funnily enough, some of Scarlet Logic’s forces were also integrated into this new Body of the Head. Those that properly repented and were deemed trustworthy by Justica Arms were given a chance of redemption, and they took it with pride.

Scarlet Logic’s loyalty was a shackle forged with fear and absolute control. The moment those things were torn away, their personnel became more than ready to bite that hand that nurtured them like a mistreated dog.

This new Body was named the Tear Retrievers and served precisely what its name entailed, and to a terrifyingly proficient degree. It was new and far from an Atelier, but it became a Body that was relied on by Ateliers for recovery work.

It was not directly managed by the Amalgam but instead by one of the new Level 200 Exalted. Few had flocked back to the Nexus upon hearing the Amalgam’s call via the Stars of the Nexus, and they reclaimed roles that best suited them.

The director of the Tear Retrievers was an unnamed entity. What was only known about them was they were a curious thing that wept perpetually, hence the name the ‘Tear’ Retrievers.

Their territory became the Red Grin’s following their elimination in D7 and served as a stabilizing body for such a corrupt part of the Nex Megalopolis.

On the backs of each red bodysuit-like unform of the members of the Tear Retrievers was a symbol of a blue, contrasting teardrop. The members who were deployed by them were called a Recovery Team, and required precisely twenty Recovery Units, a Vice Captain, a Captain, and one Manager preferably of Scarlet Logic origin.

Accompanying personnel was at least one Black Wing and two Hora Therapeutics Lunas. A Moon was optional, but considering the dangers of Grandis, a Lunar Haruspex accompanied the convoy.

Because of the dynamic and structure of order the Amalgam imposed; it was possible for even one of the Recovery Team grunts to give input. The Head’s philosophy centered around individual leadership. This ensured that if the head of the group was hacked off, then another could take its place like a hydra.

Paired with CognitO Transmitters and Receivers, the group may as well be one collective hivemind.

“The Ruins of Puritas. What a sight to behold. It doesn’t smell any better than S7.”

The Manager mulled, despising the sight of destruction that he had been surrounded by for as long as he could remember. He drove the frontmost caravan, which held the most vital personnel within including the Black Wing.

“Be glad that the Crimson Hunger hasn’t sprouted here yet. Despite the ruinous state of Puritas, it’s oddly only occupied by criminals and flock of the same feathers.”

The Lunar Haruspex uttered coldly.

“Well if two and one are working together then they probably have a treaty to preserve this. I don’t know what kind of lunatic would want to preserve rubble, but hey, we also have crazies of our own that want to preserve history.” The Captain spoke up, speaking casually with the Moon like they were close friends.

The Moon in question was a woman with a coat that wrapped her up like a blanket. A giant mushroom grew atop her head, and her flesh was a shade of light blue that glowed in the dark due to her bioluminescent ability.

This person was a Mycelli, and one that had the ability to produce pain-killing spores from a gas sack hidden within her blue mushroom cap.

“Attachment. Someone has a fondness for these ruins.” The Black Wing then spoke as she popped her head back into the caravan from the cavity above, brushing her short, black, and white hair that resembled the pattern of a dalmatian. “It has little historical value since Puritas should be left to rot in obscurity. As such…”

*Cha-Chank*

“… Shouldn’t we do the honors?”

A devious grin formed on her face as she readied a bulky version of the Standard Talon, one that had a far larger magazine size which took the shape of a giant drum.

“Easy. Five feathers don’t give you the right to delegate so haphazardly.” The Moon coaxed her to put her weapon down.

“Soon to be six as soon as we return.” She hummed, hoisting the weapon over her shoulder like it weighed nothing.

“Aiming for the coveted seventh feather?” The cat-eared Demi-human Manager asked, still watching the road ahead as the wolves paved through the rubble.

“Not until my hair is dyed black. Besides, I was kidding. No point in firing this baby at something that doesn’t bleed.” The Black Wing sang.

“Healers… are just wolves in sheep’s clothing.” The Captain muttered, still unable to wrap his mind around the fact that this same person used to be a Healer.

There were seven ranks in the hierarchy of the Black Wings, which was determined by the number of golden feathers their military uniforms displayed.

One feather meant that they were a newborn Black Wing or one with little to no combat experience but were keen to work for the Head. Those who refused were not given a golden feather and were allowed to live normal lives, although the number of these was zero.

Two feathers meant that they were highly competent and were trained in various tactics.

Three feathers were given to those who received authority to lead a Squad as a Captain.

Four was reserved for exceptional Captains who needed to pass a test to receive their fifth golden feather.

Five allowed them to work independently. This was where a Black Wing could decide to remain within their Flock or to branch out on their own.

Six gave a Black Wing the authority to lead a Murder and oversee multiple Squads. Black Wings that have gone solo or to create new groups were considered immensely powerful.

Finally, Seven golden feathers represented the full transition from a Black Wing to something close to the spirit of the Black Dove, which was symbolized by the complete darkening of their hair.

The accumulation of feathers directly correlated with the color of their hair. The darker it was, the more vastly powerful and capable the Black Wing was. This was why people like Sana held such coveted roles.

The official name for these exceptional individuals was still pending. No one knew the limits of a Black Wing, but the fact they could feasibly injure a Moon put them close to the level of Colors, more so for those bearing five or more feathers.

“Once you hit my level you get your own precious toy. Handcrafted by her greatness, Beholder Jury.” The Black Wing shivered at the mention of her benefactor, embracing her weapon as she silently offered what appeared to be a prayer. “Hmhm~ Fifty bullets in the mag~ Fifty bullets in the mag~ Shoot one down, bag their body around, forty-nine bullets in the mag~”

There were a number of things the Recovery Team wanted to say, but they kept their mouths shut for the time being. Despite the casual talk their guard was raised to the point where a single shift in their surroundings would be enough to act.

And this shift occurred in the most bizarre way possible.

“Are those… flowers?” The Manager questioned.

Overgrowing on the ruins and streets were giant, three-meter flowers each colored like their petals were dipped in paint. At first, they believed them to be enemies, but to their surprise, the flowers began to clear the path for them.

Debris was removed from the streets, giving them access to the palace ahead.

“I can’t get a read on them. Lunas. What does the Status say?” The Moon questioned.

“Origin – Amalgam. We can confirm that they belong to the Head.”

Once confirmed, the group let out a sigh of relief as all eyes were drawn to the flowery beanstalk that rose from the broken palace.

“Alright. Move along. Wave to the flowers if you wish.”

The Moon’s suggestion confused the Recovery Team.

“How come?”

“Wave…?”

“Is it a Condition?”

“No. It’s because they’re a piece of the Head. What other reason is there than to show our respect?” The Moon stuck a hand through the narrow arrow slit of the walls. It was barely two inches wide, and yet their hand squeezed through like the tentacle of an octopus.

This was because her body was made from a microporous, soft material and lacked a bone structure. As matter of fact, she was essentially a sapient mushroom with organs that gave off the illusion of a humanoid.

“Children of the Amalgam… So pretty. It’s like a ray of sunshine. It germinates to make everything so perfect.” The Black Wing reveled, heavily breathing the moment it was revealed that the flowers belonged to the Amalgam. “The Black Dove… Spreads so much color all over the world. All over the places that had forsaken us.”


* * *


Eventually, the group moved into the heart of the palace. Within waited a hundred people who were well fed and uninjured thanks to the dozens of giant flowers that watched over them.

Hopeful eyes stared back as they set foot into the chamber.

“… It’s a weird feeling.” The Manager uttered as the Recovery Units moved in to immediately begin checking for any injuries or signs of trauma.

In the meantime, the Black Wing moved in to assure them that they were now in good hands.

“Get used to it. The Amalgam knows how to take care of those she leaves behind.” The Lunar Haruspex seemed to read the mind of the Manager.

“I’m not used to seeing people cling onto hope for so long. If it was anywhere else, then those eyes would’ve lost their colors. I’m thankful in any case.”

“M-Manager! Any idea what this is!?”

Black particles formed on the bodies of the Recovery Team suddenly. At first, they thought they were under the effects of an unknown spell, but this panic was immediately cast away by an enveloping warmth.

“… This is healing magic…?”

“Ease yourself. It’s the power of the Amalgam. It originates from that.”

In the center of the chamber was a single, bleeding monolith that uttered incomprehensible whispers. It emitted a periodic burst of power according to the people they rescued which, to their shock, healed them.

“Monoliths that heal?”

“Don’t be so surprised. The Head is capable of many things. Healing is but one of their many powers. Why else are they named the Amalgam?”

“… I can’t believe it. It’s an object. And it’s healing…”

“You’ll be surprised to find that some Guilds in the City of Hearts have one installed, largely due to the lack of Healers.”

Indeed.

A few Guilds had one such monolith installed and imbued with the Amalgam’s Healing magic. This eased the burden that was placed on the Healer’s significantly. As powerful as it was, specific illnesses and major injuries still required a Healer, but one could live for quite a long time just by being in the presence of the monolith.

Before the Manager or any of the Recovery Units were able to comprehend this, a loud gunshot burst their ears. Suddenly, the monolith crumbled into itself as a hail of bullets pulverized it.

“W-What are you…”

“Order of the Amalgam.” The Black Wing coldly said. “You don’t have the clearance to know more.”

“… That’s fine. I feel like it’ll be better if we’re left in the dark.”

“Good. There’s big fish out there in this cruel pond. We wouldn’t want them getting their hands on something so tasty.” The Black Wing didn’t elaborate further, but her implication was enough of an explanation for them. “So, one hundred people. How many are going to sit on the back of the wolves? We gotta head back past that disgusting city too. Too bad we can’t stuff them into a Dimensional Storage.”

To see a Healer speak like this caused a few to rub their eyes and pinch their cheek; a reaction the woman had grown to adore.

One hundred people could not easily fit in the eight caravans they brought along, so compromises needed to be made. The people half expected to be culled, but to their surprise, they overheard the talk of saving them all.

Suddenly, someone approached the Lunar Haruspex with hands tightly held to her chest.

“U-Um… Did you see… a boy on your way here?”

“Only flowers, darling.”

“I-I see… That’s a shame… They seemed close to that person. The one who saved us. I hope… he’s ok.”

Out of everyone that was saved, only one person decided to leave out of their own volition.

And that person was Deiman.

            

    
        591. One Sin Cannot Be Cleansed

    
    
    
    
                The pearlescent walls were father than they appeared. They were like white foam of a tidal wave, reaching higher than even the walls of the Nex Megalopolis. No matter how fast or how close Frost approached, the walls never seemed to get any closer.

She dashed through the golden forest at a breakneck pace, stripping the sacred leaves from golden trees in her wake. Her feet rarely ever touched the soil. Unlike normal forests that had wildlife and vibrant shrubbery filling the forest floor, there was nothing here. Only giant roots tangled along the forest floor like walls of mangrove roots.

Frost took a moment to further investigate the trees out of curiosity.


Oak Evergold

< A tree said to resemble utter beginnings >


 

She lowered herself to pick one of the golden apples. It was a firm fruit easily half the size of her head and could be mistaken for a golden melon.


Golden Apple

< A regretter’s favorite fruit >


 

< Appraise Object III has gained a Level >

 

< Appraise Object III is now Appraise Object IV >


 

< (E) Appraise Object IV [0/10] >

< EFFECT: Reveal major insight and information of targeted materials >

< COST: X MP for first reveal. MP cost is dependent on material and its characteristics. Nil cost unless additional information is revealed thereafter >


 

“About time. These have weird descriptions.” Frost noted, sinking her thumbs into the skin of the apple.

White, decadent puss hissed out before it cracked into two halves. The split core resembled a winged entity. Or a love heart depending on how one saw it. She munched on its sweet flesh, pondering on its taste before frowning slightly.

“Way too sweet, and that’s coming from someone with a sweet tooth. The ones in Brander are much tastier. But I think Jury will like these. Hmmm… Jury~”

Frost hauled a few into her Dimensional Storage. At the same time, she stuck her hand further in to touch Jury’s still severed tail.


< Appraisal level is too low >


 

< Was that Jury’s tail? >


 

“Yeah. I wanted to see if I could find anything else about it. You know how the Aberrations of Elysia have special powers associated with their tails? Like what we saw with the White Rabbit? I wanted to see if there was something we could find with Jury’s.”

“It would be weird if she didn’t know you were still holding onto it.”

“Really weird. But I’m honestly shocked that it’s still preserved in the same condition we found it in. More so that Appraise Object still can’t get to it. Jury’s tail is still evolving, right?”

“Precisely. The more it develops, the stronger her Beholder powers becomes. By the way. Are you close now?”

Frost peered through the fractured canopy of the forest.

“Still a long way. It’s only been a day so far. Give me another day or two.” Frost estimated, holding a thumb precisely at arm’s length as she compared it to the size of the great, white wall. “It still hasn’t moved. Man… And I was moving as fast as I can too.”

She pouted slightly, sighing as she leaned against a nearby tree. Her mind went to Jury again. Being separated stirred unpleasant emotions in her chest. It hadn’t been that long, but she already wanted to see her again.

“Everything reminds me of her.” Frost blurted out, staring at the distant, pale walls as she brushed her hair away from her face. “I wish she was here as well. The longer I’m out here the more time passes for her too. She’s not… feeling lonely, is she Nav?”

“You know well how she feels about a big bed being occupied by only herself.”

“Please don’t say that. Don’t spin in so vividly.”

“Otherwise, Jury’s faring well.”

A sigh of relief fled through Frost’s lips.

“Frost. Shouldn’t you continue?”

“Give me a second to eat something. My hunger’s been coming back at full force, so I have to constantly eat.” Frost took another apple and munched on it. “You reckon this is what it’s like to be Jury?”

“I think it’s more of a you think, considering you’ve taken a liking to taboo meals.”

Frost suddenly choked on her meal.

“A-Ahem. Hey, sins and human flesh are two different things. Besides… eating something that isn’t living doesn’t sate me as easily. I think so at least. I never really made a proper comparison. I didn’t have much issue in Brandar since food was available at every corner. I also ate my fair share in the City of Spades.”

“Do you get hungry when you’re emotionally imbalanced?”

A loud hum came from Frost as she slammed a fist into the flat of her palm.

“You know what, you might be right! Grandis has me on constant edge. Never mind all the atrocities that happen here. Good thinking Nav!”

“Praise me more. Also, are you going to get moving? Or do you want to come back for your dose of Vitamin J and abort the main storyline?”

“Hey. Jury’s my main storyline. This is just the side quest.” Frost kissed her engagement ring. A sweet taste lingered on her lips.

“As the System itself I’m the one who dictates what.”


 

< Main Quest >

< To Paradise >


 

< Main Side Quest >

< Rendezvous with Cara’s Recovery Team in 9 Days >

< Location: Infernis >


 

< Side Quests >

< Officially Marry Jury >

< Hug Nav :) >

< Praise Ignis >

< Wire brush Cer >

< Shop with Ber >

< Pamper Res >

< Location: Nexus >

< Time Limit: Infinitas >


 

Nav’s sense of humor brought Frost to chuckle to herself.

“Nav, I gotta ask again, but when did you become so sassy?”


* * *


The estimated total of three days was woefully inaccurate. Four days was not even close to enough to reach Paradise. It was so large that even Frost’s long-distance vision was misled. Pair this with the morning and evening fogs of Grandis and it was a recipe for disaster.

It took four days alone to fully traverse through the golden forest. She followed a highway so wide that it escaped her peripherals. It was easily a hundred meters in width. Such a size would allow for the mass mobilization of army formations, as well as incredible traffic to and from the city of Paradise.

An additional two days were required to traverse the outer suburbs and minor walls. The landscape grew incredibly cracked the further she approached those walls, which still had barely moved an inch when she stopped to compare it to her thumb.

Even at full speed she was still far away. Not a single semblance of life was detected either. Every home was ruined in one way or another. They were either burned, collapsed, or broken into. It was the work of humans no doubt rather than a natural disaster.

The same sight prevailed over the seventh day. However, at some point she noticed a few pale objects protruding from the earth. They were like upside down swords, and they impaled homes as though they had been driven down from the heavens.

Five meters tall. This was how high they stood. They were by no means colossal, but no human would have been able to weild something of that size.

So, she had to ask Nav:

“Do Giant’s exist in this world?”

“Giants are more towards the Northeast where it is hot as they don’t tend to do well in this environment. But some do exist in other continents and Regions. Grandis is not one of them. Neither do they use weaponry as you describe. They are intelligent, but resort to more sinister, brutal methods of killing.”

She had only found a few, roughly fifty so far. They shone with a brilliant, white light. It was a crystal of some kind. Frost was convinced that it was as she approached the base of one to study it.

The object itself sat in a wide clearing. Everything, from the rocks to the soil were coated in a white film similar to that of webbing. But upon disturbing it, they cracked like crystals, leaving behind tiny, microscopic shards similar to that of asbestos.

“[Appraise Object].”


Marker of a Price of Paradise

< The price that was paid on that fateful day >


“… Price of Paradise…” Frost whispered, removing a glove as she placed her palm across its cool surface.

No… Rather than cool, it was oddly warm to touch. Like she was touching the flesh of a living being. Curiosity pushed her to investigate further, and with a small press, she broke its crystal exterior.

But in truth, the consistence was closer to that of bone.

Red liquid gushed out from the hole, carrying the stench of bitter iron.

“W… what the fuck…? Blood?”


 

One Sin

< The sin we collectively share proven by the color of our blood >


 

Nothing could have prepared her to be faced with such a thing. It was like an Anid, except it took the form of a giant cross. The name of the blood took Frost aback as she wore a perplexed expression.

“[Cleanse].” Frost uttered to remove the stains from her apparel, but to further twist the blade of her confusion –


< One Sin cannot be cleansed >


 

– It was not something even Healing magic could remove.

            

    
        592. The Slices of the Forbidden Fruit

    
    
    
    
                One Sin.

Blood was always red. Wrath was also a sin defined by the color red. But the One Sin did not represent Wrath at all because it was not universal.

Something deeper than the color of this blood that stained Frost metaphorically existed inside of everyone if she were to take the meaning of One Sin literally. Thinking about it further as she drove her hand deeper into the crystal, boney cross led her to many branching answers.

Much like the veins and the nervous system she felt within the cross.

The branches of nerves throbbed as if in pain. The cross itself screamed but it had no mouth. Blood continued to gush as though it was bottomless. Blood poured over her lower garbs, splashing on her black boots as she fished for something within.

*Squelch*

*Squish*

*Splat*

“May I ask what you’re doing right now?”

“Searching for something. I’m wondering if this was left behind by the Icon of Judgement. Granted, it doesn’t have an Affinity or Origin attached to it, but you can never be too sure.”

This also led to Frost questioning whether these Markers were known. Nav quickly confirmed that it was true, but they didn’t have any unique properties to be considered dangerous.

So they were left alone. Untouched and left as a reminder for that fateful day.

After further wrenching her arm around, she finally clasped something that pulsated like a heart. Using her precognition abilities, she was able to see what it was before she could even pull it out.

“A piece of an apple. This is this thing’s heart. I wonder if it’ll be possible to turn back the clock here.” Frost pondered on the possibility since the environmental Nex was suitable to probe further.

Firstly, she wiped her free hand as she studied the apple slice further. It was closer to a gemstone than a fruit. The brilliance it radiated rivalled a star. But more than that, it felt like she was holding a piece of something deeply intrinsic to this Marker beyond being just a heart.

The proof was in its immense weight, which left lasting imprints on her bloodied palm as it crushed the veins and nerves that were attached to it like a sea urchin.


Proof of Sin

< The chunk that has been eaten exists in us all >


 

“… Would it be wise to eat something like this, Nav?” Frost wondered.

“That description is worrisome. I would rather you didn’t. But you of all people would be the one most qualified to eat it, aside from Jury.”

“Because it’s an apple, huh?”

“It would be like an apple adding more slices to its separated self.”

Frost was confident in her all-devouring maw as the Amalgam. Furthermore, this thing wasn’t a Corrupted either. Poison and such could not affect her as long as she digested it directly, and so, she took the piece and chewed it until it became a fine, mushy paste.

She waited seconds, then minutes. Before long it became apparent that this thing had no anomalous properties. That was until she felt a sudden call from elsewhere. It was a haunting hum belonging to a child.

It came in the direction of the city of Paradise.

Frost took out her Interrogating Clock and attempted to investigate this Marker. However, as soon as the ticking hands began to twirl backwards, a shocking pain coursed through her mind.


//////// < EXTREME WARNING > ////////

 

< An Aberration of Elysia has intercepted the Reminiscence >


< You have been forcefully removed from the Reminiscence >


“Tch… Again? Again!?” The pain was like the time she wielded the Scorched Girl, but she had grown so used to such pain that it was barely an inconvenience.

After all, she had reached the point where she could sever her limbs without batting an eye.

“It wasn’t Elysia this time!?” Frost released a furious roar, attempting to turn back the clock again. “What the fuck are you trying to hide from me!?”

No matter how many times she asked, only a cold breeze would respond along with the humming of the mysterious child. Frost kept it together. It would do no good manifesting her States now and clouding her judgement…

“Even the Aberrations want to keep secrets from me… And here I thought we were both on the same side! Do I have to keep on finding it out myself!? Why can’t you just manifest here and talk to me!?”

… but even so…


//////// < WARNING > ////////


< The Will of the Amalgam Has Risen to the First State >


< The First State has Manifested the Listening Bird >


 

< Unfair Tale has failed to forcefully manifest itself >


 

Frost eventually calmed down. The Marker was destroyed. All that remained was the nervous system that stood like a thin, dead tree. It took the ominous appearance of a bird’s, which Frost immediately took down to end her fit of frustration.


< Are you ok? >


 

“How can I be fine when these… Ghk… Yeah. Yeah, I am. We’re this close and I’m acting like I won’t find anything. Mark my words, Nav. If this Aberration of Elysia, or if even Elysia herself keeps on interfering with me, then I’ll have no choice but to believe they’re enemies.”

She spoke loudly as if speaking with the Aberrations directly. It was unclear whether they could hear her at all.

What has been consistent however was the fact that they could interact with her during the Reminiscence, and secondly, when her Emotional State was Heightened considerably like that time a voice spoke to her about a bird being hatched from an egg.

Frost cleaned herself further, her garbs still stained with blood as she walked down the pale-brick highway, leaving the broken Marker behind with a dark expression.

“What the hell is in Paradise that they don’t want me to find? Jury must be having a hard time, since the Aberrations can also interfere with her magic. The Interrogating Clock won’t do me any good now. But if I can hear that humming then something strange is going on.”

Frost thought back to the slice of apple, wondering if it would serve as an alternative to probe into this further now that she could hear that song.

A melody she had heard the Arbiter hum before.


* * *


It was not long before Frost could finally see the majesty of the walls of Paradise. The distant fog finally parted, revealing the spiky spires of the walls which caused it to appear like a giant, thorny crown.

The walls were at least two hundred… no, three hundred meters tall. It was then that she realized that the wall was not made of concrete or stone. Not even brick and mortar. Instead…

“Markers…? Why are there so many Markers…?”

… the wall was made from nearly a million Markers, impaled at random angels like blades driven into the ground. It no longer resembled a crown.

“Nav. You’re not going to believe this. But this thing… it looks like one giant bird’s nest.”

Markers stood as high as a hundred meters. The colossal object imposed utter magnificence that was equal to the ominous tone of Paradise’s walls. Before the walls were stray Markers which Frost promptly devoured.

And as she did, the shadows of the Markers loomed over her as if judging her every movement. She could not help but feel like she was being watched by these things, screaming without a mouth to devour the sin that they had unfairly been accused of.

And that was no delusion.

The more apple slices she ate, the more she could ‘feel’ them speak. The vibrations of each Marker spoke to her in a language that could only be sensed through the air itself. Ever drawn breath made their voices clearer.


< “The black-haired traitor.” >


 

< “The princess has returned?” >


 

< “End this now. End what you have started.” >


 

She was mistaken for two different people again. The traitor of Puritas, and, more shockingly – the princess of Puritas.

What Iscario said was not merely an excuse for him to touch her head. It was true.

Frost looked like the princess of Puritas.

            

    
        593. Apparitions of Paradise

    
    
    
    
                Paradise.

There was nothing else Frost could call this city. Even when in ruins the pearlescent structures glistened like crystals underneath the afternoon sun. Paradise was also one of the few places in Elysia that did not experience a second night, giving it a full twelve hours of light and darkness.

Some even said that Paradise never experienced night at all. The columns of the old, the supporting beams of ancient houses, the stairs that led to nowhere, and the paths that were abruptly sealed by fallen debris all carried a property that allowed them to accumulate light.

When darkness fell then they would release this light, evident by Frost’s stalking shadow which caused them to illuminate.

Glass and shards of marble-like material broke with each step she took into the vast streets of Paradise. Everything was twice as large here. Decorative vases held enormous flowers which sat beside extraordinary flower shops. Statues depicting royalty sat in city squares, their heads lobbed off and missing, along with limbs and decorative weaponry.

The few trees that grew here we long dead. The white, web-like film she found on the Marker earlier grew on everything in Paradise like a parasitic moss. Breathing the air filled with these microscopic crystals caused her some pain, but strangely enough, they did not piece or stick to her lungs from what she could tell.

It was like she was absorbing it; devouring the crystals before they had a chance to internally damage her. Not that it could. But it was strange that even fine particles were being devoured the moment they entered her body.

So things like asbestos wouldn’t be able to affect me, since my body can just devour it. Does it depend on the way it comes in, or how small said object is? Then again, I’ve never suffocated despite breathing a lot of smoke in City of Spades… Weird.

Frost hadn’t experienced something like this before. She figured that maybe her body itself devoured foreign objects. To test this, she took a bullet from her Dimensional Storage and drove it into her left arm. Buried beside it was a piece of glass.

It hurts, but the fact that I can do this so nonchalantly is kind of freaky.

She left it there for some time, hidden beneath her sleeves as she investigated the material used to construct Paradise.


Tearstone

< Said to be from the hardened bark of the white trees that sit at the outer boundaries elsewhere. You can see trickles running through the lattice of the material, as though it is weeping >


 

Frost was greeted with one of the most ominous descriptions of an item. Everything in Paradise so far seemed to be ‘alive’. From the Markers that held veins and arteries, to stone that wept, Frost couldn’t shake away the feeling of being watched by the Markers.

They eerily loomed above the encompassing nest, their shadows creeping into Paradise like dark spears. She never truly felt alone as a result as she wandered through ruined buildings belonging to the citizens of Paradise.

Large homes too large for a family of three lined the streets like a Baroque Era city. Columns of these homes stood proudly, and giant gardens sat in the front, where a road ran through from the door to the main street.

She explored their interiors, finding evidence of an extravagant life dedicated to only a few. Because the more she explored the murky, moldy rooms and corridors, the more the she realized why these homes were built so large for such small families.

Her legs stopped at one such room. Blood was smeared along the walls. Broken baby bottles were piled in one corner as wooden planks sat in another. Beneath them were a coil of chains and shackles.

“There are more rooms like this than the nice ones. Humans must’ve owned a lot of Demi-Humans.” Frost solemnly spoke, offering her utmost respect for this place. “It’s disgusting. I will never get used to this.”

But what devastated Frost the most was the small, tiny Marker that sat in the center of the room. It pulsated with a voice that could not form words, for that belonged to an infant. Frost entered the room and put the thing out of its misery, taking the slice of apple within with eyes glowing with immense sorrow.

“I hope you can find peace now. I’m so sorry.”

She could hear the footsteps of ghosts in this large estate. Cries belonging to people of the past. She did not use the Interrogating Clock. But somehow, just like when she saw the memories of the train accident in the City of Spades, she was able to immerse herself in it, and was unfortunately unable to interact with these aberrations.

Frost closed her eyes and retreated. She did not want to see what exactly lay on the floor where Marker used to be. Time was a limited resource. She also could not risk using an Isolation Sphere in case something dangerous lurked here.

So she made quick work of the estate, removing as many Markers as possible.

The voices became louder. The steps heavier. The weight of the suffering clasped at the hems of her blood-soaked coat as she left the estate.

Aberrations of people wandering the street for short seconds before they spirited away, their forms dissolving like a pillar of sand in the wind. She assessed the situation in silence, watching the dead city return to life. Fragments of the past clashed with the desolate present.

Jury’s power is to interact with time. So how come I’m able to see this? The apple slices? But I did something similar back then too. There’s no Memory Bistro to create an illusion either.

Frost scratched her head, playing with a strand of hair that oddly glistened brightly in her periphery. She thought nothing of it, since her hair had already changed color thanks to manifesting the Listening Bird.

She was still currently within the footsteps of Paradise. The far, outer perimeter closest to the walls. Another set of walls sat further within Paradise’ immensely large territory. It was at least thirty kilometers in circumference. The fact that it only held a few million did not seem right.

But now that she had seen the interior of these houses and the ghosts that roamed the streets, she realized that more than 70% were Demi-Humans, who were used for labor to keep the Human population living comfortably.

Through a sinkhole Frost found an entire subterranean highway that mirrored the one above. This was where Demi-Humans were made to traverse through. The ceiling was not even high enough for most to stand up straight, and the drainage system above led directly down there.

“Bodies were left to rot. No one dared to help each other. So many voices are crying out, but none of them are asking ‘Why’ they’re treated like this. Nav… why can humans be so cruel?” Frost shut her eyes again, following the long road away from these homes towards the palace that consumed the skies.

Frost imagined that it would have also smothered the stars as well.

No. If this city was lit up by these stones, then no one would have seen stars in the night sky.

Frost recalled Carpalis’ words.

Someone’s heaven must never be the source of another’s torment.

How right she was. Frost steeled her heart, walking past a growing crowd of ghostly apparitions as she tried to decipher what made her ability so different from Jury’s.


* * *


Firstly, Jury’s ability allowed one to immerse themselves within the Nex. This was how one was able to uncover the past. Because of this, it was possible to interact with entities within. This came with its own caveats, of course.

Frost on the other hand, believed that she was able to visualize the Nex directly. At least portions of it. Nex carried emotions as well as memories, both from people and the world itself.

Jury’s seemed to be extremely personalized, whereas Frost was able to see a wider picture but could not delve as deeply as her. It was more of a rehearsal. An endless play with no end. The curtains never fell as an endless encore continued in perpetuity.

A purgatory better described this phenomenon.

It was a shame that she could not use the Interrogating Clock to investigate further. But still, this was enough to paint a clear picture of Paradise.


* * *


The event itself that replayed endlessly was nothing spectacular. It was just… the normal life of Paradise. This in itself was hell of the Demi-Humans. It was never one event they remembered, but everything in their lives.

If it was an event, then she would have seen something akin to the City of Spades Massacre. Frost had never been so silent. The homes gradually became bigger the deeper she ventured into Paradise. Rotten trees were overgrown by the pallid film.

By now it had grown so dense that it required considerable effort to break apart, and with each Marker she devoured the distant humming of the child became louder as it became more soothing.

“It’s surprising.” Frost blurted out of nowhere, holding her head up to the spire of the palace. “I’m the only one here. You’d think people would remain in these ruins. Not even rats dare to call this place home anymore. There has to be a reason for that, right?”

She figured that she should have met with at least something – anything by now, but it was as devoid as a barren wasteland. As difficult as it was to discern the apparitions from reality, Frost still had her many eyes to keenly scour her surroundings.

That was until she saw something unnatural move amongst the rubble.

A particular building with a collapsed, golden statue depicting a giant coin saw unusual movement from within. The reason why Frost found it odd was because she had observed this place enough to understand that Demi-Humans were not allowed to wander into such buildings.

That place was an exchange or a bank of some kind. And within, holding giant sacks and wearing items ranging from armor to travel dresses were childlike humans with pointy ears.

“This is the last trip, right? The boats aren’t going to hold all of this.” A squeaky, childish voice spoke from inside.

“For now! There are at least another one hundred banks to rob! Who wodda thought Paradise would be so ripe for the pickn’!” Another voice spoke, although this sounded like it belonged to an adult.

“It’s always been ripe! You new or somethin’? Just follow the protocol and don’t stay for long. Three don’ts of Paradise! Don’t eat in Paradise. Don’t drink in Paradise. And definitely don’t stay for more than a day in Paradise! Why, my Gnome friends?”

Then, a bunch of childlike voices as well as adult voices that did not match their appearance simultaneously cried:

“””””“You’ll catch the Pale Web!”””””

They hadn’t noticed Frost just yet. Curious about these people, who called themselves Gnomes, Frost steadily approached them with good intentions.

However, the moment her visage became visible, she was struck by a magical arrow. Icy dust consumed her form as an explosion rippled throughout the streets.

“Hah! DIRECT HIT! It was a human! Black hair that was being Webbed by the Pale Web! Boss! I think we gotta move quick! There could be more –!?”

The cloud of ice was suddenly consumed by a ball of flames. A torrent of liquid fire flooded the streets as six Gnomes ran out to the front of the ruined bank, their tiny eyes filled with terror as they held their small battle staves that were no larger than twigs.

“And here I thought I found something interesting.” Frost spoke in a terrifyingly deep voice as she stepped forth from the flames, emerging unscathed.

“N-No way… That was – an arrow enchanted with Ice magic! W-Who… A-A… I mean…”

Frost foresaw a confrontation. She wanted to tame the situation to get some information out of them since she was so curious, and this attack would serve as leverage for her too. However, it didn’t seem like she had to do anything.

Because before she could open her mouth, the six Gnomes – who looked just like childlike humans about the same height as Cer – prostrated themselves as they threw their weapons away.

As a matter of fact, they didn’t even touch the ground with their hands. It was held behind their backs as their foreheads were firmly planted onto the earth.

“PLEASE SPARE US!”

They pleaded all at once, as if they all shared the same exact braincell.

            

    
        594. Theatrum Orbis Terrarum

    
    
    
    
                Non-humans in a Human-centric Region immediately raised red flags, especially in a place as lawless as the ruins of Puritas. Not only that, but they were hardly strong enough to fend for themselves.
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Their stats were akin to that of low-level Adventurers, but their weapons significantly made up for their physical weaknesses. Not only that, but their RESIST stat was surprisingly high alongside their Mana capacity.

From this alone Frost could tell that they were a magical-based race, similar to something like the Elves, which brought them into further scrutiny. They were apparently Explorers; groups that specialized in the profession of exploration.

Limitless destinations and possibilities awaited such people, who were driven by the promise of riches or simply had a passion for uncovering lost secrets or to brave a new world.

Gnomes were one such race that specialized in the art of exploration, having two main branches of this profession – the Terra and the Mare; undoubtedly an abbreviated version of Terra Incognita (Unknown land) and Mare Incognitum (Unknown sea).

The Theatre of the World Association focused on the cartography of Elysia. Their ultimate goal was in the name – to create a ‘Theater of the World’; a Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, which would be the very first completed atlas of Elysia.

[image: New Nexus Stuff]

However, due to the nature of the seas it was impossible to chart distant lands beyond. They didn’t even know if such a place existed.

To them this believed unknown landmass was named Terra Astralis, which dates to an ancient belief of a geocentric model of the universe – a model that had the stars revolve around the world itself as though it sat in the center of the universe.

That same place was likely the Expanse, and the places beyond.

As an Otherworlder, Frost could hardly believe that such a small race was responsible for the cartography of Elysia considering that there were races that could fly and swim.

According to Nav, it was because of their tiny make that they developed an innate curiosity to the world around them. They were not the kind of race that took things for granted, and it was because of this that they had one of the strongest senses of freedom.

Frost briefly extracted some basic information out of them.

Then, she asked:

“What brings you six here then? Spiritas is on the other side of this continent. I get you’re explorers, but to me it looks like you’re here plundering it. Not that I mind. Hell, take everything you can. I’m just curious.”

The Gnomes sat with hands clutching their knees as they sat in a pitiful line. Their instincts commanded them to remain as passive as possible in the face of the absolute authority looming above them.

“We’re completely different Gnomes from those lot. Well, the same but different. It’s a geographical thingy-ma-jig that uh…”

The voice of one of the women trailed off. Tears dripped down the side of her cheeks like bullets as she avoided making eye contact with Frost at all costs. Her eyes instead bounced between her clammy hands and the weapon held in Frost’s arms.

Another then took over.

“B-Basically, we have nothing to do with Spiritas! If you have something against them, then please don’t take it out on us! Don’t eat us!” One pleaded, their voices echoing throughout the streets. “Y-You’ll get the Pale Web! You don’t want that!”

Frost had brought them out into the streets along with their possessions. Sacks of valuables including coins, jewelry and other stored mementoes were piled to the side. Each sack was easily twice as large as the Gnomes, and she had witnessed them carry them with ease despite their lackluster stats.

“Relax. I’m not going to eat you.” Frost sighed, her mind aching by their childish squabbles and the many ghostly voices of Paradise. “I don’t know where you got that idea from, but isn’t it rude to make assumptions on someone you just tried to kill?”

“T-That was a test shot!” The one who shot her exclaimed.

Frost’s hidden feathers did not rustle.

“Yeah! A test!” Another backed him up.

“Right Boss!?” One more said, turning to their boss who also sweated bullets.

Their hands curled further. Then, they raised their head and pointed to the shooter.

“… T-Take this one and let the rest of us live!”

“B-Boss!?”

“You can’t! Oi! Wasn’t it you who said to kill anything on sight!”

“If anything, the Boss should be eaten –!”

*Boom*

The deafening roar of Frost’s De Jure caused them to grovel further. It wasn’t her intention to dominate them like this, but Frost wasn’t in the mood for things to become chaotic. Not in a solemn place like this, and certainly not when she was on the cusp of manifesting the Second State.

“Like I said – No one is being eaten!” She commanded equally as loud as the smoking barrel of her gun. “Just answer the question and we can both be on our own way.”

“F-Funding.” The Boss, who was a man with the appearance of a young boy managed to utter.

“For what, your Association?”

“More like a… P-Personal retirement fund.” He finally answered, causing Frost to raise a brow.

“That’s not managed to taxable by the Association.” Another said.

“Or written in the books.”

“Or trackable.”

Frost scratched her hair again. The black and grey pigmentation captivated them strangely enough. After some thought, she decided to let them go their own way.

After all, her feather’s rustled to their response.

“Carry on then.”

“Really!? I mean – O-Ok. Let’s go our separate ways –!

“But first, tell me about the Pale Web.”


* * *


A disease that affects the living indiscriminately but calcifying their bodies from the inside out until they were wrapped in a brittle cocoon. This was the Pale Web – a Tier 5 disease that likely required a Skill Mastery in [Cure Disease], which Frost was unfortunately far from achieving.


(S) Cure Disease III [6/10]

EFFECT: Instantly cure all tier 2 diseases and tier 2 negative statuses/condition of self or target in contact.

COST: 100 MP


 

The onset of effects occurred within the first twelve hours. After exactly twenty-four hours the affected individual’s body would begin the calcification process. It did not result in the Markers surprisingly, as after a week of exposure a person would become fine, hair-like crystals that would spread the disease further.

Luckily it was contained within Paradise. Simply leaving through the walls instantly reversed its effects. The disease could not exist outside of Paradise, which led many to believe that it was cursed and largely why no one dared to tread here.

Interestingly enough, if there were exactly twelve people that were infected, then only one person would survive. The Pale Web therefore technically had a one in twelve chance of survival despite its 100% mortality rate.

This surprised Frost since she hadn’t experienced any symptoms herself. Then again, the only other illness that had affected her was a Corrupted Skill that caused her heart to leap from her chest.

Other than that, she had been mostly immune.

This was why the Gnomes were surprised to see her still fine. The greying of her black hair was unnatural, and they thought it was the initial symptoms of the Pale Web.


* * *


The white snow that fell in Paradise was a silent killer, and the Gnomes retold of how countless more perished following the fall of Paradise because of this spontaneous disease.

The Gnomes came from the Zervi Region; from the Demon continent just south of Grandis. That place was where one of the main Branches of the Theatre of the World Association was established – the Western Hemisphere Branch.

There was truly a lot to unpack, and in time the Gnomes came to understand that they were spared Frost. They were allowed to rummage through their loot and belongings more freely and could hold a stare now that her Scrutiny was disabled.

“Lucky us. You must be really strong to come all the way here on your own!” A girl complimented, wagging her head side by side as she stared at Frost’s gun. “Justica Arm? You a believer of the Goddess of Color?”

“No, this is just my weapon. Ever heard of the Black Dove?” Frost casually namedropped her identity as a Color.

“Nope…?” The girl tilted her head.

“Well, you have now.”

“Black Dove… Are you a Color or something? Wait, black… Are you a believer of Umbra too then!?”

Beholder Umbra? So she’s considered a Deity in the Demon continent. And Galia’s a Deity of Spiritas. The mighty hero that struck Caldera Industries down.

“No, I am a Color. Whether you believe me or is none of my concern. We won’t be seeing each other again.” Frost said as the other Gnomes began hoisting their baggage over their backs, looking like child-sized hermit crabs.

“You don’t smell human, so it’s hard to tell if you’re lying or not.” The girl’s eyes lingered on Frost’s hair as she stood on her toes as if to inspect it further. “… You’re not part Demon, are you?”

“Not at all.”

The girl, whose hair was a royal, wavy gold lightly hopped in place. Had she worn more extravagant clothing, then Frost would have truly mistaken her for being a princess of a distant land.

It was unfortunate that she could not pry any deeper through her status. All it showed was that she was an Explorer like the others.

“You have some gold in your eyes and… no, just your eyes! It’s not your pupils so you’re maybe right. But I think you’re really special!”

“How so?”

Finally, as the others began to leave and call out her name, the girl answered with:

“There’s a famous story from our continent. It’s called the ‘Girl Far Away From Home’. A Demon once came to Grandis and lost her arm and her only friend. You’ll never hear the real story. We even have the spun-up version of the story. No one likes a tragedy after all.

That story followed the Demon’s life in these newfound lands. It’s more of cautionary tale for explorers like us than a story about them. But you know, you might have their eyes, but you definitely have that person’s weapon!”

She turned her back to Frost. However, her body instantly froze when Frost used scrutiny.

Her feet sunk into the broken gravel. The voices of her companions called out to her but were effectively silenced by Frost’s deafening presence.

“Who are you talking about?” Frost asked one final question.

The answer defied all expectations.

“The Goddess of Color!”

Frost’s concentration immediately broke, allowing the girl to join her distant friends. A hand was brought to Frost’s forehead where she brushed away oddly bright strands of hair as she came to an epiphany.

“Galia… is she the Black-Haired shooter…?”

There was no proof of her involvement aside from the story implying Galia helped Carpalis in the distant past.

However, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that Galia was far more involved in this conspiracy than she could have ever imagined.

            

    
        595. Iscario and His Price of Paradise

    
    
    
    
                The long footpath eventually led to the second wall of Markers. Within resided an inner layer where the houses were built far more extravagantly but were smaller in scale.

From the cursive writing of family names in a language that Frost still didn’t understand, to grand gardens and fountains of gold; Frost guessed that this belonged to the nobility of Puritas. Her other clue came from the number of well-dressed humans that roamed the streets.

The apparitions of the past revealed Demi-humans dressed equally as nicely, for they were the dedicated and chosen servants of these noble families. Harems of Demi-humans followed their masters. Soldiers made up of Demi-humans protected platinum-encrusted carriages.

They were the lucky ones but were also another source of misery for the Demi-humans beyond these walls. Classism between the Demi-humans existed because of this segregation, resulting in violence even amongst Demi-humans.


< “The fear of becoming like them kept us complacent with the violence.” >


 

The voice of a cat-eared man kicking the teeth out from another who could have easily been mistaken for their brother uttered. In the place of his apparition was another Marker. Lament, despair, regret lingered stagnantly in the air. The same emotions that were felt on that day remained here for over fifteen years.


< “Deepest sorrow. Your blood on these hands. My heart could never forget that day.” >


And for those same fifteen years he repented in the form of a Marker. Frost didn’t say a word. Neither could she hear anyone else’s aside from these beings. She was lost in a sea of countless chatters, both which reacted to her, repeating the same phrase of: “Black hair.” And “Princess.”

Whilst others recited moments of their life, often spoken with endless regret.

The Pale Web had a stronger presence here, smearing the gold and wrapping various stray Markers like cocoons.

It did little to stop Frost from extracting the sweet golden flesh, which continued to stain Frost from head to toe in unwastable blood; the One Sin that these Markers bared. Her actions were a form of penance to them.

The plucking of their purulent hearts, which oozed with sweet puss was a noble sacrament that absolved the Markers. Frost felt heavy with each Marker she devoured, as if their One Sin had become hers.

The thought aggravated her.

Why did everything have to relate back to her?

Why were so many things affiliated with her existence?

Why was it until now that someone came along to help them?

I hate the people of this city. The circumstances that made them like that aren’t something that I can blame them for. When we judge people, we never take account for what led up to it. All that matters is what happened.

Which is even more nonsense with the idea of the One Sin.

The immense weight of now several devoured One Sins began to weigh on her as she followed the single, long trail towards the final wall of Markers.

“How can we all be blamed for the sin of one?” Frost could not begin to understand it. “Is it a double meaning? Is the One Sin something they’ve latched onto for all this time? Then why does the description state that we all have it inside of us?”


< “Guilty before conviction. Guilty before birth. Guilty by the virtue of existence.” >


 

A voice that did not belong to the countless thousands spoke somewhere far ahead. It was in the same direction of the singing. The further Frost ventured into the heart of Paradise; the more light seemed to shine from the towering walls of the palace.

It was so bright that it appeared like a column of light. When she finally set foot into the inner and final walls of Paradise, she was met with a pallid garden that stretched as far as the eye could see.

And in the center, when the pillar of light died down, were the calcified walls of the palace. Nothing aside from the palace and the garden existed here.

As well as a graveyard of countless Markers.

Small, human-sized trees grew along the blades of grass. Tinges of green could still be seen from underneath the Pale Web, which sharpened the grass like they were starved for blood. For each tree there was a Marker, and for each blade of grass there were screams that slowly sept into Frost’s skull, nearly driving her mad.

The scenery was oddly reminiscent of the garden found within that facility in the old world. It was clearly… inspired by it.

“But how does that even make sense?” Frost asked.

She could have sworn she heard Nav speak, but alas, her voice was lost in the sea of chatter.

Only two voices pierced through the cacophony.

The first was the child that sang the nostalgic tune, and the second belonged to someone that instantly caused Frost to see red.


< “Such a wonderful song, dear sister.” >


“ISCARIOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

The Pale Web cracked under the immense power of Frost’s movement. With a single lunge she left a crater-like imprint where she once stood as she threw herself in the direction of the voice, ready to eliminate the source.

In her mind she knew that this voice belonged to an apparition. But even so, Frost wanted nothing more than to at least enjoy the illusion of destroying the one person that condemned her to the Black Forest.

Trees immediately caught alight. Her violent onrush paved the earth as a column of shredded vegetation followed. After a solid minute of dashing in the direction of the song, she reeled her arm back and thrust it forward precisely where the sole figure of a younger Iscario stood.

Her fist crashed through his phantom head.

Though she hit nothing, her fist created a terrifying sonic boom that caused distant trees to become uprooted. The heat alone generated by her wrath continued to set more alight as a black, acrid cloud ate at the face she desperately wished to tear apart.

“YOU – OF ALL PLACES YOU DECIDE TO FINALLY SHOW YOURSELF HERE! EVEN IF YOU’RE JUST A PHANTOM –!”

Her fist moved down like a guillotine, slicing him in half. The ground shook and was lifted momentarily by the immense force of her fist. Ripples continued to move throughout the garden like the surface of a lake, further uprooting trees and meadows, leaving nothing but scorched dirt.

“YOU…” Frost heaved, clasping at her other hand as she felt the blood endlessly rush to her head.

Had she not held her other hand, then she would have struck him again. Luckily, some semblance of reason remained, allowing her to restrain herself from further assaulting this phantom.

But it did not change how she felt about seeing him again.

“… You… have no right to stand in front of me. Smiling… laughing. Pretending like you love your sister. Something like you can’t be capable of love.”

These words were obviously wasted on it. But she said them anyway to ease herself up, as well as bit her tongue to refrain from uttering more. It would be better to keep them for the real thing.

She instinctively took several steps back and turned her head away when she deeply inhaled. The mere thought of breathing the same air as the apparition of her mortal enemy caused her skin to crawl.

Once calmed down, the surrounding flames were sucked back into an open palm.

“So that’s what you looked like. Shorter hair and still white. Blue eyes and military garbs. Speckled with gold. How long ago was this?” Frost traced his eyes but was unable to find his sister. Yet the voice came from an empty spot where the sunlight seemed to focus on like a spotlight.

From there, a single pale lily grew.


< “It brings me ease despite knowing of the war to come.” >


 

He plucked the lily, inhaling its scent before he turned to the direction of a burned tree. Slowly, its branches were restored as if time was being reversed. Eventually, golden leaves grew from the tips of its branches, and attached to them were spectacular, golden apples the size of a human head.

The tree radiated a sacred energy oddly familiar to Frost. The blinding light that shone from the tip of the tree like a Christmas star was reminiscent of the same light that the Advent of Desire emitted.

That thing was the Advent of Judgement. She was certain of it. But why was it so…

It’s tiny. So small compared to the Advents we’ve seen. Do the apples make up for it in power? I wonder… But it’s not like I can check their status in this state either. Tch.

“Fifteen years?” Frost questioned, following Iscario as he walked towards the tree. “Maybe more? Was Iscario even a Star at this point?”

Nav didn’t answer.

Suddenly, the voices of countless disappeared all at once.

A figure hopped from behind the thick trunk of the golden tree. Her hands held behind her back as the wind carried her beautiful, long, pale hair. Her long, pale dress danced in the wind as her smile lit up the world like a ray of welcoming sunshine.

Frost’s heart stopped beating at that moment.

“She… she really does…”

That face which belonged to the princess of Puritas uncannily resembled her own. If she was any younger, then they would have been identical.

But there was still one key difference.


< “Brother Iscario! Look! Look! It’s a moth! It had trouble coming of its cocoon, so I decided to help it! >


 

The girl’s hums subsided as she held out a moth gently cupped within her hands.

The difference was her eyes. It was a strange, blue-golden color that none of the healers nor Iscario seemed to possess. The coloration took Frost aback as she wandered closer to the girl.

Golden eyes were evident of a clear connection to the Captured Star as far as she could tell. So what was this girl’s connection with her? Not only that… but how much of this was real to begin with, considering that the Arbiter possessed golden eyes but came before the Captured Star?


 

< “Such filthy things don’t suit you. Unlike this.” >


The dark moth was exchanged for the lily Iscario had plucked earlier.

He continued:


< “How kind of you to show mercy to an insect that will never thank you. Have you forgotten your status? You’re a princess, and my sister. You shouldn’t meddle with something so dirty. What if it got into your hair?” >


 

Iscario removed a glove, brushing his sister’s hair affectionately. Small pieces of leaves and bark were plucked from her hair and crushed between his fingers.


< “Darkening that hair of yours would be tragic. Such a color belongs to those unkind and tempered by war.” >


 

< “Like Lady Colorless?” >


 

The girl squeaked, her eyes sparkling at the mention of… Galia. Frost was not sure if Iscario at this point in time knew of Galia’s identity as the Colorless Incandescent, but it seemed that she was recognized by Puritas as such rather than Galia.

This meant that ‘Galia’ was seen as a separate entity at the time.


< “Like Lady Colorless. The war with Diavola and the Bellum Empire will be happening soon. I’ll be gone for a long time. Have you heard, dear sister? The Nexus has called for me. A deity by the name of Galia has offered me a position as an Apostle.” >


 

< “Aww. Will I be able to see Lady Colorless at least?” >


 

< “You shall. But… it might be less frequent, as she’ll be… ‘involved’ in the upcoming wars. As unlikely as it is, she may never come back. So I want you to steel your heart, sister. That person can’t stay inside of your heart forever. You have to abolish whatever links you have.” >


 

There was something sly about Iscario that Frost couldn’t put her finger on. Not only that, but if Galia truly was the leader of the 13th Order and Justica Arms at the time…

… then what exactly did she do to betray them?

The girl clutched her heart as her eyes seemed to sadly droop.


< “Like mother?” >


 

< “Like mother. So don’t be afraid to forget her. Have you been downstairs recently?” >


 

The girl shook her head.


< “Then how do you know that song so well, dear sister?” >


 

Iscario’s presence caused her to tremble lightly. Her reaction to his sadistic tone hinted to an innate fear.

It was clear that his love for his sister was born from an obsession than familiar love. Couple that with his desire to control her, and one had a psychopath named Iscario.

Frost realized that her black hair could have easily been the sole reason for why he betrayed the Nexus. It didn’t seem so far-fetched anymore considering how obsessed he was over his sister.

He took her hair into his hands and inhaled her scent.


< “Sister. Sometimes we have to learn the different meanings of kindness.” >


 

Iscario took his sister by the shoulders, turning her around as she lightly pushed her around the garden.

The moth was still held in his hand.


< “Your kindness is different to ours. That’s what makes you so special. You see the world in a different light. Where all things are good. Where good can reside in evil. That’s why you should learn the act of letting go.” >


 

< “… letting go?” >


 

< “Yes. Did you like the crabs we had for dinner last night? Crabs enact their own form of kindness. When they recognize they’re in danger or need to let go…” >


 

< “D-Don’t… do that to it…” >


 

Iscario took a wing from the moth, removing its ability to fly.


< “They sacrifice something important to them. That’s why our kindness is to make that choice for them. This moth used to be an ugly caterpillar.” >


 

< “And now it’s a beautiful moth. I… let it have another chance. Brother… you don’t have to hurt it.” >


 

< “Its pain is temporary. Our kindness is forever. Because you are so kind that it looks so beautiful. But to us, we recognize that its desperate attempt to transform into something more than just itself…” >


 

Iscario continued to tear off its wings, then its limbs. The girl could not take her eyes away from it. Deep down Frost could hear the tiny voice speaking in her heart.


< “If only I hadn’t shown you to him. I’m sorry.” >


 

The princess blamed herself for its suffering.

Iscario continued his provocative monologue. He exploited his siter’s kindness to tame her. Holding something as small as a moth as hostage could make her obey him.


< “Its truest, deepest, and most sincere form was nothing short of miserable is a failure of an attempt to mimic something that already exists. Bird fly because they are born with wings. A moth flies because it grows them. For what purpose were they born as caterpillars then?”


 

Iscario spoke nonchalantly. His crazed rants were spoken so calmly that Frost could not believe that he was human.


< “Why go through multiple births to become something so disgusting? The moth will suffer day after day wondering what went wrong. Why was it all so fruitless. Why couldn’t it become something it chose to be than what was predetermined from birth? From the cocoon all caterpillars will become either a butterfly or a moth. That choice was made from the day they were born, not from within the cocoons they have spun.” >


 

The last time Frost was repulsed like this was with the Septanids. Iscario was like that. An insect that manipulated and preyed on those weak. He toyed with his sister’s heart to bring him to his side of understanding.

Frost wondered if this was how he gathered the Impuritas together in the first place.


 

< “Therefore, we must choose for them. We must hack off their life out of kindness. And you, dear sister… should do the same before they start to poison you. Believe me. This is all for your own good. I’m worried about you. Otherwise, one day… someone will show you their kindness.” >


 

He concluded by squeezing the head of the moth with his thumb right before his sister’s eyes.


< “Even we have little choice but to become things defined unconsciously. It’s hilarious. Father believes in the inequalities between man and beast. The true inequality comes from those who can and cannot decide what they become. We’re all in cocoons waiting for our time. Little ugly things… pitifully waiting for a hand to help us break free. But you are already perfect. So please, dear sister, don’t be sad when Lady Colorless doesn’t come back.” >


 

His hands coiled behind her, wrapping her in a cold embrace as her head sunk into his chest.


 

< “It will be my gift to you – another price of your forever existing paradise.” >

            

    
        596. Dark Memoria and The One Who Will Betray

    
    
    
    
                The curtains of the memory closed as Iscario’s body disappeared. Frost stared at the frozen figure that sat in the grass, holding her knees. By her feet was the untouched lily given to her by Iscario, and cupped in her tiny palms was the lifeless body of the moth.


< “I’m sorry little moth. I didn’t mean for you to die. I just wanted to show my brother something. I wanted to be praised. It’s not because you’re ugly or pitiful.” >


 

The girl sobbed.


< “I’m sorry you couldn’t have two weeks to fly. After that you could’ve gone to heaven with all your moth friends who left you behind. I couldn’t leave you alone in that cocoon. I’m sorry. I’m sorry…” >


 

She returned to the base of the golden oak tree and dug with her bare hands. Filth was flung into her hair before she reached a small pocket where many small insects slept under the tree.


< “I hope you can sleep soundly as well. The roots of the tree go to many places. Some happy and some sad. Don’t worry. You’ll go to a place that’s better than heaven. Even if it’s not up there, this heaven is burrowing to somewhere with more sunshine than here.” >


 

She rubbed its squashed head, sobbing harder.


< “You… can sleep beside the fluffy spider.” >


Once buried, she brought her dirty hands to her face.


< “Why does everyone want to fight? Why does everyone have to go away? That’s not kindness at all… Mother… I want to see mother again…” >


 

Frost couldn’t just stand there and watch. It was like seeing the little Jury of the Black Forest again. She approached the girl with no ill intent like her brother.

And with open arms, she gave her something she had longed for.

A hug.

Her hands phased through the apparition. Small specks of gold fled from the girl’s body. Somehow, the girl’s whimpering softened. For a moment, Frost felt like she was holding the body of this tiny girl in her arms.

For once she wished it wasn’t a coincidence. She wished that she had helped stave away the tears.

“The worst thing about seeing this is wishing I was born a little earlier.” Frost whispered.

Suddenly, a figure replaced Frost. Familiar eyes that resembled the darkening skies stared up at the child as they lowered themselves to embrace them.


< “War, child, makes no difference what you or they think about it.” >


 

Frost stepped away, recognizing the voice.

This figure was Galia.


< “Lady… Colorless…?” >


< “War was always here like the roots of the sacred tree. War merely waited for man.” >


 

And in her hand was a golden apple.


< “The ultimate trade.” >


 

That apple was given to the weeping child.


< “Awaiting its perfect practitioner. It is no different from the pairing of the apple and man. So child…” >


 

Galia wiped the tears away from her eyes and lifted the apple to the girl’s face.


< “… Do you wish to go see your mother right now?” >


 

* * *


 

Frost didn’t realize how dark it had already become.

Her watch claimed that ten hours had passed since she reached the center of Paradise, but she felt like only an hour did. The anomaly was not something she would normally be alert about, but considering she did not use any of Jury’s time magic –

“Who’s there!?” Frost fired a bullet in the direction of an impenetrable shadow.

The visions of the past disappeared entirely. All apparitions spirited away as the ruins of Paradise glowed with enough light to block out the stars.

It was only this shadow that existed in paradise. A twisted, malevolent shadow that manifested over the burned remains of where the Advent of Judgement once resided.


< “You should not be here.” >


 

A hollow voice commanded.

The Interrogation Clock began to tick uncontrollably as if possessed. Frost was moments away from asking again who this thing was.

However, there was only one kind of entity that could have such an adverse effect on Jury’s Aspect of Technology.

“… Elysia…?”


< “F… st…!” >


 

“NAV!? What’s going on!? Can you hear me!?”


< Inter… omthing… rupting… CAREFUL! I… nnot… Trumpet anymore!” >


 

“Nav? NAAAAAAAV!?”

The static in Nav’s voice paired with the abhorrent ticking caused Frost to take an immediate defensive stance.

And rightfully so, because not a second later, something connected with her forearms, sending her skidding more than twenty meters backwards.

“Tch… What… DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING, ELYSIAAAAA!?”


 

< ??? >


 

< “How dare you call me by that accursed name.” >


 

< “That name should not even be known to you.” >


 

“What the hell are you talking about!?”

The figure in question took the form of a shadowy entity. At first Frost thought it was a Fractured Nilhim since the status didn’t appear straight away.

However, the status was not what gave it away.


 

 

//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< Entering the Rewound for the First Time >


 

< Welcome to the Rewound >


 

The last time Frost received a similar message was when she entered the White Rabbit’s Escape. Nothing changed visually. However, what was supposed to be night had returned to day.

But rather than the pink clouds of dawn, Frost was greeted by the orange skies of sunset as the sun rose from where it usually set.


< “Intruders that barge into the passage of time, touching things that should be left untouched must be punished accordingly. Even if it’s ‘You’.” >


 

//////// < EXTREME WARNING > ////////


 

< ??? >

< ??? >


 

< The Arbiter’s Trumpet can no longer be heard in this place >


 

< “You’ve triggered something irreversible. Now that I can manifest myself…” >


 

A shooter similar to Frost emerged from the shadows. But the closer Frost studied the shadowy doppelganger, the more she realized that it was the Galia of the past who hoisted the pale Astra Inclinant over her shoulder.

She was dressed in nothing but black garbs fitting for a shooter. The inner garbs were fitted tightly and did not show a single ounce of her flesh, whilst her coat and mantle were loose, causing her silhouette to disappear behind it whenever a breeze passed by.

What’s more was that her eyes were dyed a brilliant gold, proof that this thing was not truly Galia, but a form possessed by an Aberration of Elysia.
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< “… We can finally speak face to face. A pity that we could only meet through the backwards countdown of the clock.” >


 

Frost clutched the handle of her De Jure. The Galia-doppelganger was obviously weaker than her real counterpart. Whether this was the pre or post Beholder Galia was unknown.

“… So this is how it ends? With your kind intervening with me?”

Frost’s hair shifted to a white coloration as she manifested the One Thousand Eyed Bird as the Second State.

Nav, however, was not here to announce this.

“And for what? Because I’m curious? Because I want to know!? You… The Arbiter… everyone… WHAT RIGHT DO YOU HAVE TO KEEP WITHOLDING ALL OF THIS AWAY FROM ME!?”

She knew that she wouldn’t be getting any answers from this thing and desperately wished to keep it all locked away.

Therefore, as gunfire broke loose, the two spoke with the smoking barrels of their guns.
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It began with an illustrious hail of bullets.

Black and white bullet trails and the endless crack of thunder claimed the world. Trees were ripped from the earth by the vacuum created by the bullets. However, shortly after the upheaved trees froze in midair as if time had ceased moving.

Even the leaves and blades of grass that violently twirled eventually cascaded down with grace before they abruptly froze.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< CONDITION OF THE REWOUND >


 

< CONDITION: Those untethered to an object or a being able to interrogate Time will be left behind by its passage >


 

< ADDITIONAL CONDITION: You may not escape the Rewound until the source of the Wound is sealed or broken to gush >


 

/////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< All objects and entities will otherwise be afflicted with Absolute Stasis >


Even though Frost could not speak with Nav, she was still able to deliver these important prompts. Surprisingly fast too considering Nav tended to take time the more difficult the enemy was.

Did this mean that this Aberration of Elysia was weak? Her stats were a far cry from what she had expected. But even so, a single bullet from her weapon could maim a Star or Moon with a single bullet.

Furthermore, there was no telling just what the extent of this Aberration of Elysia’s power was.

Wound? Rewound? And what the hell does the second condition even mean?

Frost used the scattered shrubbery as she fired back at the shadowy Galia, loading bullet after bullet which never seemed to reach its target. Not only that, but the thermal explosions caused by [Thermal Propagation] remained precisely where she fired, leaving blobs of fireballs that soon turned greyscale.


“It’s all ineffective here. You seem to be holding onto peculiar items. Even without them it would’ve been troublesome to detach you from the flow of my time.”


 

She spoke with Galia’s voice but possessed the sinister mannerisms of an entirely different entity. Every word was spoken tantalizingly with a powerful, crazed inflection. Small, hideous giggles and laughter followed without fail, like she was playing with Frost.

But something about that voice caused hairs to rise all over Frost’s body.

The form Dark Memoria took was closer to a Corrupted version of Galia; similar to something Frost would find in a State of Mind.

Frost’s emotions hadn’t fully latched its claws into her head to prevent her from thinking clearly, so she divided half of her attention onto further studying this abnormally hostile Aberration of Elysia, whilst the other desperately tried to make sense of the Conditions.

“Did it cross your mind to start a conversation before you opened fire! Stay out of this! I have no idea what you want or what you’re trying to gain from holding this information away from me, but I am not going to stand here and die for something like you!”

Frost roared, enveloping herself in flames to mask her body as they two danced in a bullet storm.

So long as the flames were attached to her body, then they could not be snapshotted in time. Frost contorted her body as she flung herself backwards, avoiding the direct advance of the Dark Memoria.

Thanks to her precognition, she was able to see the bullet trajectories and move out of their range whilst baiting the Dark Memoria to enter hers. However, just like herself –


“You were always one to jump to such abstract conclusions. Really, it would all be so much easier if you would just stop thinking. Stop running… and just let me do it all for you.”


 

– Dark Memoria could see the bullets ahead of time, prancing around the bullets which plagued her path like a line of defensive pikes.

Like her, the bullets that left Dark Memoria’s pallid firearm could only travel so far, leaving behind a floating bullet with its tail like someone had drawn a pale line in reality. They spanned the garden in seconds, the bullet trails becoming a hedge of black and white thorns as Dark Memoria relentlessly chased Frost around the perimeter of the pallid palace.

“Don’t make me laugh. Don’t make me despise you as much as I already do!”

Frost only had so many bullets on hand, so she quickly switched to using Infinite Hatred – the crystal bullet.


ATT : 13,000(+9,500)


The color of the bullet trails didn’t change. Surprisingly, even though time froze the bullet in place only roughly twenty meters after firing it, the bullet still returned to the palm of her left hand.


“Oh? Have you already figured it out? That it was I who denied you access to the past near Solitude’s Watch? Or…”


Dark Memoria attempted to close the gap. There were no descriptions of her attacks whatsoever, leaving Frost to rely solely on her sight and instincts. Frost threw herself against the Markers of the inner walls.


“… That I’ve been actively interfering with ‘that’ one’s interrogation of the past? Jury, was it? A name so abhorrently fitting that I can’t help but to feel envious.”


An ocean of blood gushed from the open cavity as they entered the streets of the inner circle. The gushing blood froze as it turned grey. The ticking of the Interrogating Clock seemed to grow louder as Dark Memoria’s assault intensified.

“Is this because of Jury!?”


“No. This is because of your meddling with time. You’ve interacted with something that was supposed to remain untouched. The past is sacred. Lost wounds of this world shouldn’t be opened by hands like yours. You’re aware of the influence it can exert on an individual.”


 

“The only people here are you and me! This is the Nex of Paradise that I’m interrogating! Don’t twist it like I’m going to force someone to Corrupt!”


“But even so, and even without my intervention, it does not change that the countdown has begun.”


“What do you mean!?”

Frost had no openings against her. Likewise, Dark Memoria had openings to truly follow through and deal with Frost. It unsettled Frost.

Just what are you hiding… An Aberration of Elysia shouldn’t be this weak.


“Forty-five minutes to midnight.”


 

As she said this, a pale magical circle appeared over Dark Memoria’s head. The ticking intensified once again.

In that moment Frost saw all outcomes and realized that she’d be struck by a barrage of more than thirty bullets.

So, she did the next best thing and ran straight towards the bullets before she could even fire them off.

“I hate vague answers… I – did not come this far after harrowing through hell –!”

Bullets riddled her body, lightly piercing through her flesh and garbs as she pushed through and enacted a counterattack. Dark Memoria could not avoid a direct impact as Frost swung her fist past the hail of bullets. Rather than a punch, it was as though Dark Memoria had thrown herself straight into her fist.

“– ONLY FOR YOU TO DENY IT ALL!”

[Solemn Counter] and her [Fine Line] Passive Skill.

It came in handy as Frost weaved herself into a narrow window of opportunity. A dark cloud plumed from her fist upon impact thanks to her Dream Shatterer.

“NO MATTER THE RISK –!”

Frost had Dark Memoria right where she wanted. The wounds on her body healed over the pale, crystal bullets. Her body devoured them shortly afterwards, releasing a terrible torrent of steam, confirming to Frost that anything that entered her body would be destroyed.

“NO MATTER MY INTENTIONS –!”

A flurry of fists connected with her enemy’s dark visage, some fists phasing through the dark coat whilst others brutally caused parts of the being’s body to distort. With one last punch, Frost thrust her fist straight into her stomach, dealing significant damage that she unfortunately could not visualize.

“– WHAT RIGHT DO YOU HAVE TO STOP ME!?”

Dark Memoria skidded backwards; her body relaxed as Frost pushed forward to give her no openings to recover. However, it seemed like Dark Memoria had allowed Frost to attack her head on earlier.


“Every right when it concerns my domain. Every right when it encroaches on my territory. And every right when it concerns you.”


 

“What…!?”

            

    
        598. The Root of All Suffering

    
    
    
    
                “What…!?”

Their hands clashed as they engaged in close quarter combat. Between each strike that each perfectly blocked due to their similar AGI, high HP pool as well as their precognition their weapons were fired at close range.


“How ready are you to know the truth? How ready are you to face the immeasurable? My interference is no blight. It’s a blessing. Wouldn’t it be easier to stop this nonsense? Frost… How much more are you going to endure when you can just sleep –!?”


 

“I’ve come this far already and I’m not going to stop! Do you think I’m like you!? Wanting to keep the past in the past unresolved selfishly because of arbitrary rules!?”

Frost saw red again as both barrels of their guns landed on each other’s heads, smoke rising from their barrels as they locked eyes. The shadowy Galia carried the golden eyes of an Angel.

Neither made a move, as both saw all outcomes.

“Is it because of your Affinity that you believe that the past should shackle people!? That it should all stay there unresolved!? I knew a child that begged for someone to find her! If it weren’t for this power, then she never would have been found!”

Frost’s hand trembled, her voice quivering with endless hatred.


“How burdensome. To shackle yourself to the same chains that seize the very core of themselves. Why endure what they have when they can’t even help themselves?”


 

Dark Memoria despised how Frost desperately strove to uncover the past. To open unhealed wounds and scratch at bloody scabs. The past was sacred to Dark Memoria. It was not something that should be touched by others.


“The way to the past is a painful voyage. I consider this a mercy. Attachment is the root of all suffering, as it is a core part of us… The past should never be touched. Interference of time only causes more misery.”


 

“… Is that how you truly see it…?”

Frost couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This Aberrations effectively told her to abandon her aspirations to save people. Her weapon gradually lowered from Dark Memoria’s head as something unsettling stirred within her chest.

“What about the people who don’t have the courage to ask for help…?”

Frost had seen it over and over again. The suffering caused by the treatment of the past. Greif caused by those that could not let go. Misery derived from shackles of trauma that prevented people from freeing themselves.

“Or the people who stubbornly hold onto the past, blaming themselves for something they couldn’t avoid?”

Her body trembled uncontrollably. The clock reached thirty minutes to midnight now. The backwards ticking disappeared as the skies continued to move in reverse. Frost choked on her emotions as stray strands of hair turned white, and with it, a thousand golden orbs were summoned into existence all around them.

Then, with an ominous voice, Frost uttered in a whisper.

“Tell me… if attachment is so sacred to you… then why… tell me why it had to make Ber Corrupt. Why Res had to suffer holding it in for all this time?”


< One Thousand Eyed Bird has Manifested as the Second State >


 

“If we hadn’t reached out to her… if she didn’t cut off her attachment…”

Frost’s eyes glowed brightly all of a sudden, moments before a shadowy maw attempted to devour the Dark Memoria. She dodged it with ease as Frost, with her infinite hatred and combined sense of judgement shouted at the top of her lungs.

“THEN SHE WOULD HAVE STAYED AS A CORRUPTED! I’ll never understand you. I’ll never forgive you… How can you tell me to abandon them so easily. Is that how you felt, Dark Memoria? Tell me… is that what you would have done to Sinder!?”

A deafening silence followed. The ceasefire deeply unsettled Frost as she watched Dark Memoria reach to cup her eyes.


“… How long do you think I’ve tried to save him? How many loops did it take until it all felt helpless? This misery of mine… this suffering… I don’t wish anyone to experience it. The futility of it all. The helplessness of failure. The despair of repeating through loops only for the thing I desperate wished to save to die miserably tens of thousands of times, over millions of years.”


 

Attachment.

It all stemmed back to the old world. The reason why Dark Memoria was so adamant about preserving the past was because of her failures. The endless repetition that brought forth a trauma so powerful that it gave birth to an Aberration of Elysia.


 

“Sinder… Frost. I’m doing this for your own good. You will find the wall you cannot possibly climb in due time. You will feel the despair I have felt from my attachment. And I… do not wish that.”


 

Day turned to night again as the days rapidly counted backwards. The ruins of Paradise were gradually restored as they were propelled faster back in time.


 

“Will you still stubbornly face it head on?”


 

“I have to. Because I’m the only one that can. Unlike you, I’ll never give up. Failure isn’t an option for me. It’s not just one person I want to protect. Besides… I can’t turn back the clock to save someone’s life. I only get one chance. I don’t know the gravity of your suffering. Don’t expect me to either. And if I fail, then I’ll just find another way!”


 

“… Another way…”


 

“We move forward, not backwards. I want to use what’s back there to know how to push people forward. Because all I’ve seen it do is keep people stuck both in the past and present. I don’t expect you to understand, but this is my resolve! I would also do everything in my power to bring someone I loved back.”

Frost took up her arm and pointed it at Dark Memoria, knowing well that the next stage of combat was upon them.

“BUT I WOULDN’T CONDEMN THE WORLD BECAUSE OF IT EITHER!”

Likewise, her opponent raised her weapon towards Frost.

Somehow, the air surrounding Dark Memoria changed. It was as if she was confused, lost but equally curious.


“I despise the human perspective. Like Her, you have a glorified fetish for saving others. But in the end, Her power is derived from you, the Captured Star. It is no wonder that you can reverse the Corruption…”


 

She trailed off unexpectedly. There was more she wanted to say but held back, giggling to herself.


“Fifteen minutes to midnight.”


 

And without another word, they resumed their firefight, painting all of Paradise with black and white lines that soon resembled thin, dead trees. And before long, the Markers that served as walls steadily disappeared.

Regular, pale walls that stood at a towering fifty meters surrounded Paradise as the surrounding landscape returned to its original, pre-Paradise Lost state.

            

    
        599. The Bird of Paradise

    
    
    
    
                The last fifteen minutes was displayed on Frost’s Interrogating Clock. The backwards countdown had subsided entirely as the hour hand ominously hovered over twelve. Every passing second brought her closer to a time when Paradise once flourished.

Shadowy specters of the past filled the streets. Bullets created holes that swallowed their bodies as Frost and Dark Memoria fought with nothing but their guns.

All forms of magic were ineffective in this environment.

[Unlying Tablet], [Prejudice], [Biased Verdict], and even the one thousand golden eyes summoned by [Rightful Ignorance] were frozen and left as grey blobs in the sky.

Frost was at a heavy disadvantage. Not only was Dark Memoria able to shoot projectiles, but she was also able to conjure crystal bullets from her pale magical circles. One circle turned to six as Frost faced a heavy onslaught of bullets.

The pristine buildings of Paradise were stuck by the relentless barrage as Frost used them as cover and to initiate a counterattack. Heavy dust and frozen rubble allowed Frost to close the distance before Dark Memoria could react.

A heavy right swing threw Dark Memoria backwards as she flung into various buildings. Frost instantly threw herself aside, and in the next moment, a hail of bullets blasted through, freezing precisely where she once stood.

“What’s the point of rewinding time if neither of us are going to have a moment to investigate it!?”

Frost’s demand was met with her blindly firing through the fog of war. Her flames and the debris served as a way to sever their precognitive abilities as they both engaged in ranged combat from hazy clouds.

The clouds parted for only a split second after each shot, meaning they both had to move and shoot on the fly as they maintained exactly twenty meters of distance.


“My reasons are not yours to know! Besides, what makes you believe that you can defeat me; a God of Cognition!?”


 

“I have my own ways! For now, I just have to outlast you!”

The longer the fight went on, the more destabilized Dark Memoria’s form became. It was unclear what the reason was, but the closer they reached midnight, the less of her form became tangible.

Dark shadows shivered from her body like a raging flame. What was supposed to be Galia was steadily becoming something else.

If only I could see her HP, then I’d be able to figure something out. All I can do is survive until the ‘wound’ makes itself clear… Nav… I hope you’re still ok –!?

A hand emerged from the fog, grasping onto Frost’s face. It clasped onto her with an iron grip that her hands failed to break off. Just as she was about to remove her glove in an attempt to ‘devour’ it, Dark Memoria branded her eyes into Frost’s and uttered:


“You give and take. Your form is something so immeasurably special that many can’t help but to want to take a slice for themselves. To willingly bring yourself here –”


The air cracked around her.

She was hurled from one end of the inner city to the other.

Her body soared through the air like a bullet, crashing into dozens of buildings before eventually colliding with the wall.


HP : 15,000,000 | 15,500,000


Were it not for her immense HP pool then she would have suffered catastrophic damage. 500,000 HP was nothing to scoff at. But the fact that her body was still entirely intact was a testament to her vitality.

The shadowy specter followed closely, and Frost just managed to break herself free from the wall. A heavy knee struck precisely where her head was. A great crack ran through the entire length of the wall.


“To expose yourself to the burdens of the past –!”


 

Frost’s instincts cried out all at once. She swiftly propelled herself from the wall as Dark Memoria thrust her fist through it like a javelin.


 

“To willingly shoulder the burden of unfamiliar faces –!”


 

Frost entered a freefall. [Thermal Propagation] alongside her barrage of bullets allowed her to hasten her descent. However, Dark Memoria had the full leverage of the wall. Her knees bent at a dangerously sharp angle as she stood on the shattered surface of the wall as if unaffected by gravity.


“Why do you stubbornly latch onto the roots of your attachment!?”


Steam rose from the walls. A fifty-meter crater spanning the entire wall was left behind in the process of crumbling as she launched herself to catch up to Frost, just in time to smash her straight into the earth.


“End this fruitless endeavor! You of all people must never attach yourself to others!”


 

Her shout drowned the earth-shattering thud of their impact. She pinned Frost down, straddling her waist as a hand clutched the throat of the very same person she wished to save.

A dark shadow hid Frost’s face, her hair shielding her eyes. De Jure was just out of reach from Frost’s now. Steam rose from her back as she stared up to see a starless night, filled only by the light of Paradise and the eyes of this entity that spoke like it knew her.


“You should’ve just stayed in the Nexus! To live a normal life! You didn’t have to get involved! Not this time. Not again…”


“Who… told you that?”

Frost clenched her teeth. A shaky hand clasped onto the Aberration’s wrist, her nails digging deeply into its shadowy shell.

“Who told you to decide what’s the best for me? If you really cared… if you really wanted things to be like that…”

Suddenly, the shell of the shadow broke, revealing a dark flame that was instantly consumed by Frost’s touch. However, Dark Memoria was not fazed by this. Rather, her eyes became sorrowful as if overcome with regret.

“Then why weren’t you there from the start?”

Frost asked, lifting her body to properly meet with Dark Memoria’s eyes.

“Why did I have to go through all of this? When I came into this world that’s what I wanted. I was looking forward to living a life only seen and read in fantasy novels! But it turned into this hell!”


“I can only manifest under specific circumstances. The Nexus is a place far away. Frost. Because that is how you feel, there is still a chance for you to rest on this body. For you to close your eyes and let us harrow this hell.”


 

The offer to close her eyes and be freed from the horrors of Elysia would alleviate so much pain. What was supposed to be tempting, however, only further bellowed the flames in her heart as her fist curled. Her nails dug into her palms, drawing blood.

It was the only thing in this timeless world that flowed aside from themselves.

“Don’t… you dare... come into my life telling me that you could’ve done this, or that for me when you’ve done nothing but try to hamper me!”

Frost struck it with her bare hand, cracking the shadowy faceplate.

It was not devoured, much to her surprise.

But it didn’t stop her from striking Dark Memoria again.

“Does the past mean anything to you!? All of it made me into who and what I am!”

And again.

“The friends I’ve made!”

Again.

“The people I’ve let down!”

Fragments of the shell shattered, revealing the dark, tender skin of a familiar face underneath. Shard after shard, fragment after fragment, more and more of the face was uncovered until a pair of teary, golden eyes stared back at her through the broken façade.

The hatred Frost felt disappeared all of sudden. It was truly like Jury’s eyes. So much so that she nearly lost the drive to fight back. Her hands clutched onto the collar of the entity as she brought her face close, staring up at this sorrowful thing.

“How can I forget all of it!? It’s a part of me as you said! But unlike you, it’s not what defines me! Unlike you, I don’t have an obsession to it! I’ve killed so many, but I’m doing everything I can, so it won’t ever repeat! And unlike you, I know there’s more ways than one to make amends! Isn’t it enough!?”

Frost clasped onto her face, hoping that she would understand her cries. But all that stared back were eyes of unchanging indifference, like they couldn’t understand a word from Frost’s mouth.

“You’re an Elysia born from that trauma of the cycles! You were trapped in those loops! You’re not there anymore. And I’m here right now. So why are you still clinging onto it?”

Dark Memoria’s eyes fell down to herself. The shards that remained fully broke off, revealing an Elysia with black and white hair; an Elysia that had been corroded by the passage of misery due to her obsession in changing the past but to no avail.

“You turned it onto me now. I don’t understand. Why are you so inclined to look at others when you should be looking at yourself?”

The overwhelming voice sounded just like Jury’s now.

Dark Memoria couldn’t understand how or why Frost showed pity towards her.

Frost was certainly in pain, but her eyes rarely fell onto herself. It was something Dark Memoria saw as her flaw, but for some reason, she could not bring herself to say it out loud.

“Cycles. A long life. The future you face is all tantamount. You finally left the Nexus after I sensed the Nex of a broken Sinder. My fear is that it will happen again. Only I know the misery that comes with attachment. To hold the weight of the world on your shoulders when you’re just one person.”

Dark Memoria’s body was protected by the Invulnerability Condition, meaning it was impossible to injure her true form. Frost could not read the status from her just yet, as she was still The One Who Will Betray.

The entity’s hands then moved to Frost’s face. Rather than seeking to injure Frost, they felt her cheeks and brushed the hair away, revealing matching eyes.

“It is the same thing that plagues me. I’m the cognizant manifestation of this part of ‘Elysia’. But I am equally Elysia, for I carry the memories and emotions she felt so long ago. I’m tired. I’m resentful. The cycles are over. But I can’t help but feel like you’re already on one, seeing that you’ve already broken.”

There was only one minute left to midnight. Frost understood why this Aberration felt this way, but also knew that she had only seen the tip of the iceberg. It was strange to sit here and talk to her like this after fighting for their lives.

Frost could not see the intentions in her heart. But she knew that this Aberration was not inherently evil. Otherwise, she would not have spoken to her like this.

Ultimately, it felt like Dark Memoria was like this because she didn’t want another person to experience what she had gone through. But Frost was already so far in that stopping now was no longer an option.

Furthermore, Dark Memoria’s ideology was something she could not accept either.

“… You’re wrong.” Frost uttered. “I’m not alone in this. People may have turned against you in the past, but no one will turn their backs towards me. Even at my lowest they helped me come back. I don’t want to be your enemy.”

Frost admitted.

Ten seconds to midnight.

Dark Memoria’s eyes widened in response. But they were soon sealed shut as a dark expression crept onto her face. A hideous, black tail covered in black and white fur sprouted from her back.

The tip was shaped like an hourglass. Suddenly, it began to spin uncontrollably like a gyroscope moments before color returned to the world. And in that instant –

“But I have to be yours. For our sake. So that the same mistake can’t be made again.”

– Every bullet that was ever fired assaulted the city of Paradise, leveling entire districts in the blink of an eye. Dark Memoria’s figure became transparent as the weight disappeared from Frost’s body.

Suddenly, the apparitions of the past assumed a solid form as if they were no longer specters. Some even stopped by to stare down at Frost, wondering how or where she came from.

But their words were cut short. Because before a single sentence could finish forming –

– A blinding light was fired into the sky. It originated from the center of Paradise, cleaving through the rooves and spires of the palace. Night turned into day in an instant, blinding all with a light that could only be described as holy.


“You said that you have people who can held you shoulder the burden.”


 

“Unfortunately for you, your most vital helper can no longer reach you.”


 

“To think that even Lailah has been reborn.”


Ironically, an unholy chill ran down Frost’s spine as she threw herself onto her feet, wielding her gun as she allowed her eyes to readjust to the light.

And when they finally did, her heart immediately stopped beating.

Because what stood above the palace, standing at a towering two kilometers tall was an entity that could only be described as a bird with twelve wings.


//////// < WARNING > ////////


 

< PARADISE LOST >

< THE ARBITER’S TRUMPET CAN NO LONGER BE HEARD >


 

“… No way… That’s… that’s the Icon of Judgement…?”

No one could hear her voice, for her voice could not be heard. All forms of sound were muted by absolute silence in the presence of the entity. Mouths gaped wide, but no screams left them.

A silent hysteria took over Paradise. Countless more stared up at the being, many prostrating in the streets as if a deity had descended from the heavens.

Status could not be used. Nothing. Not even her own stats could be accessed. Her link to Nav and the Nexus were completely severed, leaving Frost completely alone in the face of an insurmountable foe as her body began to grow heavy.

It was then when she realized that the people were not prostrating.

They were being crushed by the weight of their own sins.
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