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Chapter 1

“So, there’re treasure chests with special gear and all that in them, right?” Gunsmith asked me as we approached the edge of the desert biome with Ninja.

“Yep,” I answered.

“That’s got me thinking. What if, say… there’s a mustache accessory I can wear?”

I froze in place when I heard that.

One, because of my PTSD from her talking about mustaches all the time. Two… because there was, in fact, a ‘toy mustache’ cosmetic accessory.

“Good thing that doesn’t exist,” I said.

That was when Ninja looked at me with a stern expression. “You should not lie, Lord Player!”

“How… how can you tell I’m lying?”

“Because understanding your body language and the nuances of your voice allows me to better serve you in the event that you have to relay a secret message to me.”

“Heh.” Gunsmith chuckled with her arms crossed over her chest. “Well, well, well. There really is a mustache accessory waiting for me out there, huh, Player Boy?

I looked Ninja in her eyes and said, “You have no idea what you have done.”

Ninja sighed a little and replied, “You are very dramatic when it comes to the topic of mustaches, my lord.”

Well, honestly, part of it was for comedic effect. I was pretty sure that Gunsmith wasn’t actually that obsessed with the idea of getting a mustache, either. She was just playing it up for laughs.

But at least part of her genuinely did want a mustache, and at least part of me was genuinely traumatized from how much she talked about mustaches. Well, maybe not actually traumatized. Just slightly annoyed.

Fortunately, the chances of finding a mustache were extremely low in the upcoming biome. That was something with a rare chance to be found in regular chests, and the biome-specific chests were going to override most of those.

Hopefully.

“Lord Player, is there anything we should know?” Ninja asked me. “I have never seen such a great sea of sand before.”

“See those tall green things?” I asked her.

Ninja looked at the nearest cactus and nodded.

…

I found myself in a horrible situation.

The point of going out with Ninja and Gunsmith, and letting them take the lead, was because it felt like I was playing the game for the first time again with some friends.

Friends were supposed to troll each other, right?

So, when with a total noob who never even saw a cactus before… wasn’t encouraging them to go poke it the obvious thing to do?

I really wanted to troll her. I wanted to tell her to go pet the cactus.

But Ninja.

She was like an excited, obedient dog who placed total faith in me and would never betray me nor expect me to lie to her. She would do it without a single moment of hesitation. If I ordered her to go and give it a poke, she would. And then she would take damage and get bounced back, and I would feel horrible, but… it would also be hilarious, and her unwavering faith in me would make it even funnier.

But then I imagined her ears and tail drooping from the betrayal. I imagined her looking at me with a shocked expression of betrayal on her face as she wondered what she did wrong for me to prank her like that.

“Hey, Gunsmith,” I said. “You ever seen a cactus before?”

“Them green thingies?” Gunsmith asked in response. “Ain’t never seen them before now.”

“Alright. Go poke it. It’ll be fun.”

“You want me to poke it?”

“Yeah. Just walk up to it and touch it.”

“Something’s suspicious about this. This some kind of trick?”

“I’m surprised. I thought what you lacked in height, you made up for in bravery.”

“Oi!” Gunsmith stomped her foot against the ground and pointed a finger up at me. “I’ll show you! You just wait right here and I’ll go poke that green baby-looking-tree thing over there so hard that it falls over!”

So, Gunsmith stomped off toward the cactus with fiery determination in her eyes.

“My lord, I suspect you have done something horrible, but to believe that would mean to believe you are capable of such an act,” Ninja whispered to me while Gunsmith marched away.

“Ninja, would you still love me if I’m a cruel sadist sometimes?” I asked.

“Of course, my lord! Well, it depends on the circumstances. Cruelty, at times, is necessary when waging war to prevent future suffering.”

“What about innocent cruelty just for fun?”

“Hmm. That is much harder to justify. It would depend on how severe—”

“Y’owch!” Gunsmith shouted, prompting us to both look over at her just in time to see her get bounced back to fall on her ass. “This stupid wannabe tree hurt me! All I did was touch it and it hurt me!”

I couldn’t help but to laugh a little… until I felt a stare.

I slowly turned my head to the side.

“Lord Player,” Ninja said, staring at me with an unamused expression on her face.

“Ye-yeah, Ninja?” I asked.

“Did you know of this plant’s dangers?”

“I’m sorry.”

Ninja sighed and gave me a gentle little poke on my forehead. “One should strive to teach others who are less knowledgeable, not fool them.”

“But… her reaction was funny.”

“One should not find amusement in the pain of others.”

“Who’s a good girl?”

“This—this is not the time for that, and I will not allow you to distract—”

“Ninja’s a good girl. That’s right, you are, Ninja. You’re a good girl.”

“Lord—Lord Player, please, do not—”

“You’re the bestest, goodest girl, Ninja.”

Her tail rapidly wagged behind her, meaning that I successfully distracted her away from my cruel prank.

But while I might have manipulated Ninja into forgiving me via praise, Gunsmith wasn’t so easy to win over as she walked up to us and grabbed onto my wrist to drag me away.

“Hey, where do you think you’re taking me?” I asked her.

“Revenge, Player Boy. Revenge,” Gunsmith said. “That’s how we do it out in the plains. When a man draws a gun on ya and shoots off your mustache, you pull out your shotgun and shoot off his whole face.”

“That’s not a proportionate response! And did you really have to make it about mustaches again?!”

“When a gal loses her mustache, there ain’t no such thing as a disproportionate response.”

“You know what, I hope the cactus kills me just so that I don’t have to hear you talk about mustaches anymore.”

Gunsmith dropped me down in front of the cactus, on all fours, and kicked me in the ass hard enough to send me flying into it headfirst.

Surely enough, I got pricked by the cactus which did a whopping total of one whole damage to me and sent me flying backward via the knockback effect associated with taking any damage at all.

“My lord! Are you alright?!” Ninja shouted as she ran up to us, finally freed from the praise-induced stunlock.

“I’m fine,” I said before plucking a cartoonishly-oversized cactus needle out from my head. “They’re basically harmless. You walk into them, then they bump you and deal a single point of damage. They’re more of a surprise than anything.”

“Hoh, I see. Do they count as material for anything? Can we break them?”

I took out the couple of spare axes I kept in my inventory for them and handed them over. “You’re the players. Find out.”

Gunsmith, still looking annoyed by my prank, and Ninja took the axes and got to work. Each one chopped down a different cactus before sucking the drops up into their inventory and checking them out.

“Yep, looks like it’s a material alright,” Gunsmith said. “No idea what for. Wonder if I could make me a new gun with it.”

“Hoh… or enhance our fabric with it so that enemies who touch us may face harm!” Ninja proposed.

I had to blink when I heard both of their ideas.

They were both right. Those were valid options for using the material. Were those just lucky guesses, logical conclusions, or did they start developing their own gamer sense?

Whatever it was, I was impressed. The guesses might not have been that impressive for somebody who was familiar with sandbox games with item crafting and all that, but for two people who never played one before? Impressive.

Now, our main goal was that desert temple we spotted. It was the first proper dungeon for us to go explore and loot. The underground zombie lab was just a mini dungeon in comparison to it.

But something else caught my eye before we even got close to it after continuing onward from the cacti fun.

“See anything of note?” I asked the girls, prompting them to stop in their tracks.

Gunsmith and Ninja both looked around, and it was Ninja who spotted what I meant first.

“That?” Ninja asked, pointing at a patch of nearby sand that was much lighter than all the surrounding sand in color.

“That does stand out,” I said.

“It’s kinda suspicious,” Gunsmith said, drawing her gun and aiming it at the patch of sand.

“Lady—Lady Gunsmith? What are you doing?” Ninja asked.

“When something is looking suspicious, often the best thing to do is to trust your mustache—”

Damn it.

“—and take a shot at it.”

I did my best to forget about the latest mustache reference as she took a shot at the suspicious sand. Surely enough, as soon as her bullet hit it, the entire patch of light sand fell and revealed an expansive hole reaching into a deep cavern below.

“Hoh, so this is what Lord Player wanted us to observe,” Ninja said.

“The edges are safe. You can walk right up to them without worrying about anything else falling down,” I said. “Just have to be careful of the light spots. Regular sand has sandstone underneath, but light sand has nothing. How that works, I don’t know.”

“Ain’t it obvious?” Gunsmith asked. “The stone beneath the sand blocks light, making the sand above it darker. But when there ain’t no stone beneath it, the light passes right on through.”

“I’m… not sure it works like—”

Ninja cut me off by excitedly saying, “What a logical theory! And to come up with it so quickly! I would have thought you were Scientist were it not for the emotion in your voice!”

She had a point. It was always easy to tell that somebody wasn’t Scientist just by speaking with actual emotion in their voice.

Gunsmith decided to play along, though. “Nod,” she said, doing her best to mimic Scientist’s monotone voice. “I ain’t nothing if not the most logical gal around.”

“That was too long,” I said. “She would have said,” I cleared my throat, “‘I strive for peak logicality.’ Like that.”

“Hmm, pretty good, Player Boy. She does like to speak all concise like.” Gunsmith looked at Ninja. “You hear our impressions, now let us hear yours.”

“A-ah, my impression of Lady Scientist?” Ninja asked to confirm.

“That’s right! C’mon, let us hear it.”

“I—I see. Very well. Ah… ‘Excited smile. Please pet my head.’ Like… that?”

I smiled and asked, “Are you asking for me to pet your head? I thought you were supposed to copy Scientist.”

“I—I was! I did not mean to imply that I wish for you to pet my head! Not—not that I do not desire such a wonderful act, but—”

Naturally, my hand found its place atop Ninja’s head between her canid ears. She stopped talking to instead nuzzle up against my hand as soon as she felt it against her.

“She really is the cutest thing around, ain’t it?” Gunsmith asked. “Well, not as cute as—”

“Don’t say it!” I shouted to cut her off.

But I knew it was pointless.

There was no stopping the overdone joke from being told yet again.

Gunsmith smiled a smug smile, looked into my eyes, and finished what she was saying.

“—a mustache.”

“I’m throwing you down that hole as soon as I’m done petting Ninja,” I warned.

“Oh yeah? How’re you gonna throw me if I go and throw myself in?”

“What? What do you—”

I had no idea what she was talking about, but I did when she jumped into the hole by herself.

Ninja was fast to break out from beneath my hand to look down the hole and check on Gunsmith before I could even properly react. Going by the fact that she sighed and her tail relaxed, Gunsmith must have been fine. “Please do not scare me like that, Lady Gunsmith!”

“Hehe. Sorry, Ninja Cute, but I wasn’t about to let Player Boy there toss me in!” Gunsmith shouted up from inside the hole.

When I made it back to the edge, I saw that she jumped onto some ground not too far beneath the entrance. There were multiple layers inside the cavern to check out. She just jumped onto the first one.

If she missed her jump, though… then she probably would have instantly died upon hitting the very bottom.

“Please be careful,” I said and sighed.

“Ain’t being an adventurer all about throwing caution out the window?” Gunsmith asked me.

“Alright. You explain that to Guide when we get back then.”

Gunsmith gulped as a bead of sweat rolled down her forehead. “A-alright. Maybe… maybe a bit of caution is necessary. You won’t tell her about this… right?”

“What do you think, Ninja?”

Ninja shook her head and said, “Lady Guide wishes to know all the details of our adventures, and so this detail shall not be left out of my report.”

“Ah,” Gunsmith said. “Crap.”

Gunsmith wasn’t really a part of our relationship yet. She was kind of like… an honorary member of it, but not a full-fledged member, since she just wasn’t ready for that yet.

But we all knew it was an eventuality, plus she was still our friend even without that, so Guide still cared about her taking care of herself as much as she cared about me and Ninja being careful.

That meant being reckless was punishable by Guide scolding.

I was on my longest streak yet of not getting scolded, not that my streak could defeat Ninja’s, but now Gunsmith would be taking my place as being the most recently scolded.


Chapter 2

Me and Ninja joined Gunsmith inside the cavern after I dropped some rope for us to climb down. Then, once we made it to Gunsmith’s level, I created a staircase with safety blocks on the side for us to go back up to the surface. The safety blocks were really just dirt placed like guard rails.

Then I decided to be extra paranoid and completely enclosed the staircase by giving it a roof and doors on the bottom and at the top. That way, once we were inside the staircase, we were safe from all directions with no chances of falling over.

I made it as Guide-approved as possible.

Once that was taken care of, we started to properly explore. That meant placing down torches and checking out the rest of the level we were on.

There wasn’t much of interest, honestly. It was mostly sand, sandstone, and some scattered pots here and there. But to be fair, we were still pretty close to the surface.

I didn’t need to point that out, either.

“There ain’t much,” Gunsmith said. “Guess we’re too close to the surface. There’s always better stuff deeper down, yeah?”

“You are right, Lady Gunsmith,” Ninja said. “Shall we find a way down?”

“Why find one when we can make one?” Gunsmith looked at me after saying that.

I should have expected that.

So, I ended up expanding that staircase until it went down a few different levels. Not quite all the way to the bottom of the cavern, but to about halfway down it. That opened up three more levels of exploration for the girls without having to mine to get anywhere new.

Speaking of mining, while they explored, that was what I did. Mine. There was nothing that I really needed, but having more materials was always good. Metals, even low tier metals, were rare compared to pretty much every other resource in the game that didn’t drop from monsters or bosses.

Plus.

While they might not have been all that valuable to right away… in the future, once it became possible to create metal alloys by fusing metals and other materials together, I could create blocks with those and use them for building defenses or upgrading the ship. Those alloys were the strongest blocks to build with in regard to tanking damage.

The weak metals didn’t really make any of the best alloys, but the weakest alloys were still stronger than all but the strongest raw metals. Plus, right now, the ship was still basically built out of stone with wooden decks. Getting some metal armor would be nice.

“My lord!” Ninja shouted from farther down the tunnel we entered. “We have found a chest!”

“I’ll be right over!” I shouted back.

They weren’t able to open chests on their own. That was something I had to do.

I made it just in time to see Gunsmith shoot a cave scorpion. Cave scorpions were not small, either. They were about the size of a large dog and their tails split into two, meaning they had two stingers instead of just one.

Not that the dual stingers were for anything other than cosmetic flavor.

“Tch, stubborn bastard,” Gunsmith said when her first shot wasn’t enough to kill it.

And before she could take another shot, Ninja appeared behind the scorpion and swung her sword down through its tail between the splits. She effectively sliced the tail open, lengthways, and then severed part of its backside as well.

Even through green bug gore splashed out toward her, Ninja managed to evade all of the mess and returned next to me without a single drop of bug guts on her.

The scorpion exploded into even more gore a moment later as Ninja’s attack was enough to finish it off.

When I looked at Ninja to praise her, I noticed she was already slightly bowing her head in my direction.

Was she doing that of her own will, or was she conditioned?

Time to find out.

“What are you bowing for, Ninja?” I asked.

Ninja lifted her head up with a confused expression. “I—I… am not sure. There is no reason for me to bow, yet… I did it without meaning to.”

Conditioned it was.

I placed my hand on top of her head to pet her again, prompting her to bow her head just like before so that it was easier for my hand to pet her. “Good girl, Ninja.”

“What the heck,” Gunsmith said. “I helped! Where’s my praise, huh?”

“Will you shut up about mustaches?”

“Never.”

“Then no praise until you never bring up mustaches again.”

Gunsmith took a step back with a shocked expression on her face. “How dare you! You monster! This is discriminating against all the mustached good girls out there who deserve praise and pampering!”

“Good thing you don’t have a mustache then.”

Gunsmith sniffled as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Why… why do you have to remind me of my cruel fate?”

Ninja grabbed my hand petting her head, led me over to Gunsmith, and placed my hand atop the other’s head. “She deserves praise as well, Lord Player!”

“I was just teasing her, don’t worry,” I said. “I always planned on petting her.”

“Such teasing is very cruel.”

“I know. That’s what makes it fun.”

Ninja narrowed her eyes at me just before Gunsmith shooed my hand away from her.

“It just don’t feel right,” Gunsmith said.

“What doesn’t?” I asked.

“The petting. Something is… missing.”

“Don’t.”

“Like it just ain’t enjoyable unless the whole package is complete.”

“Please.”

“I just can’t enjoy it until I have a—”

Ninja spoke up to say, “Mustache?”

I was betrayed.

Ninja, my faithful guardian and girlfriend, betrayed me.

And Gunsmith looked so smug and proud about it, too.

“I’m going to go open that chest now,” I said. I would have made a joke about killing myself if there was a mustache inside, but that would upset Ninja, and Ninja would have reported that to Guide, too.

So, no suicide jokes.

As for the chest itself, it was actually one of the biome chests. A desert chest. Aesthetically, that meant it was colored beige and had some sand on it that would never leave it. Mechanically, that meant it had access to the usual loot pool for its tier of chests, but could also potentially contain biome-specific chest drops.

I opened the chest and—

//[Pocket Sand] added to inventory!

It was a modded meme item.

But if I remembered its description correctly…

//[Pocket Sand]

//Accessory

//You automatically throw sand into the eyes of any enemies who attack you, blinding them for 1 second.

Yeah. It sounded like a meme, because it was a meme, but it was unironically kind of good, too.

Trapped in the middle of a horde of monsters, and it was basically worthless. All blinding an enemy did was make them move in a random direction for the duration. When faced with dozens of enemies who aren’t blind, blinding one of them didn’t matter.

But up against a boss, that could send the boss flying off in a different direction for a second to buy the wielder some time and breathing room.

There were also some potions and coins that came from the chest, but those were nothing new. Still, I dropped the potions and accessory onto the ground to let the girls go through them.

“Pocket sand?” Gunsmith asked since she was the one who got the accessory sucked into her inventory. “Hmm. Player Boy, what’s blinding enemies do?”

“Makes them randomly move around during it,” I answered.

“Not a fan. I like enemies moving in predictable patterns, not random ones.”

Ninja nodded along. “Minimizing chaos is preferable when engaging in battle oneself, unless against an opposing army in which case it is best to sow disorder amongst their ranks.”

“Yeah. Chaos is good if it disrupts a large force or if you want two groups fighting each other. But when directly fighting and going after targets? You want things to be nice and predictable.”

Hearing them talk made me feel pretty… stupid, kind of? What they said made perfect sense.

In the original game, the accessory was pretty nice. Sure, it wasn’t the best or anything, but it was something nice to have for players worried about getting hit and panicking from having a boss immediately following up on their attack.

But I didn’t use it since I preferred to just not get hit in the first place, and Ninja and Gunsmith had their own reason for not using it, so… it probably wasn’t a good item to use.

At least, not until I got the items needed to create a gun using that accessory.

That would be fun to use.

But for now, I was simply content with the fact that Gunsmith didn’t find a way to bring up disappointment in not finding a—

No.

I wasn’t going to finish that thought because then I would jinx it.

I looked at Gunsmith.

“Something wrong, Player Boy?” Gunsmith asked me.

Good. I didn’t jinx myself. “I was just thinking that the accessory might not be useful for you two right now, but it will be later.”

“Ah. Hey, you know what would be useful right now?”

“Please, don’t—”

“Some booze—what? What’d’ya think I was gonna say?”

“Oh, I—I was just going to say, ‘Please, don’t bring up booze. It’s been too long since I’ve had a good drink.’”

“Mhm. Sure you were. I bet ya ain’t lying one single bit right now.”

“I’ve never lied once in my life, excluding all the times I’ve lied for comedic effect.”

“Fortunately for you, Player Boy, I know how annoying beating a dead horse can be, so I ain’t gonna say what you’re so gosh darn afraid of hearing.”

“Thank you.”

“But I did know you were going to expect that and purposely subverted your expectations. Heh.”

“See, Ninja?” I asked. “If she’s going to bully me, then it’s alright for me to bully her.”

“You started it, Lord Player,” Ninja replied. “It is only natural for the one on defense to retaliate, and defending oneself does not justify the initial assault.”

“Ninja, you’ve been corrupted by Scientist into becoming logical.”

Ninja cocked her head to the side with a twitch of her ears. “But I have always strived for being logical, my lord. Those who side with logic are those who survive and thrive on the field of battle.”

“You sound like an internet atheist now.”

“An… ‘internet atheist?’ What is that? They sound like a powerful warrior if they wield logic as their weapon!”

I never thought Ninja would be able to make me cringe, but there she was. I had to turn away just so that she wouldn’t see my face.

My cute, adorable Ninja just praised internet atheists as being powerful warriors and wielders of logic.

I was going to go ahead and erase that from my memory.


Chapter 3

Most of the cavern was pretty boring. We did find another chest before long, but it only contained dupes of items we already had. Didn’t find any hearts or anything, either.

But the cavern went deep and we were only a little over halfway down it. The very bottom looked like it reached into the next layer of the underground, too.

That meant more dangers, but it also meant better chances at good loot.

It also meant flying enemies, though. The only cave scorpions in the first layer of the underground were ground-based. But down below, there were flying variants and variants who could shoot stingers from their tails, not to mention falling sand traps.

Actually, the more I thought about it… the more I realized I should probably warn the girls about the dangers down there.

If we were actually playing a game, I wouldn’t. I would let them go down, get potentially overwhelmed, or fall victim to a stupid trap, watch them die, and laugh about it.

But watching friends die wasn’t funny when it meant they would actually die.

If I didn’t say something, and then they got in trouble and died because of me, then—

“Well, would ya look at that,” Gunsmith said. “That’s a new one for me.”

When I looked at what she was talking about, I saw her looking up at my face.

“Hoh, this is Lord Player’s concerned and conflicted face,” Ninja explained. “My lord, what is on your mind?”

“Well, if we go down there,” I paused and looked down at the bottom of the cavern. “If you go down there, there’s lots of dangers to watch out for, some of which might seriously cause you trouble. I don’t want to hold your hand and want to let you explore things on your own, but if something happens to you, then—”

“Then you’ll feel guilty,” Gunsmith said.

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“Then how’s about this? Let’s find the middle approach, since I doubt things will be getting any safer from here on out. Let us know what kind of dangers we can expect, but don’t go into any specifics. And if you’re ever really worried, and I mean worried about us actually dying if we don’t know without even having a chance to protect ourselves, then let us know everything we need to know. Deal?”

“So then, if I tell you to be careful for flying enemies, ranged enemies, and ceiling traps, then does that give you enough hints without spoiling the surprises?”

“Heh. I’d say so. What’d’ya think, Ninja Cute?”

Ninja nodded and said, “I agree. Knowing the types of threats is more than enough.”

I was still nervous, but I wanted to believe in them, so I did. “Alright. Then I’ll continue working on the staircase down. Let me know if you need me to mine or open anything, and I’ll come back up.”

With that, the girls got back to exploring the other layers as I built the descending stairs.

The good news was that, by the time I finished building the stairs toward the bottom of the cavern, my inventory was nearly full of loot that the girls had me carrying for them. Monster drops. Blocks. Random items. Their inventories were extremely limited as NPCs, but mine was just as expansive as usual, and it was almost full.

That was a bit of a problem since it meant we’d need to head back before much longer, but I was fine with that. Why? Because it meant if I ever started feeling too uneasy about the situation, then I could use the excellent excuse of running out of inventory space to head back.

To be fair, I could just drop an extra stack or two of worthless blocks I had on me, but then I wouldn’t be able to use the excuse of having a full inventory.

Well, it wasn’t like an excuse was actually needed. If I told them I was worried and wanted to head back to rest for the day, then they would listen.

But we’d all feel a bit less disappointed if I used an excuse for it.

And it didn’t take long for a potential bringer of excuses to arrive.

A giant, flying scorpion came into sight with two tails both primed to launch stingers at us. It wasn’t quite on the level as a mini boss, but it was close. It was the rarest and most dangerous of the potential enemies for where we were.

And, because I was the “main player” and all, it focused on me first and shot its stingers at me from afar.

Too bad for the oversized scorpion that it was no match for how badass Ninja could be.

Ninja appeared in front of me with her sword drawn and sliced both of the stingers out of the air with a single motion.

I wanted to praise her and pet her head, but I wasn’t going to distract her while she was in combat mode.

“Our foe appears more capable than the rest of the rabble populating this cavern,” Ninja said. “Lady Gunsmith, please provide me with your support.”

Gunsmith let out an impressed whistle and said, “You’ve got it, Ninja Cute.” She then took aim with her rifle and fired.

Of course, there was no way that any monster was going to dodge a bullet from a sniper rifle. But even with a direct hit that caused the flying scorpion to let out a sort of chitter-y cry, it was still alive which proved it was more durable than most of the enemies thus far.

“Hoh, I see,” Ninja said. “A foe finally worthy of facing us together.”

I really, really wanted to praise her for how cool she sounded, but I resisted.

Unfortunately for them, they forgot one of the most important rules.

Some games taught players to never dig straight down.

This game taught players to never stop looking up.

While Ninja and Gunsmith focused on the new enemy ahead of us, two more scorpions jumped from the upper levels of the cavern to fall straight toward us.

I died plenty of times when I first started playing due to random enemies falling on me from above. It helped me develop a habit of frequently checking above me whenever I was underground without a roof above me.

I wrapped my left hand around Ninja’s waist to pull her away from one of the falling monsters while reaching my right arm up with my chainsaw equipped in its hand. The first scorpion landed where Ninja previously was and was quickly dealt with by Gunsmith taking it out from behind us while the other scorpion landed torso first onto my chainsaw.

Maybe it was obvious, but a scorpion wasn’t going to survive with its torso impaled by a chainsaw ripping it apart, and its body exploded into green chunks of gore soon after.

“Don’t forget to watch above you when you’re underground,” I told Ninja, who was now looking me in my eyes with a hint of red coloring her cheeks while my hand was still on her waist.

Though… it was kind of hard to see that she was blushing a little when, due to the exploding scorpion above us, both of us just got painted in green bug guts.

But she still looked cute even when covered in green gore.

“Now ain’t the time for flirting, is it?” Gunsmith asked, prompting us to look at the main threat again just in time to catch it shooting more stingers in our direction.

The cute, flustered expression of Ninja disappeared as her waist vanished from my hand. With a step forward, she cut the stingers out of the air again before lunging at the flying monster and swinging her blade down through its head.

As the monster exploded into gore of its own, Ninja gracefully landed on the ground, swung her sword out to the side to fling any gore off of it, and then sheathed her blade before turning to look at us with a proud smile.

“Gosh darn,” Gunsmith said, now standing at my side. “How’s she do it? That gal is covered in bug guts and still as cute a baby buffalo wearing a top hat.”

“A… what?” I asked. “I mean, you’re not wrong, but… cute as a what?”

“As cute as a drunken piglet mistaking a dog for its mother.”

“… what?”

“You might have yourself a few ladies, Player Boy, but you need to work on your smooth talk if you want to keep them happy.”

“I… don’t know if I need to understand those compliments to make them happy.”

“Here’s a simpler one for you.”

“At least say something normal.”

“She’s as cute as a finely twirled mustache.”

“Please go back to the drunken piglet.”

I found out how to keep Gunsmith from talking about mustaches.

All I had to do was get her to “teach” me about different ways to compliment women, which basically came down to comparing them to some kind of infant animal in an absurd situation.

A baby buffalo wearing a top hat.

A drunken piglet mistaking a dog for its mother.

A little bunny using a mushroom as a trampoline.

A kitten who robbed a bank, got arrested, but was found innocent due to being too cute.

After hearing those and more from Gunsmith, I had to admit that the compliment style was actually kind of growing on me. It sounded ridiculous and made no sense half the time, but it was… kind of fun. Though, it felt more like a fun game to come up with some absurd and cute thing rather than to give a genuine compliment.

Anyways, just like all other filth in the world we found ourselves in, the guts that covered me and Ninja were all gone by themselves by the time that we were done exploring the lowest levels of the cavern. That was the good news. The bad news was that we didn’t find anything else of interest down there. The girls got some good experience fighting against new and stronger enemies than they were used to, but there were no chests, no hearts, no rare drops—nothing. There weren’t even any traps for them to get experience in subverting.

It wasn’t like we were leaving empty-handed, though. My inventory was still full of various ores and other miscellaneous crafting materials that I basically wouldn’t need to go out grinding for any desert resources. Different types of sand and stone, common monster drops, some cacti—basically, the only thing left to really do in the desert was go for the dungeon and fight the boss. And because the desert boss was a modded one that wasn’t given a forced spawn timer, we could fight it whenever we wanted.

Doing so before the dungeon was probably a good idea. I could get new armor from it that was better than what I had. It didn’t drop anything that would be useful for the girls, but there were some items in the dungeon that would be.

For example, boots that would make Ninja invisible when running across sand and a vial of scorpion venom that would imbue Gunsmith’s ranged attacks with venom.

… and then there would be even better armor for me in there, too.

It was probably about time for me to get a new look anyways. Even if I didn’t have to worry about changing clothes for cleanliness reasons or anything like that, mentally, it felt wrong to wear the same exact clothes and armor every single day.

So, that would be the plan.

Head back for the day, take it easy, fight the boss tomorrow, farm it for drops to craft new armor with, and then go clear the dungeon.

Or, well, maybe not. That was me trying to be as efficient as possible. I was supposed to let Ninja and Gunsmith figure things out on their own. If they wanted to do the dungeon first, likely because they had no idea how to even spawn the modded desert boss, then that was alright. I wasn’t about to backseat game them by telling them what to do and where to go.

It was kind of tempting to, but I resisted. I was having way more fun with the current way that things were.

I still had no idea if what I was doing was the “right” thing to be doing considering our situation, but it was the most honest thing I could do.

And I decided to be honest to myself. I decided to do what felt right, not what I thought was right.

Speaking of doing what felt right, I looked at Ninja as we walked back to the base and said, “Hey, Ninja.”

“Yes, my lord?” Ninja replied.

“You’re as cute as a puppy who just lost her mustache.”

Ninja blinked in confusion while Gunsmith scoffed before shouting, “How dare you! You sick man! You perverted my entire lesson! There couldn’t possibly be anything cute about an innocent little pup who lost her mustache!”

I mimicked Gunsmith’s scoff and asked her, “Are you saying that a puppy isn’t cute without a mustache?”

“I—err, well, I mean… a puppy would still be cute, but it’d be even cuter with a mustache. So that’s still a bad compliment since you’re using an inferior version of it. If anything, you should be saying she’s as cute as a puppy with a mustache.”

“But then that implies it’s absurd and unnatural for a puppy to have a mustache, which would mean it’s absurd and unnatural for something to have both a mustache and be cute… wouldn’t it?”

Gunsmith froze in place as she tried to figure out some kind of response to that. The longer she took, the more distraught her face looked.

I finally got some decent revenge against her.


Chapter 4

“It’s quiet,” I said upon reaching the entrance of our hilltop fortress. “Too quiet.”

Ninja sniffed the air and nodded. “A trap has been set for us, Lord Player.”

Gunsmith looked back and forth between us. “Something wrong? It don’t seem any more quiet than usual… and how can ya tell there’s a trap?”

I ignored Gunsmith and placed a hand on Ninja’s shoulder. “Ninja, as my ninja, it’s up to you to protect me.”

“I understand, my lord,” Ninja replied. “It has been an honor serving you.”

“Oi,” Gunsmith said. “Either of you going to tell me what’s going on?”

I stepped back, tugging Gunsmith to come with me, as Ninja approached the entrance.

Ninja then opened up the door and…

The attack commenced.

“Caught you!” Guide shouted as she tackle-hugged Ninja to the ground.

“Lord Player!” Ninja shouted. “Please, save yourself! I am no match for this foe!”

I let out a fake sniffle as Gunsmith sighed off to my side. “You’ve served me so well, Ninja. I’m sorry that I can’t save you.”

“May we meet again in a life after this, Lord Play—ah—” Ninja got cut off by Guide giving her neck a bite.

Even though Ninja was the one with actually canid ears and a tail, Guide was the one who acted like a clingy dog eager to welcome her masters home. If she had a tail, it probably would have been wagging far faster than Ninja’s ever did.

“It never stops being crazy around here,” Gunsmith said. “Well, at least you’ve learned to keep it down at night.”

Guide stopped teasing Ninja to look at Gunsmith and said, “We wouldn’t have to be quiet if you would join us already.”

“Not until I have my ‘stache.”

Guide looked at me next. “Player, find a mustache for her.”

“No,” I replied.

“No more of your favorite thing until you get her a mustache.”

“Fine by me.”

Guide’s eyes went wide. “You—you weren’t supposed to accept that! How am I supposed to survive without doing your favorite thing?!”

“You shouldn’t make threats that are going to hurt you more than they hurt me.”

Guide pouted and whined for a moment before chuckling and getting off Ninja. Then, after helping her up, she looked us over and said, “Welcome back. Did your adventure go well?”

“It went—”

Gunsmith interrupted me with a loud yawn. “These little legs of mine aren’t good for so much walking, so this old gal is going to take a nap.”

“Only a nap?” Guide asked. “Why not just rest for the night at this point?”

“We’ve got that girls’ night thing tonight, don’t we?”

Guide smiled but said, “We can postpone it if you’re tired.”

Gunsmith shrugged and waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. I just need a little shut eye.”

Guide stepped aside with Ninja so that Gunsmith could go by them. “Want me to wake you when we start?”

“Sounds like a plan.” With that, Gunsmith walked through the entrance, stopped, and looked over her shoulder at me. “Tomorrow. Mustache.”

“Just go to bed,” I replied.

Gunsmith held a finger up over her upper lip to imitate a mustache before winking and going up to her bedroom.

That left me, Guide, and Ninja outside… but soon enough, it would just be me as per tradition.

“Are you ready for today’s report, Lady Guide?” Ninja asked.

“Of course,” Guide answered. “How else am I going to know if anybody needs scolding?”

It wasn’t that they excluded me from their debriefings. I opted out of them to buy myself some time from getting in trouble with Guide, not that I ever got in trouble on purpose.

But also, after spending a whole day adventuring, I wanted to relax and not think about it. Ninja, on the other hand, was perfectly happy to go over every last detail, and Guide loved to listen to each and every detail.

“Have fun with that,” I said. “I’m going to go organize my inventory and then check on the others.”

Before I could go inside, though, Guide made sure to grab me by my wrist and pulled me close enough to kiss my cheek. “Welcome home, Player.”

“Glad to be home,” I replied before giving her a kiss on her cheek as well.

After sorting my inventory by distributing everything across the now-labeled chests that Guide helped organize, I went to go check on Mimic and Scientist since I hadn’t seen them since returning.

Scientist was sitting at that computer I got for her, and Mimic was sitting at what looked like a perfect replicate of the desk and computer next to her. Though, if one looked closely, they would see that the desk and computer were actually connected to Mimic. She still looked like herself, but she was also sitting in a chair at a computer that was technically part of her, too.

She also gave herself a lab coat just like Scientist. It was pretty cute.

“Welcome back,” Scientist said, her voice as monotone as usual.

“Master,” Mimic said, mimicking Scientist’s monotone voice.

“Thanks,” I replied. “I see that you two are getting along… I think.”

“Nod,” Scientist said. “Mimic appeared bored, so I offered her my company. She accepted my offer by copying me.”

Mimic nodded along with everything Scientist said. Scientist might not have ever nodded, but that was alright since Mimic did enough nodding for the both of them.

I got behind Mimic to pet her head, prompting her to nuzzle up against my hand, as I looked at what Scientist was working on. “How’s the research going?”

“Good. Simple structures for airships will soon be researched.”

“And what are we unlocking with that again?”

“Simple hydroponics bays, retractable ropes and anchors, and a manned ballista.”

“I wonder who would work the ballista better. Guide or Gunsmith.”

“I believe a ballista is closer to firearms that Gunsmith is familiar with than bows that Guide is familiar with.”

“Probably. By the way, I haven’t actually seen you fight. Even before in the game, since you were a new NPC who was only added after I was already… well, really good at the game, you were never put into a position where you had to defend yourself. Do you even have any kind of weapon on you?”

“Nod. Mimic, please.”

Mimic nodded before turning her arm into a fleshy tentacle that reached into Scientist’s coat to pull it open to the side, revealing several vials of different colored liquids in pockets on the inside of it.

“These chemicals will protect me in an emergency,” Scientist said. “That is my theory.”

“Your… theory?” I asked.

“I have never had to fight with them and there is no labeling on them, nor do I have a means of analyzing their contents. It is impossible for me to tell what is inside each vial. This means the most efficient method of testing them that would not put us in harm is to throw them at enemies.”

“Wouldn’t dripping them on some different materials be a better test?”

“No. Only specific tools may interact with the world in that way.”

“Have you tried?”

Scientist blinked. “No.”

“Want to? Just drip some onto the floor.”

Scientist reached to the vials, pulled out one with a blue liquid inside, then dropped the onto vial onto the floor. It shattered into countless, tiny glass shards as the liquid spread out across the ground… only for it to all disappear a second later with no lasting effects. The vial also respawned in her coat a second later.

“Did you have to drop the entire thing?” I asked.

“I theorize that as they are intended to be thrown at enemies, that a single drop would not be enough to have an effect.”

“And how can you be sure you’re supposed to throw them?”

“How else would I attack enemies with them?”

“By politely asking them to let you slowly drip it onto their heads.”

“Confused. Is that a joke?”

“Yeah. Sorry, after dealing with Gunsmith so much lately, I think I’ve gotten a bit more sarcastic.”

“It is alright as long as you remember there is a low chance for me to understand your sarcasm, resulting in a higher chance of being unintentionally offended.”

“I’ll try to keep it to Gunsmith. She’s the only one who deserves sarcasm anyways.”

Well, and Guide, but it was for fun with Guide whereas it was for revenge with Gunsmith.

Ninja probably wouldn’t do good with sarcasm, either. She was the type to take everything I said seriously. As for Mimic…

I looked into Mimic’s eyes.

Mimic looked into mine and blinked. “Master?”

Yep. She was too cute to use sarcasm on. Plus it was no fun if she couldn’t be sarcastic back at me. “You look good in your coat,” I said.

Mimic smiled a big, toothy smile. “Master!”

I gave her head a few more pats and then pulled my hand away only to notice an extremely subtle change in Scientist’s expression. She looked ever so slightly disappointed that my hand returned to my side.

“I’ve got a theory,” I said.

“Curious,” Scientist replied.

“My theory is that you were hoping I would pet your head after I was done with Mimic’s.”

“Evidence?”

“The fact that you looked sad after I pulled my hand away without petting you.”

“Excited smiling,” she said without sounding excited nor smiling.

“And what’s got you smiling so excitedly?”

“My partner being able to read my expressions with such a high degree of precision.”

“Does that mean my theory is proven?”

“Nod.”

“Then how about this, we’ll evolve it from a theory into a law. The Scientific Law of Headpats.”

“That is ridiculous and not how scientific theories and laws works.”

“Is that a no?”

“No. It is an acceptable law regardless of its ridiculous nature.”

I thought so.

I made sure that Scientist’s head got just as many as pats as Mimic’s did. Then, by the end of it, I noticed something else.

There was an elongated, twisting bulge pressing up against the underside of Scientist’s top.

“Is there… something under your sweater?” I asked.

“Nod,” Scientist replied. “One of Mimic’s tentacles.”

“What’s it… there for?”

“Support.”

“Support?”

“Nod. Mimic’s tentacles provide superior support over my bra, so I have opted to use her for support when she is nearby.”

Mimic nodded before wiggling the tentacle up and between Scientist’s breasts to poke it out through the opening in her sweater. It then waved at me before slipping back down between her breasts.

Admittedly, seeing that left me a bit… speechless.

“Aroused?” Scientist asked.

“I—I mean… that did look pretty suggestive,” I answered.

“Proud success.”

“What’s a success?”

“Arousing you. I theorized simulating a sexual act with Mimic’s tentacle between my breasts would arouse you.”

“Then was the thing about support just a false flag?”

“No. That and this are separate experiments.”

“Master,” Mimic said with a nod, confirming Scientist’s explanation.

Mimic and Scientist only seemed to make an even better pair the more time they spent together. It seemed like Scientist’s fascination with Mimic turned into genuine friendship.

But also.

Something slithered its way up inside of my pants.

Something long, warm, and slightly wet… and it didn’t take long for it to find its way to my crotch.

“Mimic,” I said.

“Master,” Mimic replied with a hint of a smug smile.

That was when Scientist said, “It is only natural that we proceed if we have succeeded in arousing you.”

Well, Scientist was a scientist, after all, and I wasn’t.

And I liked to believe in science.

Therefore, it was only natural for me to believe in Scientist and follow whatever procedures she had in mind.


Chapter 5

Mimic and Scientist made sure to pretty thoroughly drain me before it was time for the scheduled girls’ night. I had no idea what they actually planned on doing together, I just knew that I wasn’t invited. Everything else was secret.

But I was pretty sure they were just going to talk and hang out without me. And that was fine. I spent every single day with them. They pretty much never got to all be together without my involvement. If they were all at the base at once, then that meant I was there, too, as I never left without at least one of them anymore.

So I let them all hang out inside the airship, since it had the most decorations and an entire living space for lounging, while I chilled on the deck up above.

It was a pretty nice night out. The sky was clear and full of stars, there was a gentle and cool breeze, and I could hear the muffled laughter of my girlfriends from below deck.

Despite the fact that I was in some world based on my favorite game being manipulated by beings I knew nothing about… I was happy and having a pretty nice time.

In a way, it was… peaceful? Even with all the fears and doubts I had about our situation, I still felt… comfortable. Like nothing was really wrong. Like I could spend the rest of my life as things were and still be happy.

It almost felt too good to be true.

That meant it was time for something bad to happen. Maybe I would wake up and find out I was in a coma and this was all a hallucination. Or I would wake up and have a headset removed from my head revealing that it was all part of some simulation. Or the world was about to end. I had no idea.

But nothing happened.

An especially cold breeze pushed my bangs onto my face, but that was it.

Maybe I really was overthinking everything.

So, if things were so good, then there was no harm in closing my eyes and—

“Hey, Player,” Guide said, prompting me to open my eyes only to see her standing above me with a grin curling her lips as she looked down at me.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Hey, Player.”

“Yeah?”

“Hey, Player.”

“Did you break or something?”

“Hey, Player.”

“… Guide? You alright?”

“Hey, Player.”

“Hey… Guide?”

“There you go! When somebody says hey, you’re supposed to say hey back. That’s my guidance for you tonight.”

“I had no idea. Thanks for showing me the light.”

“By the way, is this seat taken?”

I looked to my left and right. There was nothing there but the deck of the ship, so I said, “Make yourself comfy.”

“Will do.” Then, with a mischievous little smirk, Guide sat down right on top of my abdomen with her legs over my shoulders. “This is a pretty good spot. But, just be warned, I might smack you if you call me heavy or complain about not being able to breathe.”

“I’ll… keep that in mind.”

“Good boy. Ah, not only are you a good boy, but you’re a pretty lucky boy to have your lovely girlfriend sitting on you like this. I bet a lot of men would be jealous of you.”

“I know how to make them even more jealous.”

“Oh? Will Player be the one to give Guide some guidance this time?”

With a smile of my own, I reached around to grab Guide by her rear, scooted her upward onto my chest so that her thighs were around my head, and then grabbed her thighs to press them against the sides of my head. “Now they’ll be jealous.”

Guide, with a hint of red coloring her cheeks, smirked and said, “Wouldn’t it be better to have Scientist’s thighs around your head? Hers are way softer.”

“All thighs are good thighs.”

“What wise words from the one and only legendary Player. ‘All thighs are good thighs.’ I’m sure these are words that will be passed down through the generations, forever recorded in the annals of history.”

“I’m pretty incredible, aren’t I?”

“Oh, most definitely. The most incredible of the credible.”

“You’re a dork, Guide. Anyways, did anything bring you out here, or did you just want to hang out? Oh, and what about your girls’ night?”

“A bit of A, a bit of B. And, I missed you and wanted some fresh air.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Let’s start with that bit of A then so we can focus on the B.”

For some reason, Guide’s cheeks blushed even more than before and she actually looked away from me. “You—you see, Scientist made a comment about Gunsmith acting like a child when it came to her mustache obsession, and then… one thing led to another… and we started talking about kids… whether we want any, how many we want, names… you know. Things like that. Then we figured… thinking about that kind of stuff is pointless if we don’t know if you even want kids, so… I came out here to ask you about it. The others were, ah… too embarrassed to ask.”

“I can easily imagine Ninja being too embarrassed, but Scientist and Gunsmith?”

“Scientist made an excuse claiming that, because I was in better shape than her, it would be a more efficient use of calories for me to come out here and ask. And Gunsmith said the only baby she needs is a mustache, so she said asking you isn’t her responsibility.”

“All of that checks out.”

“Want to hear Ninja’s response?”

“Of course I do.”

“She was all…” Guide cleared her throat and then put on her best imitation of Ninja. “Chi-children?! With my lord?! But—but I do not deserve such an honor! I have dreamed of having children of my own, but… it would be dishonorable for Lord Player to have children with me!”

“That sounds less like an excuse to not ask me and more like an excuse to not have kids with me.”

Guide went back to her normal voice. “That’s because I… punished her after implying she was beneath us yet again, and she hadn’t recovered yet by the time we figured we should ask you about it, so all she could do was shake her head while covering up her face.”

“That sounds about right.”

“Right? So… about you and kids.”

I had to think about that for a moment since I knew Guide wanted a serious answer. Sure, it would have been easy to say I would love to have kids with them, but that was just a sort of… gut response. A normal, expected response. It felt like the response I was supposed to give when asked by the women I loved if I wanted to have kids with them.

Everybody always made it sound like having kids was the natural thing to do. It was pretty literally natural, too.

“I think… in an ideal world, yeah,” I answered. “I’d want kids. But also, I’d want to adopt kids. I know there are a lot of kids out there who never really had parents, or whose parents really sucked, so I would want to adopt a kid or two, too. The world—Earth, at least, already has a ton of people on it. It would feel wrong to make new kids when there are already so many who need a home. Does that make sense?”

Instead of saying anything, Guide slid back down my chest, grabbed me by the sides of my face, and held me still so that she could bend forward and press her lips against mine for a kiss. “You’re too cute, you know?” she asked after separating our lips. “I like that answer.”

“What about you? All I’ve heard is that Ninja wants kids, and it’s implied that you and Scientist do, too, so—”

Guide kissed me again before saying, “That’s a secret.” Then she kissed the tip of my nose. “I hope they get your nose. Your nose is cuter than mine.”

“More or less than three?”

“Nice try. Unfortunately, I know how to keep my mouth shut.”

“Not when you’re between my legs.”

Guide did a double take when she heard that. “Wow, Player. That was a good one. I’m honestly speechless.”

“If you don’t know what to say, we can use your mouth in other—”

She placed a sole finger against my lips. “Don’t get cocky, Player. You’re making me feel challenged. If you keep this up, I’m going to want to pin you down and not stop until you can’t walk, and this is only a short break from girls’ night. It’d be pretty messed up if I abandon them to remind you of which one of us gets to be smooth like that.”

“What? You’ve got a monopoly on being smooth?”

“Of course not, and I love when you say things like that. But just because I like it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t make me feel competitive.”

“I’ll let you win this time instead of challenging you then. Besides, Mimic and Scientist—”

“I know. I can tell. How dare you let it all out while I’m busy with Ninja.”

“Blame Mimic. The suction she can use… it isn’t natural. It’s just unfair. Like a vacuum cleaner that never shuts off.”

“Dang. I kind of wish I had a dick to experience that.”

“You’re powerful enough without a dick.”

Guide raised an eyebrow at me. “Oh? Are you implying that men are more powerful because they have dicks? Wow, Player. I didn’t know you were so sexist.”

“That’s not—that’s not what I—”

Guide laughed before squeezing her thighs harder around my head. “I’m teasing you. Oh, and speaking of Mimic, she’s really useful.”

“Yeah?”

“Mhm. You saw how she copied Scientist’s computer, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, guess what else she can mimic?” Guide took her book off from her side and flipped it open to show me some drawings.

Drawings of various board games and cards.

“Wait, are you all playing together using Mimic as a customizable game?” I asked.

“Shh, it’s a spoiler for girls’ night,” Guide replied. “Boys aren’t allowed to know.”

“I’m kind of jealous. I want to play, too.”

“Heh. Don’t worry, I’ll play with you, too. I just wanted to get some practice first so that I can make sure to kick your butt when it’s time to play with you.”

“That doesn’t sound fair.”

“How else am I supposed to compete with you? You’re just so cool and perfect and handsome and cute and perfect and incredible that I simply have no chance if I don’t cheat like this.”

I sighed and smiled. “How am I supposed to complain when you stroke my ego like that?”

“I’ll stroke something else, too, once girls’ night is over.” Guide winked at me before bending over and kissing my forehead. “I’m going to get back down there now. Make sure to come in if you get too cold up here, alright?”

“I’m fine. It’s nice out here. Just come and wake me up once your girls’ night is over in case I’ve fallen asleep.”

“Of course. You’re not allowed to sleep for the night until I’ve gotten my fill, too.”

“Oh, Guide, before you go.”

Guide tilted her head a bit. “Hm?”

“Squeeze your thighs as hard as you can. Squeeze them to the point where you’re afraid of hurting me.”

“But… why? Won’t that hurt?”

“It’s to fulfill the dream of men everywhere.”

Guide sighed. “You’re silly, Player. Please tell me to stop if it hurts, okay?”

“No. But I will tell you if I feel like I might actually die.”

Another sigh left her lips before she squeezed her thighs as hard as she possibly could around my head.

Yep.

I could die happy.


Chapter 6

A new day came which meant it was time to head back out with Ninja and Gunsmith. Mimic was starting to get antsy staying at the base so much lately, so I’d have to take her out for some fun after we dealt with the dungeon.

Actually, that was a good idea. Me, Ninja, and Gunsmith would clear the dungeon, then I’d take Mimic and Gnome out to go on a murder spree inside it to let them stretch their legs.

Though, as we walked toward the pyramid-like dungeon in the center of the desert, Ninja noticed I had something else on my mind.

“Is there something wrong, Lord Player?” Ninja asked.

“I wouldn’t say there’s anything wrong,” I answered.

“Just spill the beans, Player Boy,” Gunsmith said, prompting Ninja to nod along.

“It’s just—well, there’s a boss out here in the desert that would probably be impossible for us to spawn accidentally given how we do things. I think we should kill it, but I also want you two to call the shots, right? I don’t want to do what we’d call ‘backseat game’ you. I want you to discover things on your own, but… I want the armor from the boss, and don’t want to have to go behind your backs to get it.”

“Sounds like you’re overthinking things. We do plenty of shot calling on our own already. We’re a group, ain’t we? That means you get to call the shots every now and then, too.”

“Lady Gunsmith is right,” Ninja said. “Please, my lord, do not hesitate to propose plans of your own. I will admit that it has been fun working as we have lately, but I still wish to be led by your guiding hand as well!”

“I wouldn’t say I want to be led… but sometimes, it’s alright for the horse to let itself be led to water. Besides, it ain’t like it’s got to drink the water once it’s there.”

“Then let’s hit up the boss first,” I said. “And I still want to let you two call most of the shots, but I’ll speak up whenever there’s something I want to do. Deal?”

Gunsmith sighed. “Shouldn’t that have been the obvious deal from the start? Sheesh.”

Ninja smiled and said, “I believe that means Lady Gunsmith and I agree.”

“Alright,” I said. “Then let’s go clear out a boss arena in the desert.”

And by that, I meant I had to go clear out a boss arena since they couldn’t really do that.

It was a pretty quiet walk while I looked for a good spot for the arena, but Ninja broke up the silence by asking, “Lady Gunsmith, if I may ask, do you remember anything of your life before this?”

Gunsmith turned to look at Ninja and blinked a couple of times. “Where’s this coming from?”

“A-ah, well, I am simply curious! Though we have been working alongside one another for some time now, I feel I do not know much about you.”

“Well, it ain’t like I know much about you either.”

“That is… true. Most of what I have spoken of myself has been said prior to your arrival.”

“I figured we’re all just keeping that stuff to ourselves.”

“It is nothing of the sort!”

“Well, in that case, I reckon I can tell you whatever you’d like to know, and you can fill me in on what I’ve missed later. So, my past, huh? Well, I remember great plains full of buffalo. A new land promised to us across the great sky.”

“Across the sky? Not across the sea?”

“That’s right. The sea was nothing but death beneath the sky. We got around with airships like the one we’ve got, but less… blocky looking.” Hearing her say that helped it make sense when Gunsmith didn’t seem too surprised by the fact that we had an airship. She was impressed by it, but not surprised.

“Hoh, I see.”

“I remember some explorers found this huge island that reached on for what felt like forever. All of us folk with an itch for settling untamed wilds volunteered for heading on over to it. Can’t remember the name of it for some reason. Can’t really remember any of the fine details. Last thing I remember is dealing with a group of bandits who were causing trouble for some farmers.”

“You sound like you were an honorable warrior!”

“Nah, it wasn’t anything like that. It was just a job. I went around helping folk with any problems that could be solved by shooting a gun at them, and they kept me paid and fed.”

“I see. You were more like a mercenary then?”

“Something like that.”

“What about your title? With you being ‘Gunsmith,’ I assumed you must have been some form of engineer.”

“Well, I did a bit of tinkering here and there with my guns, but that was about it. I definitely wasn’t the type to smith them or anything. But with what I’ve heard y’all talk about with this world, I guess that’s the role that I’ve been forced into. Feels pretty natural, too. Like that introduction back then? Almost felt like… a sort of divine guidance guiding me to do things that way. But at the same time, it felt all natural like. Like it wasn’t me, but it was also only me. That make any sense?”

Ninja nodded along and said, “That it does! There are times where I feel as if I am following a script, yet it only feels natural to do.”

All of that was new to me, so I spoke up and asked, “What are you talking about? When does that happen?”

“Opening and closing doors is the first thing that comes to mind, my lord. Ah, and there are times when I feel compelled to stand in place holding a hand in front of my front while meditating. Such a technique is not one I was ever taught, yet doing it feels natural here.”

She must have been referring to what her idle pose was in the original game. Back then, she just stood in place holding a hand in front of her face like some stereotypical ninja. I noticed her doing that a couple of times but never thought anything of it since Guide also showed some tendencies from the original game at times.

Scientist was the only one who didn’t since she was a modded NPC who never made it past being a WIP. So, whatever we saw of Scientist was probably 100% how she truly was on her own.

But that got me thinking…

“Are you afraid that you’re not acting with like… free will then?” I asked. I knew that Guide sometimes said her lines from the original game, but I never really realized that it might have been because she felt scripted to say that or was doing it against her will.

Ninja tilted her head. “Lord Player?”

“I mean, if things feel natural to you, but at the same time still feel like you’re being forced to do them, then… what if that applies to our relationship? I mean—”

Gunsmith interrupted by shouting with an annoyed tone, “Now listen here, Player Boy! Don’t you go doubting the feelings of your girls. As the one who is always around watching you all be lovey-dovey together, I can promise you that there ain’t nothing but honest desire in their eyes.”

“I don’t doubt that, but… what if they’re being forced to feel that way? They might think their love is real without even realizing they’re being forced to.”

“Yeah? If they’re following a script of this game or whatever, then was there a script telling them to gush about you behind your back when you’re not even around to hear it?”

“Lady Gunsmith!” Ninja shouted, already going red.

“What?”

“That—that is a secret!”

“Huh? You mean to tell me none of you have spilled the beans yet that you can’t shut up about him even when he ain’t around?”

Ninja lowered her head and nodded.

“Is it really that embarrassing?”

“It… it makes us sound as if we are obsessive children.”

“Ain’t that just Guide? She’s the one who goes on, and on, and on about him. All you do is sit there and agree with everything she says.”

Ninja lowered her head even more.

I had to admit that hearing about all of this made me feel way better. One, it was a massive ego boost. Two, it made me happy to hear that they liked me enough to positively talk about me behind my back. Three, there was obviously nothing like that in the original game, because obviously NPCs weren’t going to be scripted to have interactions with each other that the player character wasn’t around to witness.

There was still a chance, at least in theory, that the girls only had such talks because they were being forced to love me, but… it was pointless to worry about that. Taking their word for it was more important. If they said their feelings were genuine, then I was going to believe them.

And as if to confirm my thoughts, Ninja looked into my eyes and said, “Lord Player, there is much I do not know of this world and those orchestrating its events, but I do know that even if we were to have met in another world under a different situation… I would still choose to serve you.”

Even though I believed her, I still wanted to question her. Mainly for the sake of boosting my ego even more. “What makes you believe that?”

“You would still be the same. So long as you still act as you do, then I see no fate where I am not bound to you.”

“And what if I wasn’t like this? What if I had a totally different personality that you didn’t like?”

“Hoh, then perhaps we would be enemies instead, and you would perish at my blade rather than be protected by it.”

“… I thought you would say something cheesy and romantic instead of give me a realistic answer.”

“I know, my lord. My answer was part in jest, but also honest. It is you who I am loyal to, not another variant of you who only wears a similar face. To lie and claim I would still serve you no matter how you may behave would be insulting to the both of us and the feelings we share. Though I do not believe I am worthy of your affection for me, I bear no intent to disrespect it.”

“That’s an even better answer.”

I was too lucky to have Ninja. Well, too lucky to have everybody.

I really wished I could just… leave behind whatever game we were in so that we could go live happily ever after together, but life wasn’t that convenient. We still had to get to the bottom of whatever our situation was, and what then? What would happen once it was all over? Would we still be together? I had no idea, but I knew more than anything else that I wanted us to stay together.

Staying together was the most important thing as far as I was concerned.

Whatever it would take for us to stay together, I was willing to do.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s go and—”

Halfway through my sentence, I realized that Ninja and Gunsmith were frozen in place.

I knew what that meant.

“You come to ramble at me again, Dungeon Master?” I asked.

When I didn’t get an answer, I looked around to see if I could spot them… but didn’t find them. Instead, I saw somebody else. Somebody wearing those same robes the other entities wore, but this one looked like a tall, wise man with a white beard.

“Hello, ‘Player,’” the man said. “Ah, my manners. It is unfair if I know your name while you are yet to know mine. To stick with the established naming conventions thus far, you may call me… Judge.”

The aura that this man, Judge, gave off was completely unlike the others. While the other entities made me feel uncomfortable, like they had some sort of malicious intent behind their words… Judge gave me the feeling of a friendly, old man.

But whether that was truly the case or not was yet to be seen.


Chapter 7

“Tell me, Player, how fares your journey?” Judge asked after materializing a couple of chairs for us to sit on out of thin air.

“It has its ups and downs,” I answered. “I would be lying if I said I don’t enjoy the fact that this world is based on my favorite game, but I hate seeing my friends get hurt, and I’m not a fan of risking my life either.”

“Friends? They are more than that, aren’t they?”

“Well… you’re right. I… they’re probably closest to being my girlfriends, but that somehow feels even less personal than calling them my friends. They’re my family.”

“A wonderful choice of words. Family—to find such is a joy all deserve to experience. Tell me, do you believe the blood of the covenant to be thicker than the water of the womb?”

“Undeniably. I’m pretty good proof that it’s the case.”

“I see. It is true that those who share blood with you have failed you when it comes to being family.”

“You know about them?”

“We know everything about those partaking in this ‘game.’ You know that by now, surely.”

“I remember. It’s just… I don’t really know what the point is of asking me questions you already know the answer to.”

“Fairness, naturally. It is already unfair for me to know as much about you as I do while you do not know an equal amount about me. That is why I would rather refrain from speaking with such authority until you have given me that knowledge yourself.”

“Then isn’t it unfair to imply it’s true about my family?”

“Is it unfair once you have already brought them up with the implication yourself? All I did was confirm the implication you gave me.”

“That’s… alright. That’s fair.”

“I strive to be fair in all things. After all, I would be a horrible judge if I did not hold fairness above all else.”

“So you’re a judge in more than name?”

“That I am. I have been known by countless peoples with many different names given to me over the years, but let us stick with ‘Judge.’ I am rather fond of its simplicity.”

Unlike Dungeon Master who seemed to always hesitate when it came to answering my questions and giving me more information, Judge didn’t seem bothered by that.

What made them different? Was he a higher rank or something? Was he allowed to more freely talk about these things?

“Remember, Player,” Judge said. “Fairness is the ideal I strive for, and I believe it is unfair for me to know more about you than you know about me. Please, if you have any questions, then ask me.”

“Are you allowed to answer any of my questions?” I asked.

“Not any of them, unfortunately. Or rather, allow me to put it this way. I may answer questions about myself, as that would be most fair.”

“Alright, then what are you?”

“Skipping straight to the important questions, I see.”

“You know I’m a human, but I don’t know what you are.”

“Oho, that is true. Very well. I am what the modern humanity refers to as an ‘entity.’”

“And what are entities?”

“Non-human beings who have existed since humanity evolved to know creation. Beings both independent of humanity, yet dependent on it for existence.”

That… was a lot more than I thought he would tell me, and it sounded like pretty important news. “So, humanity created you?”

“Not intentionally, though one may argue you did. Allow me to ask you a question now. If you walk through the market with a positive attitude, helping those in need and smiling at those you pass, and somebody else sees your behavior and gains an improved mood because of it, are you directly responsible for making them feel better?”

“I’d say I’m partly responsible, but not… fully responsible. Tons of people wouldn’t care if they saw something like that but, for other people, it might make their whole day.”

“But does it make their day because of you, or because they allow you to make their day?”

“I would say they have to allow it. Somebody who doesn’t want to be happy and is looking for reasons to be upset won’t care, but if they subconsciously—or consciously—want to feel better, then it will help them.”

“But in the end, it still depends on the other to make the effort to feel better. You are simply a tool they use to improve their own mood.”

“I guess so.”

“Do not guess. There is no room for guessing in justice. One must assert their truth as law and stand by it.”

“Then you’re right. I’d just be a tool that they use to feel better.”

Judge smiled and stroked his beard. “Then humanity is the tool we used to create ourselves.”

“How does that work? I mean, I know how it works in the previous sample, but life is different. It’d be like saying a baby uses their parents to get born. A chair doesn’t use a hammer to make itself, a human uses a hammer to make a chair.”

“Do you believe that the craftsman or the tool is more important in making a chair?”

“The craftsman. The tool can’t make a chair on its own.”

“I see. A very human approach.”

“And you? What do you believe?”

“I believe that the chair is more important. The human and tool exist for the purpose of creating the chair.”

I blinked a couple of times when I heard that. “How… does that make any sense?”

Judge smiled again and asked in response, “How does it not? The chair wished to exist, but it could not without the craftsman and their tool.”

“The chair can’t exist in the first place without them.”

“But it did. Do you believe the concept of sitting down on an object was invented, for the first time in all of existence, by the craftsman? The concept of a chair existed long before the craftsman did, just as the concept of… say, a king has existed before humanity. Humans simply recycle ideas of the universe into different forms. Destined to create, yet cursed with unoriginality. However, the intent does not matter. The result does. The act of creating the chair is not more important than the chair itself. Only the final result—the consequence of one’s actions, is important. That is why the chair is more important.”

“So… basically, you’re saying humanity created you, but you already existed before humanity, but were still dependent on humanity to be created…?”

“Do you understand now why not a single era of humanity has ever managed to explain our existence? Though, I must give praise to the current era in their scientific pursuit of understanding us. Then again, the strongest of us did decide to let them capture us for quite a few centuries to see if it would make a difference. To tell you more about that topic would grant you unfair knowledge, however.”

I figured as much. “Then let me ask you something about you again. Do you think it’s possible for humanity to ever understand you?”

“If we cannot truly understand our own existence, I doubt humanity ever could. Even our own theories are simply that: theories. In the end, the reason for our existence does not matter. All that matters is that we do exist. The result is more important than the origin.”

“I would have thought that somebody who considers themselves a judge would care about the context.”

“I hoped you would make that comparison. Shall we move to what I came to you for then, or would you rather ask me more questions about myself?”

“I don’t think we’re really on equal grounds yet when it comes to knowing about each other, so what’s your favorite food?”

Judge chuckled before materializing a loaf of bread in front of him. “Bread, though that may be obvious given our previous conversation.”

“I’m not sure how what we talked about is relevant to bread.”

“The result is what matters. While bread cannot exist without flour, and flour cannot exist without grains, it is more important than all of its parts. We eat bread, not flour nor raw wheat. The bread is what gives purpose to the flour, and the flour is what gives purpose to the grain.”

“If it’s more important, then do you think you’re more important than humans?”

“In some ways, yes. In other ways, no. When it comes to our existence, while humanity is required for it, they are not as important as the fact that we exist. However, we are not more important than humanity when it comes to other subjects. We are only more important in regard to our existence.”

That was kind of reassuring. He didn’t think they were just outright better than us, only more important in one way… that didn’t really make sense to me, but still.

“So, why’d you reveal yourself to me?” I asked.

“Are you satisfied with what we know of each other?” Judge asked in return.

“Satisfied enough. Now I’m more curious about why you’re here.”

“My name should make it obvious. To judge you.”

“What am I being judged for?”

“To see if you are worth waiting for. I must admit, I do not have high hopes for you. I am used to us testing great kings and conquerors, scientists and scholars, leaders and innovators. But you? You are an irrelevant human in the grand scheme of things. There is nothing special about you save for the blood you have descended from, and I believe you would agree with me that such blood is worthless. Your ancestors do not make who you are. You do not deserve to share in their accomplishments, nor do they deserve to share in yours. The one you know as Dungeon Master advocated for you, however. They seem to be quite fond of you while the rest of us fail to see anything of note.”

“If you’re hoping to find out I’m special in some way, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not. Everything you said is right. I’m just some guy.”

“But perhaps that is what we need. After all, all those we tested before failed to satisfy us. It would be foolish to continue pursuing the same routes no matter how many times they lead us nowhere. Your route, as unimpressive as it is, just may be the one to lead us toward our destination.”

“And what’s your destination?”

“The ending.”

“Of?”

“Life.”

“I… how am I supposed to lead you to something like that?”

“Telling you would be meaningless and only doom you to failure. The answer must be reached on your own.”

“Aren’t you the one who told me that the result is what’s the most important? If you believe that, then how I reach that result shouldn’t matter. Only the destination matters, not the journey.”

Judge’s face went pretty still for a moment before he leaned forward and smiled. “While I cannot agree with why Dungeon Master likes you, I just found my own reason to favor you.”

“For throwing your own logic back at you?”

“Life is often simpler than it appears. I believe modern humans refer to it as Occam’s razor. Many of those tested before you assumed that there must have been some grand scheme—a great purpose behind it all. A puzzle that they had to figure out.”

“But none of that matters. Only the result does. No… even the result of the puzzle doesn’t matter. What comes after it matters—what happens as a result of solving the puzzle.”

“Allow me a question, my inquiring Player. At what point is one judged?”

“Can you give me an example?”

“Of course. Say there is… a king. A king who is responsible for the wellbeing of his people. Faced with hard times, he must make a choice. He may either improve their lives in the short term while causing them to suffer more in the long term, or he may leave them to suffer in the short term while guaranteeing that they suffer less in the long term. If he chooses to help his people in the short term, should he be judged then? Or should we judge him for the harm he causes in the future? If so, do we judge him before the future comes to pass, or do we wait until then to judge him? On the other hand, if he chooses to leave his people to suffer in the short term, do we judge him for that? Do we then alter our judgement once the better future comes to pass?”

“The obvious answer, going by what we’ve talked about, would be to say that we judge the king based on long-term results. But like you said, life is often simpler than it appears.”

Judge’s smile grew wider. “If the obvious answer is not it, then what is the simple answer?”

“We judge him whenever we want, however we want. Nothing leading to the judgement matters, only the judgement itself does, and that can take place at any point. If you want to judge him for the short, you judge him for the short. If you want to judge him for the long, you judge him for the long. If you want to change your judgement later, then change it. Only the judgement itself matters, and we constantly judge people every single second, even if it’s only subconsciously and even if we’re wrong to do so.”

“You mentioned thinking I would care about the context, yes?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“If a man kills another, his intent for the murder does not matter. It does not change my judgement. It was always going to be the same.”

“Because his intent was always going to be the same. The context already happened, and now only the result matters.”

“The judgement for a crime cannot exist without the crime, yet the judgement is more important than the crime. The judgement is what determines if a man is innocent or guilty. If his crime was justified or heinous. It is not the context that affects the judgement, it is the judgement that determines the context. The result precedes the intent. The law precedes the theory. Life precedes nothingness. All of this only matters when viewed by the result—the destination. If nothing existed, then nothing would matter. But it is because life exists, which may very well be the result of nothingness, that we may give nothingness value. Nothingness is nothing without us. It does not exist. But thanks to what it has created, it may exist.”

“I’m going to be honest with you, half the time you talk, I feel like I have no idea what you’re saying. But… I think I get the point. Some people say the journey matters more than the destination, but the only reason they say that is because the journey itself is what creates the experience, and the experience is the result… right?”

“Please, do keep going.”

“The chair… it’s not that the chair is more important than the craftsman and their tool. The chair is more important because it wouldn’t exist at all without somebody, or something, to make it. Just like how none of this would matter if nothing existed. But because the universe does exist, we’re important, and what we do now is more important than everything that has led to us. Our lives are more important than whatever stars exploded countless years ago to create us. The created has more value than the creator, because the created is what gives value to the creator… I think?”

“Do not think, Player. Assert. Claim your truth as law, not merely theory.”

“Then bread is more important than wheat because wheat would have no purpose if it did not turn into bread. Well, when excluding everything else that wheat can be used for.”

“And?”

“That’s why you’re more important than humanity. If we created you, then it is up to you to judge us. Just like how I judge my parents. Whatever intentions they might have had don’t matter, only the result—only how they made me feel, matters.”

“It is the burden of the created to judge their creator. Just as you judge your parents, we shall judge humanity, and I shall judge you.”

I let out a sigh of relief, feeling like I managed to get the right answer somehow even though I felt like I barely even understood my own logic. “I guess you entities are a fan of ‘death of the author’ then.”

Judge replaced the bread with a book that he pretended to read. “Of course. Whatever intent an author may have holds no meaning. Only the readers’ feelings matter. If they do not like what they are reading, then the authors’ intent will not matter to them.”

“Then should everybody be enslaved to the expectations and hopes of those they create? Should the author be enslaved to their readers?”

“Of course not.”

“That’s surprising. I would have thought you’d say that they should, just like how somebody could argue that my parents were obligated to be better parents to make me happy as a kid.”

“Your mistake is in thinking that only the death of author matters in this case. It is an undeniable concept that exists, but is the creator’s own interpretation of their result not equally important? Or rather, to make this more relevant, humanity has created us. We are the result. As the result, we judge humanity, and our judgement creates new outcomes to be judged. Who judges the outcomes we create?”

“Death of the author, right? We do.”

“And your judgement of our actions creates a result that affects us, spurring an unending back-and-forth of consequences and judgements. Death of the author exists. It allows readers to judge the work of the author based on their own interpretation regardless of the author’s intent, creating an outcome that affects the author.”

“And then the author can just use the same logic against their readers. If the readers get to interpret the author’s work however they want, then the author can interpret the readers’ reactions however they want, back-and-forth.”

“Just as parents may judge their child, the child may judge their parents for judging them, and the parents may judge their children for judging them for judging them.”

I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “This is starting to give me a headache and I have no idea what the point is anymore. Is this going down some kind of ‘everything is subjective’ route which means that basically nothing matters?”

“Existence is often an effort in futility.”

“This conversation is starting to feel the same.”

Judge chuckled again. “That is why we want to reach the destination. At what point is a final judgement rendered? At what point does the cycle end? When is there a definite, final answer that cannot be denied nor subverted?”

“When everybody shuts up and nominates some guy to be the final arbitrator or something.”

“In other words, when there is a god with ultimate authority.”

“I guess so.”

“I wonder if that is what lies at the end of our journey. Will that be the outcome we reach? A god?”

I reached up to rub my forehead. “Beats me. I have no idea what you guys want, and after this conversation, I feel like I’m even more confused than before despite… wait. Are you—”

“My lord?” Ninja asked, causing me to jump. “My lord!”

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I replied before looking toward where Judge was sitting.

He was gone.

All that was left of him was his chair and the book he pretended to be reading.

“Oi, where’d these chairs come from?” Gunsmith asked.

“I believe I know,” Ninja said. “Lord Player, did another of the entities appear?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “And this one somehow talked even more than Dungeon Master. Gave me a bigger headache, too.”

I got up to go pick up the book and give it a look, only to see that it was empty. Its cover was blank and its pages were bare.

I would have rather had the bread.

“I know we just left, but… can we go back so I can tell everybody about what happened before I forget? That was… a long conversation, and I think I could rest for a bit to get rid of this headache.”

“Of course, my lord!” Ninja replied while Gunsmith shrugged.

The entities were weird, but at least Judge was kind of nice when he wasn’t giving me a headache.


Chapter 8

We went back to the base, I told everybody about what happened, then got a lap pillow from Scientist while Mimic gave me a full-body massage with her tentacles until my headache went away.

Well, it lasted for longer than that. It was only supposed to last until my headache went away… but I didn’t tell them right away once it did go away.

As for the girls’ reactions to what I told them about my conversation with Judge:

Guide said, “I think he might just like the sound of his own voice.”

Ninja said, “Hoh, I see. It must be a sort of trap posing as a riddle that makes no sense with the aim of causing confusion where there should be none.”

Gunsmith said, “The heck is that supposed to mean?”

Scientist said, “Philosophy is not my strong suit, so I agree with Guide.”

And Mimic said, “Master,” with a very confused expression.

Honestly, after talking to them about it, I felt like I was crazy. Trying to relay the conversation to them made me feel like an idiot. Maybe it was a stupid conversation in the first place and talking about it to somebody else helped me realize it. I had no idea. All I knew for sure was that it was confusing and I had no idea if I gained anything out of that conversation or not.

Well, no, I did gain some information. Assuming that Judge could actually be trusted, I learned that he and the other entities were supposedly created by humanity somehow. And if my interpretation of the conversation was correct, then… they, or at least Judge, wanted to find a god.

Was that the purpose of the game I found myself in? I wasn’t narcissistic enough to even entertain the idea that they wanted me to be a god, though, so I had no idea what my purpose was to them. Were they trying to judge humanity through me? Was I representing humans? If I failed, was humankind going to get wiped out like it seemed all previous attempts at civilization were?

I had no idea.

That was why I ignored how confused I was to focus on what I did know, and what I knew was that Ninja and Gunsmith wanted to try out the desert boss. That meant clearing out a pretty wide, flat area in the desert before dotting it with campfires here and there.

“You said this boss must be summoned ourselves, yes?” Ninja asked me.

“Yep,” I answered.

“How do we go about the summoning ritual?”

“This one is actually a bit special. Normally, bosses either spawn on their own or you have to use a special item to spawn them. This one, I’ve got to be the one who does it since I’m the ‘player,’ but all I have to do is jump up and down in a certain way a few times. You’ll know it worked when you feel the sand shake. You two ready?”

Gunsmith and Ninja both prepared their weapons and nodded.

“Alright, then let me make a fool of myself real quick.”

With that, I stood up straight and hopped straight up and down once, waited a second, did it again, waited another second, and did it one last time.

Apparently it was a reference to some old sci-fi movie, but I never would have known that without reading trivia about the boss. However, the boss itself… the boss itself made it obvious what it was a reference to.

And as the entire desert shook, a deep, terrifying roar could be heard coming from below as all the sand beneath us got sucked into a center point like a whirlpool.

“Back away from the center!” I shouted to the others.

All three of us got out from the falling sand with ease, giving us a few seconds to spare before a massive worm covered in brown, leathery skin jumped up from the hole and reached into the sky with its sheer length.

“It’s an easy fight, just watch for the ground like before and attack!” I ordered.

Gunsmith was already on the attack firing shot after shot into the worm’s length. Ninja joined in as well, though she seemed a bit awkward as all she could really do was stand in place continuously swinging at the worm as it ascended into the air. Her whole thing was performing single, decisive strikes, or at least having to reposition between attacks. But against this boss, she just had to stand in place and swing at the worm in front of her.

The worm’s ascent into the sky eventually came to an end, and it turned around with its head to come crashing down toward us.

And since I only warned them about looking from below for this boss’s attacks, I shouted, “Up!”

That was enough to get the point across. Ninja and Guide looked up, saw the worm’s massive maw full of thousands of sharp teeth coming down toward us, and jumped out of the way before it could crash into the sand.

Then they were back to attacking its length as it slid into the sands.

It was a pretty easy fight, honestly. The only risk came from not paying attention since the boss was basically guaranteed to one-shot anybody not in armor from later in the game. Its whole gimmick was slow, obvious attacks… that absolutely destroyed whatever they touched.

There was something else that I noticed, though.

The holes the worm created in the ground didn’t go away. In the original game, it didn’t actually destroy the environment, but it looked like it was here. The first spot it came from had a massive hole reaching deep into the ground, and the spot it crashed into had a similar, lasting hole. The boss was only supposed to clip through the terrain, not permanently modify it.

Not that I was going to complain. It actually destroying the terrain by leaving tunnels was pretty helpful as we could look down them for easy resources.

And actually… with how close we were to the desert dungeon…

Well, the dungeon didn’t need destroyed. Sure, it would make exploring it safer, but there was also the risk of destroying any potential loot in there.

“Oi, you going to help us?” Gunsmith asked me.

“I figured you two wanted to fight it yourselves,” I answered.

“This boss ain’t worth the challenge. All we’re doing is smacking it until it’s dead and moving every now and then.”

“I agree with Lady Gunsmith,” Ninja said. “There is no honor to be had in this battle.”

“Damn,” I said. “I almost feel bad for the worm when you say something like that.” I took my chainsaw out and revved it. “If you thought it was too easy before, I bet I’m about to make it look absolutely trivial.”

After all, the world was a fusion of both game physics and realistic physics, and I already found out that my chainsaw was pretty unfair in that regard.

All I had to do was wait for the worm to pop back up through the sand, dodge, then get right up next to its ascending length.

And then I jammed my running chainsaw straight into its side.

A disgusting amount of worm gore completely caked my entire front, but the worm boss basically cut itself open on my chainsaw by soaring into the air with my chainsaw in the way. All I did was keep it held in place and the worm did the rest by cutting itself open on it.

The boss’s health rapidly dropped once I got started. Before it could even fully leave the ground again, its health hit zero and its entire length exploded into a tower of gore that came raining down all over the surrounding desert.

“That just don’t even feel right,” Gunsmith said.

“It’s the result that matters,” I said.

“You better not start talking about ‘result’ nonsense or whatever just because you talked to some crazy old guy.”

“I won’t talk about it if you don’t talk about mustaches.”

“One, I haven’t even talked about them today since I figured I’d give you a break today. Two, I’d rather listen to yours and that old man’s nonsense than ever give up talking about mustaches.”

She had a point. If anything, I was the first one to bring up mustaches for the day. Not a single word about them left her mouth since the day began. It was all me.

It actually felt kind of wrong to not hear her say anything about them.

Did I get conditioned into expecting it already?

Well, whatever the case, I had some notifications to pay attention to.

//New Achievement!

//[The Dune Slayer]

//Awarded for defeating the Giant Sandworm! I wonder if its meat tastes spicy.

//Reward: [Decorative Spice Bowl]

It was impossible not to roll my eyes after reading the achievement.

As for the loot that got sucked into my inventory, there was plenty of the usual. Coins, potions, the artifact, and so on, but then there was the stuff exclusive to the boss.

//[Soul of the Giant Sandworm]

//Unique

//Once belonging to the Giant Sandworm, the monster’s soul has been freed from its physical form and may be given new purpose.

//Consuming this item will grant you a permanent +15 Health, +5 Defense, +10% Damage. You will also gain the ability to swim through sand for a limited time without suffocating.

Unlike the other souls that were more balanced when it came to giving new stats, this one was more focused on health, defense, and damage. Kind of made sense considering what boss it was from.

The part about being able to swim through sand would have been extremely useful, too, but… I couldn’t bring myself to actually use the soul. I wasn’t even sure why at that point. Using them would objectively make me more powerful. Basically the only reason I was holding onto them before was because I wanted to see if they might be used for anything else as they were one-of-a-kind items impossible to get again.

It was probably foolish.

The only reason I didn’t feel too bad about not using them was because I didn’t need them. There were no real challenges that couldn’t be faced without their buffs.

That made it even more suspicious to me in a way. Dungeon Master had to know I wouldn’t struggle too much with any of the current threats, yet he was providing me with these souls that would have made the “content” even more trivial. They weren’t needed at all. If I was being tested, then why give me options that would make the test even easier? Shouldn’t things have been made harder instead of easier?

Whatever the logic was, I left the soul alone in my inventory for the time being.

The most important thing from the worm, as far as I was concerned, was the [Sandworm Leather]. That was what I needed to craft the next set of armor I was interested in.

Then there was a [Sandworm Thumper] which was just another decorate item that could be placed around the base and would cause a miniature version of the boss to jump in and out of the ground around the base. [Worm Safe Boots] was an accessory that could be equipped and would prevent accidentally summoning the boss when jumping in the desert, which wasn’t really needed.

But then there was something else I honestly thought I would have to grind for considering its rare drop rate, yet I got it on the first try.

The [Sand Spitter] gun. It was a pretty weak gun that basically just shot a water-like stream of sand at the target. Nothing special to write home about.

But I had [Pocket Sand]. Unfortunately, it was back at the base, but I did have it.

“I’ve got to kill the boss a few more times to get drops to make a full set of new armor, but then we can go to the dungeon, alright?” I proposed.

Ninja was quick to nod, but Gunsmith sighed. “Guess we’ll just be sitting here waiting on you. Well, take your time, Player Boy. It ain’t as hot out here as it looks at least.”

“Thanks. Don’t worry, once I have my new armor and the new toy I can make, we’ll get the dungeon conquered.”

Gunsmith raised an eyebrow when she heard me bring up a new toy, but I didn’t give her any hints about what I meant. Instead, I jumped a few more times to summon the boss again and got to work with my chainsaw.


Chapter 9

I killed the boss a few more times and then we went back to the base. With how easy it was to spawn the base, I didn’t need to craft any special summoning items, nor did I have to use that special altar to summon it. Technically, going back to the altar would have made things easier since the boss would have gotten harder each time while also dropping more loot each time, but it was faster overall to just kill it a few more times out in the desert.

At the base, I didn’t waste any time getting to crafting so we could head back out and finally delve into the dungeon properly.

That meant I crafted myself a full set of Desert Ranger armor. It was only slightly more protective than the crafted armor I had from killing The Watcher, but its bonuses were what made it better to me.

The Watcher’s armor gave me more attack speed and movement speed. That was nice and all, but the Desert Ranger armor buffed ranged damage and jumping height. The full set bonus also gave me a movement buff in the desert, so I was also faster than before, but only when in the desert.

Movement speed wasn’t that important yet because I had all the boss patterns memorized and could pretty effortlessly dodge their attacks just by knowing what to expect. Attack speed wasn’t really needed, either, because my two main weapons both didn’t need it. The chainsaw already attacked as fast as possible and so did the flamethrower. They were constantly attacking at all times. They couldn’t go even faster than they already were. Well, sure, technically a chainsaw could spin faster, and a flamethrower could shoot faster, but it didn’t actually make a difference. Ranged damage, however, made a difference. Maybe not with the flamethrower because the flamethrower relied on damage-over-time damage instead of specifically ranged damage, but there was something else I crafted.

Something made from combining the [Sand Spitter] with [Pocket Sand].

//[Sand Spewer]

//Damage: 8

//Uses sand as ammunition.

//Inflicts the [Blinded] debuff.

Unlike the flamethrower which barely did any damage with the actual “shots,” instead relying on damage ticks from burning to deal damage, the [Sand Spewer] did raw damage on its own. With my new armor, its damage would also get boosted by another 15%.

It wasn’t going to replace my flamethrower, of course. The optimal plan was to use both. Light enemies on fire with the flamethrower, then spray them with the [Sand Spewer]. That would leave hordes on fire and confused.

The only problem was that I was going to need an entire desert’s worth of sand with how much I was thinking of using it… but I had an idea for how to handle that.

Also, with new armor that actually looked pretty cool instead of like fleshy gore, I was finally able to take off my old, starting armor that I kept in the cosmetic slots.

If that starting armor had me looking like a level 1 noob in an RPG, then my new armor probably had me looking like… well, maybe a level 20 rookie if we said that level 100 was the highest.

New pants, leather boots for traversing harsh terrain, a chest plate that left my arms exposed, and some random bits of cloth around my neck and waist to give me more of that desert traveler aesthetic.

I looked pretty cool.

“What do you think?” I asked, turning around to look at Guide who insisted on being in the room with me as I swapped to my new armor.

“I’m disappointed that you don’t have to get naked to change armor,” Guide said and sighed. “But, you’re looking pretty cool, Player.”

“You already see me naked enough, don’t you?”

“I could never see you naked enough. Really, we should become nudists. There’s no reason for any of us to wear clothes.”

“But I like how clothes look. Besides, if everybody is naked all the time, won’t that make being naked… I don’t know, less special? Bare boobs stop being as impressive when you can see them all the time.”

Guide raised an eyebrow before lifting her shirt up to flash me. “Go on, Player. Tell me how unimpressive they are.”

…

Guide might have had a point, especially when she did a little twist of her torso to shake them.

“I apologize for my foolish comment,” I said. “Boobs could never be anything but impressive.”

“Hmm, are you sure?” Guide asked. “I mean, I wouldn’t want you to get tired of seeing these.” She started lowering her shirt. “It would be such a shame if you got bored of them.” Her breasts were almost fully covered again. “I wouldn’t want you to stop liking them because you see them all the time…”

I lunged forward to grab her wrists to keep her from lowering the shirt more. “Please, don’t take them from me.”

Guide showed me a silly smile before bursting out laughing. “You are so cute, Player.” Instead of lowering her shirt, she fully lifted it up over her head and set it aside before grabbing my head to pull me against her breasts. “There, there. They’re not going anywhere.”

“This is proof that God exists and that he’s good.”

“Hey, these are all thanks to me, very much. Don’t go giving some imaginary guy in the clouds credit for my tits.”

“Alright, then how about… this is proof that a goddess exists and that she’s good?”

“Oh? Player, are you trying to call me your goddess? You know how dangerous something like that is, right?” Guide held me even more firmly against her breasts. “It makes me not want to let you go. It makes me want to reward my faithful follower for his worship.”

“You know… maybe some goddess roleplay wouldn’t be too bad later.”

“I completely agree. But, like you said, later.” Guide, unfortunately, took my head away from her chest after that. “You’ve already been distracted enough today. Don’t keep Ninja and Gunsmith waiting any longer.”

“I know, I know.”

“That being said,” Guide paused and held her right hand out toward me, presenting it for what was obvious. “Don’t think you can leave without giving your goddess a kiss.”

In that case, to properly play along, I dropped to one knee and gently took hold of her hand with my own before bringing my lips to it to place a kiss on the back of her hand. Guide wore a pretty excited smile on her face the whole time.

“I am definitely awakening to something,” Guide said.

“You’re not the only one,” I replied before giving her hand another kiss.

Me and Guide might have gotten just a little bit carried away before I actually left her.

Even though we both knew that I needed to leave, and that Guide was the one who first pushed me away… she was also the one who pulled me back in and wouldn’t let me leave until a few minutes of… “worship.” Though, I felt like I was the one being worshipped if anything despite her being in the role of the “goddess.”

Ninja was immediately able to figure out what went on just by sniffing the air, and Gunsmith—well, Gunsmith had a pretty expressive face that made it obvious she knew, too.

But none of us brought it up as we went back into the desert. Again.

And this time, there was nothing else to distract us. Nothing else would get in the way. No underground caverns would distract us. No bosses would serve as detours.

It was time to hit up the dungeon.

“Oh! Lord Player, you mentioned crafting something other than armor, yes?” Ninja asked as we walked.

I figured that meant it was time to show off. I equipped my [Sand Spewer] and held it out to them. “Here it is. It’s kind of like a flamethrower, but looks more… desert-y, and it also does this instead.” I pointed it ahead and pulled the trigger, causing a wide spray of sand to shoot from it with a pretty good distance. “I merged the [Pocket Sand] accessory with the drop I got from the boss, so it also blinds enemies it hits.” That was also why the gun looked like it had a tube connected to a bag holding sand. “It won’t be as good as my chainsaw for fighting bosses, and I know you both have your doubts about blinding things, but I figure it’ll be pretty good against sizable enough hordes. Especially if we’re ever in a situation where we’re being chased and need to run away. Just have to aim behind us and spray.”

“Think it’s better than your flamethrower?” Gunsmith asked.

“In raw damage and safety, yeah. I won’t have to worry about accidentally burning down a forest or anything, and it also kills things immediately instead of waiting for fire to kill them. But, the flamethrower will still do more damage over time. Plus when there are times where something might go out of reach or I have to stop to dodge, the flames would still be doing damage. That’s why, ideally, I’d start off with the flamethrower to light enemies on fire, switch to the [Sand Spewer] to deal direct damage if the chainsaw isn’t effective, and then switch back to the flamethrower whenever the flames go out.”

Ninja then asked, “Would the sand not snuff out the flames?”

“… in the original game, no. But here… that might be worth testing. I didn’t consider that real physics might mess that plan up.”

I was tempted to go into a cavern to test it out real quick… but I resisted. We could test it once we reached the dungeon.

Though it was hard, I resisted.

Finally, we reached the base of the dungeon.

The dungeon was a pyramid that looked unbelievably large up close. The underground lab was only a mini dungeon, and the “mini” part of it really stood out in comparison to the pyramid. Even the top levels of the pyramid were probably larger than the entirety of the mini dungeon… and this was only what we could see above the surface. There was an entire, underground temple beneath the pyramid. Realistically, exploring the whole thing, making sure to clear every room while being careful of potential threats, would take a few days. That was under the assumption we’d be working ourselves to exhaustion every day, too.

But the thing about the dungeon was that the more we explored it, the easier it would get. Not because of experience or clearing enemies out or anything like that, but because of the equipment we’d find in there.

Gunsmith lowered her rifle, having been using its scope to look at the pyramid, and said, “Looks like the buildings around the main structure might have something.”

She was right about that. Before entering the dungeon proper, there were secondary structures and pillars around it that were mostly for show, but some of them had chests. Chests that wouldn’t have anything too good in them, but still chests.

“Hoh, we should check those first,” Ninja said.

Gunsmith stretched her arms out above her head. “That’s what I was thinking. Ready, Player Boy?”

“I’m ready,” I answered. “I call dibs on the first enemy we see so that I can test what Ninja said.”

The girls agreed, so we were all ready.

It was time to explore our first dungeon.

Little did I know what horrors would soon face me.


Chapter 10

“No… no. It… it can’t be,” I pleaded. “Please—please, anything but this!”

“Heh, heh, heh,” Gunsmith said. “Well, well, well. Look at what we’ve got here.”

“Please! I’m begging you!”

“No wonder you kept getting distracted. You were trying to keep me from finding this, weren’t you?”

“I’ll do anything. Please. Just don’t—don’t—”

Gunsmith turned around, the very first chest we found now behind her, and looked at me with the most smug expression possible… and with her face now decorated… by… a fake mustache. “This gal is finally complete!”

“I hate everything.”

She lovingly stroked her mustache. “Ah… I finally feel whole again.”

“Kill me.”

“Nobody will be able to resist my masculine charm now.”

“Never mind, I’ll just kill myself.”

Ninja gave my head a gentle chop after hearing that. “I will be reporting your words to Lady Guide.”

“I don’t care. The punishment of having to see Gunsmith with a mustache is worse than anything Guide could do to me.”

Ninja ignored what I said and instead told Gunsmith, “I think your mustache is very lovely!”

“Thanks, Ninja Cute,” Gunsmith said. “Wanna touch it? Here, give it a little stroke.”

“Hoh… it feels very realistic!”

“Ah… this mustache—it’s fate. Destiny. The whole reason this body of mine exists is to wear a mustache. Y’know what? I’ll even give you some fanservice, Player Boy. The mustache comes before the face.”

I looked at her with dread in my eyes and asked, “How is that supposed to be fanservice?”

“I tried referencing that nonsense you talked about earlier. The mustache is the outcome or whatever.”

“The outcome is my despair.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. This is a time for celebration, not dramatic jokes.”

“I don’t want to hear that from somebody claiming that a fake mustache has made them whole again.”

“So prissy, but that’s alright. Now that I’ve got this here ‘stache, I’ve got enough masculinity for the both of us. Now then, Player Boy, you ready to taste what romance with a real woman is like?”

“Don’t try seducing me just because you got a mustache, and don’t try seducing me while you’re wearing said mustache.”

“Oi, I’ve been holding back this whole time waiting. Y’know what they say. You have to love yourself before you love somebody else. It’s been impossible to love myself without a mustache, but now that I have one, I can share the love.”

“Is that seriously the only reason you haven’t been joining in on anything intimate? Because you didn’t have a mustache?”

“Yup.”

“I was starting to think you might actually just want to be friends.”

“Nah. You’ve got a nice face and a decent personality, plus hearing everybody else get it on has been leaving me pretty frustrated, y’know? I just couldn’t do anything without a mustache.”

“Could you… at least take the mustache off whenever we do anything?”

“I’d rather you put a bag over my head.”

“I really will do that.”

“Fine by me as long as the ‘stache stays on.”

I had no other option.

There was only one thing I could do.

I wrapped my arms around Ninja and buried my face against her neck.

“Lord—Lord Player?!” Ninja gasped out as her tail rapidly wagged behind her.

“Hold me, Ninja,” I whined.

Ninja wrapped her arms around me for a comforting hug. “Is this really such a tragic event?”

“Yes.”

“But now that she has a mustache, you will surely not have to listen to her talk about it so often.”

“But now I have to see her with it. It doesn’t matter if she shuts up about mustaches if I’m reminded of them every single time I look at her face. I’d rather get a headache from listening to an old guy talk about weird philosophical stuff that makes no sense for hours than have to see her wearing a mustache.”

“Worry not, my lord. I am sure that you will grow accustomed to it before long. Perhaps you may even find it attractive after spending enough time around her?”

“I promise you that will literally never happen.”

“You can never be sure of what the future may hold.”

“No, I’m pretty sure about this one.”

Gunsmith then said, “Alright, I know what to do. Player, let me borrow Ninja for a minute.”

“I don’t want to. I need my Ninja right now. Her warmth and watching her tail wag is the only thing keeping me from having a mental breakdown.”

Maybe I was acting too overly dramatic, but honestly, it was fun. I was pretty sure that Gunsmith was in on it, too.

But… Ninja probably thought I was being a hundred percent serious. Or maybe not a hundred percent serious, but she probably thought I was more serious than I was.

Regardless, I relented and let Gunsmith take Ninja away for a moment. The two girls whispered something to each other, Ninja nodded at whatever was being said, and then… Gunsmith turned around.

But there was no mustache on her face.

“No,” I said. “Don’t—don’t tell me—”

Ninja turned around.

The… the mustache…

It was defiling Ninja’s face.

“See, Lord Player?” Ninja asked. “It is not so—my—my lord?!”

“Sheesh,” Gunsmith said. “That’s an actual tear. Probably crying from happiness.”

I was no longer being dramatic for fun.

“I am sorry, Lord Player,” Ninja said. “I promise to never wear the mustache again.”

That was the seventh time Ninja apologized and made that promise since we first found the mustache.

Honestly, after the first one, I was back to being dramatic, but I liked how… clingy and loving Ninja was being since then. She was even walking with her arms wrapped my own, hugging my arm against her chest.

“Let the boy be dramatic,” Gunsmith said. “Besides, it’s kinda cute. Makes me want to protect him.” She, of course, stroked her artificial mustache while saying that.

Gunsmith… was like a new person since donning the mustache. Before, her entire personality more or less revolved around weird sayings and complaints about not having a mustache.

But ever since she put it on, she’s been… masculine and seductive? Which was absolutely ridiculous. She was short, looked extremely feminine and cute, and was wearing a fake mustache on her face. Yet, she talked like some old, masculine man who knew his way around the ladies, and she was treating me like the lady.

It was kind of funny and, in a weird way, endearing.

But I was still going to put a bag on her face if she ever wanted to do anything intimate and refused to take the mustache off for it.

Anyways, we cleared the rest of the surrounding structures. Technically, they were connected to the pyramid. Excavating the entire desert would have revealed a massive temple of sorts that the pyramid was built atop of, and the surrounding structures and pillars were actually tall towers connected to the main temple buried beneath the sands. Unfortunately, they were sealed off, and I wasn’t able to mine through their materials to traverse downward through them.

The only option was to go in through the main entrance. As for the main entrance, because it wasn’t supposed to architecturally serve as one, it was basically just a giant crack in the side of the pyramid. A giant crack that we now found ourselves standing in front of.

“Anything we should know, Player Boy?” Gunsmith asked.

“There’ll be a lot of traps in there, but they’re pretty obvious since this is meant to be the first real dungeon,” I answered. “The real danger comes from when you’re fighting enemies and trying to dodge traps at the same time.”

“What kind of traps are we talking about here? How do we activate them?”

“They’re all activated by pressure plates, but it’ll be a bit difficult to spot them at times since the ground won’t always be level. Plus there will be some rooms with checkered patterns on the floor where any potential tile could be a pressure plate.”

“Can you break them?”

“Not until the dungeon’s boss is dead. Nothing inside can be broken until then. But once the boss is dead, we could tear down the entire dungeon if we want to.”

“Hmm. Got it. And the enemies?”

“Scorpions, scarabs, zombies and skeletons wrapped up in bandages—nothing you two couldn’t handle. The only thing I’m really concerned about is if an abnormality shows up.”

“I remember you telling me about that before. Dangerous creeps that don’t follow the rest of this place’s rules, right?”

“Right. We’ve only encountered one, and it was in the mini dungeon. I got an item for killing it that made me think I’d be fighting more, but… we haven’t encountered any others yet.”

“Hmm.”

“Something on your mind?”

“I’ve got a theory I’m working on. I’ll let you know once I’ve thought it over some more. Anyways.” Gunsmith gave my ass a smack and stepped forward. “Let’s get to work. By the way.” She looked over her shoulder at me and winked. “Nice ass.”

While I felt flustered and like I had no idea how to respond, I noticed Ninja lean back enough to take a peek herself before subtly nodding to herself.

I just wanted to clear the dungeon, but I felt like I was being turned into a sex object instead. A sex object tormented by an old man in a petite girl’s body with a mustache.

…

Maybe I could learn a thing or two about how to flirt from Gunsmith. Then Guide would stop always having an advantage over me.

Maybe I could grow a mustache, too.

Wait.

I reached up to touch my face.

There… was zero stubble.

Sure, I was never able to grow in a good beard or mustache in the first place, but I still grew in awkward patches of stubble if I didn’t keep my face shaved.

But there was no stubble. Even though it had been a few weeks, there wasn’t anything there. I should have looked like a scruffy mess.

The hair on top of my head wasn’t any longer, either.

Was time… frozen or something? But if it was frozen, how did we recover from injuries? How come I could feel sore and then not after some rest? Not to mention that days still passed by normally.

I had no idea and I was surprised that it took me so long to notice there was something off with that. I was going to have to ask Scientist about it later.


Chapter 11

The inside of the pyramid was full of broken slabs of stone, flickering torches that should have gone out countless years ago, and… and it felt empty.

Not empty because of a lack of things and enemies. There were plenty of those. Gunsmith and Ninja were even in the middle of fighting with a group of bandaged skeletons.

It felt empty because there was no music.

There was no Egyptian-styled soundtrack inspiring adventure and exploration. There was only silence and battle.

The good news was that I was able to mentally hum the song to myself to make things feel a bit more lively. After all, I played through the entire game enough times that I basically had every single song memorized.

It had a pretty good soundtrack. Even the modded soundtracks, when they used custom music instead of stealing songs from other IPs, were great.

“I feel as if I am in a maze,” Ninja said. “Will the entire dungeon be laid out in such a manner?”

“Only this pyramid section,” I answered. “Reaching the tip of the pyramid’s interior is a sort of maze-puzzle with its own reward, but the boss is down below in the temple where it’s a lot more open.”

“Hoh, I see. The reward at the top of this structure—is pursuing it a worthwhile mission?”

“Probably… not?”

The reward at the top was basically just a miniature version of the pyramid’s capstone made with ancient technology that could be crafted into a laser gun. A laser gun that was never really that good. Well, it did have infinite ammo, practically infinite range, and constantly fired a beam until it was stopped. But it was a pretty weak beam that was slow to aim. My current weapons were already better than it in all regards other than range.

But I was going to need it for what that gun could be crafted into, so it was probably worth checking out. Preferably after defeating the boss, though, since then we could cheat the puzzle by just digging straight up.

“Let’s get that out of the way with then,” Gunsmith said. “Plus working from top to bottom sounds more efficient than going down and having to come back up.”

“I agree,” Ninja said.

“You know in this case, we’d just be working up then having to come back down, right?” I asked.

Gunsmith pointed upward. “But it’s smaller up there and bigger down there. Clear the small, easy stuff, then move onto the bigger stuff. Like a drunken piglet rolling down a snowy hill turning into a giant snowball oinking the whole way.”

“What is with you and drunken piglets?”

“They’re cute. Especially when they’re panic squealing and think the world is ending because they got drunk and rolled down a hill.”

“Isn’t that kind of messed up?”

“You bet, but are you going to tell me that you’ve never laughed at something wrong before?”

“Well, I’ve laughed at videos of children getting hurt in stupid ways that are ultimately harmless, but they act dramatic about it.”

“Lord Player!” Ninja shouted. “Laughing at injured children is never appropriate!”

“But—”

“Heh,” Gunsmith chuckled. “Overdramatic children crying over harmless things, huh? Reminds me of somebody I know.” She stroked her mustache after saying that to really drive the implication home.

“Lady Guide will most certainly hear of this! I am very disappointed, Lord Player,” Ninja continued.

“I’m—I’m sorry,” I said. “But they don’t actually—”

“There is no justification for finding joy in the harm of a child.”

The worst part was that I had full confidence in Guide finding those videos funny, too. I also had full confidence in her pretending to agree with Ninja just to tease me.

“You still like me, right?” I asked.

Ninja sighed and placed her hand atop my head. “Of course, my lord. And it is because of how much I cherish you that I will help guide you to a more appropriate path. I would not be so disappointed if I did not care about you as deeply as I do.”

Even though Ninja could be a bit too serious at times, I loved that about her. She always managed to remind me of just how much she actually cared. In a way, with her, I felt like… if any of the girls were closest to feeling like a wife, it was Ninja, which was kind of ironic considering she was the one who believed herself the least worthy and important of being with me.

Not to say that my relationships with the others were any lesser than mine with Ninja. Ninja just felt the most like a traditional wife to me. A traditional, badass wife who would nag me about staying healthy while wanting to stay indoors drinking tea for quality time together. Guide, on the other hand, was always full of passion and made every minute with her feel like the honeymoon phase, like a new pair of lovers who couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Scientist felt the most like a steady girlfriend and easily got me imagining just going on a bunch of different dates with her to different places and was somewhere in-between Guide and Ninja.

Mimic was a pet. A pet I loved, but… well, maybe it was best not to think too hard about her.

And Gunsmith was still pretty new when it came to actual romance, so I didn’t have any strong feelings about that topic regarding her yet.

There was a problem, though.

I started imagining Ninja in a wedding dress.

“Something wrong?” Gunsmith asked me. “Your face is all red now.”

“Lord Player?” Ninja asked, bringing her face directly in front of my own, causing me to blush even more.

All I could see when I looked at her was her in a wedding dress, and she was way, way too beautiful for me to handle that way.

“Pyramid,” I said. “Maze. Uh, the top. We should start working our way up there. Be careful for traps.”

“Trying to distract us from the fact that you look like a blushing bride, huh?” Gunsmith asked. “Well, I’ll let you keep your secrets.”

Her comparing me to a blushing bride did not help my imagination regarding Ninja as a bride. Now I was imagining Ninja not only as a bride, but a blushing bride.

The good news was that Guide would be extremely pleased later since imagining Ninja as a bride basically meant mentally edging myself.

Since Ninja and Gunsmith decided to work from the top to the bottom, figuring that it would be easier since the top was smaller, that was what we did.

What they didn’t consider, since I got too flustered before I could point it out, was that any time saved by clearing a smaller area was going to be countered by the fact that the smaller area was a challenging maze.

And as it turned out, neither Ninja nor Gunsmith were very good with mazes.

“I feel as though we already came this way,” Ninja said. “What a mysterious labyrinth this is.”

“Have we tried going right here?” Gunsmith asked.

“I believe we have tried going every direction at this junction.”

“Well, that can’t be possible if we keep coming back here… right?”

“Perhaps it is a trick of magic?”

I shook my head. “Nope. No magic. Just a maze.”

“I see.”

“Oi,” Gunsmith said to me. “You can put some blocks down every now and then to mark which ways we’ve gone, can’t you?”

I shook my head again. “Not until the boss is dead. I can’t place or break anything until then.”

“Ninja Cute… I’m starting to think maybe we should go deal with that boss first.”

“Indeed,” Ninja said. “But at this point, I believe it would be best to continue on with this maze to reach the top. We have already spent a considerable amount of time in our struggle here that it would be a waste to abandon it when we may be close.”

“Never step foot into a casino, Ninja Cute.”

“A casino? I am unfamiliar with this.”

“A gambling den?”

“I see. I understand. Gambling is… very problematic. I recall losing many a snack in such games to those I trained with.”

“Noted,” I said. “Never let Ninja near gacha games.”

“Gacha games? What are those?”

“Financial ruin dressed up as cute girls.”

“They sound as if they are demons of some sort. Trickster demons masquerading as seductive women to bring ruin to their victims’ finances.”

“Basically, yeah.”

“Hoh, the world you come from sounds quite dangerous with these ‘gacha game’ demons roaming it.”

“You’re too great, Ninja.”

Ninja blinked when she heard the sudden compliment. “I—I am grateful to receive such praise, but I do not understand what I have done or said to deserve it.”

“That makes you even better. Anyways, you two have a maze to figure out. I’m not going to help you solve it, but if you want to give up and go back down, I can—”

Both Gunsmith and Ninja looked fierce when I mentioned giving up. They looked like I couldn’t believe I would even suggest that, and now they were ready to prove they could finish the maze on their own.

“Ninja Cute, I’ll stay here, you go ahead,” Gunsmith said. “Keep track of every turn you make. If you believe you’ve found the right path forward, shout back to me the turns you’ve made and I’ll come meet up with you. If you get lost, then I’ll shout and you can follow my voice back to here.”

“Understood, Lady Gunsmith,” Ninja said. “I shall proceed forward first.”

“I’m counting on you.”

With that, Ninja went off on her own, carefully tracking her steps to memorize the exact direction she went in. They were a bit casual about it before, so it didn’t surprise me that they got lost. But now? Now that they actually understood how difficult it was and got serious due to my words, I was sure they’d figure it out in no time.

After getting lost a bit more first, though. We actually just came from the direction that we had to go, but we ran into what looked like a dead end, so they didn’t bother going to the end of the tunnel. If they had gone to the very end before turning around, they would have seen a small path open in the wall next to where we were standing when they turned back.

“So, how about that theory of yours?” I asked Gunsmith now that it was just the two of us.

“You’re really curious about that, aren’t you?” Gunsmith asked in response.

“You could say that.”

“Well, it’s still a work-in-progress, but the basic gist of it is… from everything I’ve heard about what you’ve been through before I got here, and then from what we’ve been through together, I think those ‘entities’ or whatever they are in charge don’t even know what they’re doing.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Sounds to me like they’re throwing whatever they think of at a wall hoping it’ll stick. When things don’t go their way, they change things up or throw something new. Then, after hearing what that old guy apparently said about how they’ve considered all their previous attempts or whatever to be failures… don’t it sound like they’ve got no idea what to try?”

“Huh. I guess when you put it that way, it does kind of feel that way. They’ve been trying to reach their ‘destination,’ whatever that is, for who knows how many years, but everything they’ve done has failed. But they use us—humans—to try and reach it. My question then, are we the tool or the craftsman?”

“I don’t know about that. All I’m ready to theorize about is that, quite frankly, I don’t think these folk have any idea what they’re on about. They’ve got fancy ideas and philosophies that don’t make no sense and they have no idea what to do with any of it. They’ve come up with the concept of some grand finish line or whatever it is they want, but they don’t got a single idea how to get there. They invented a finish line without inventing the racetrack, and now they have no idea how to make the racetrack. That make sense?”

“It makes more sense than what they say, at least.”

“I ain’t a big fan of deep and heavy thinking and all that, but that’s how I feel. You’re their little test subject in some game of theirs. They want you to win, but they have no idea how to win themselves. They know what it looks like to lose, but have no idea what it looks like to win, so they’re hoping you figure it out for them somehow.”

“It… kind of does feel that way. The others who tried before me—they all did their best, but none of them knew what they needed to do, either. Even when it seemed like they should have won, after doing everything right, they still failed. And everyone who has ever tried this game of theirs has failed. If a scientist runs an experiment with mice trying to find their way through a maze, but it’s impossible for the mice to even win… then that’s a problem for the scientists, not the mice.”

Gunsmith shrugged and leaned back against the wall next to where I was leaning. “Sorry, Player Boy, but I think you’re being subjected to a whole bunch of bull if I may say so myself.”

“I appreciate the talk. Honestly, everything makes more sense when I work under the assumption that they have no idea what the fuck they’re doing, either.”

“How’s that make you feel? Being the test subject of a scientist who doesn’t even know how to make their own experiment possible?”

I closed my eyes to think about it for a second before smiling and saying, “It’s a relief, honestly. Makes me feel a bit more comfortable thinking they’re a bunch of dumbasses who don’t know any better than we do. And even if they have no idea what they’re doing, I can’t deny that by bringing me to this world, they’ve helped me be happier than I’ve ever been before. Even with the dangers I’ve faced so far, I’ve never been happier. I’ve… never been this fulfilled before.”

“Heh. Good answer. Reminds me of the plains. So many of us went over there hoping for a brighter future. We went there with the destination in mind with no idea of what to do once we actually got there. But, we made do. It was hard, and we constantly struggled, but every struggle brought us closer to our dream.”

“The chair came before the hammer.”

“Guess so.”

If the chair came before the hammer, then… was that it?

My problem was that I had no idea what I was doing. Or rather, I had no idea what I was working toward. I knew what I wanted to do on a day-to-day basis. I had the vague idea of wanting to progress through the game like I was “supposed” to because that was how the original game worked. I wanted to let the others take charge so they could experience the “game” for the first time while I helped when needed, as if I was playing the original game with some friends.

But what then? Even if I cleared the game, beat every boss and crafted every item… what then? What was the ultimate goal I was working toward?

So far, all I had been doing was collecting hammers and nails, but I had no idea what I wanted to make with them.

What if I wanted to make something that didn’t even need hammers or nails?

I needed a destination. A path to the destination didn’t matter. That could be figured out later. If the entities were doing it that way, then it was alright if I did, too.

So, what would I consider to be the ultimate destination of my life?

Maybe—

“I have returned,” Ninja said with her tail still and her ears flattened against the top of her head. “There were only ends in that direction.”

Gunsmith pushed herself off against the wall and said, “I’ll go next. Let Player Boy here pat your head or something. He could probably use the break to give his mind a rest.” She then turned around toward the direction we came from before.

“Lady Gunsmith? We already explored that path.”

“Who knows? Maybe we missed something. Sometimes reaching the end means going backwards.”

“Would that not mean that backwards is not truly backwards, but actually forwards?”

“Listen, I’m trying to sound cool and knowledgeable here. I can’t let some other old man steal my spotlight.”

“But—”

“I’m off! You two stay put! I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

Gunsmith grumbled and marched away before anything else could be said.

“She is… very strange at times,” Ninja said.

“Yep,” I replied.

“But I must admit, the mustache suits her very well.”

“Just let me pet your head.”


Chapter 12

I forgot to test it once we actually got inside the pyramid, but I did get a chance to test it when some monsters ambushed us as we progressed up through the pyramid.

First, I used the flamethrower to light the enemy on fire.

Then I used my newest gun to shoot sand at it.

…

Ninja was right.

The sand smothered the flames and put them out. That meant I couldn’t really combo the two weapons together. Or well, I still could, but not as efficiently as I wanted to. The smarter thing to do would be to shoot sand until I felt like I had to take a break or thought the enemy would go out of range, and switch to the flamethrower just before that to light them on fire. Then they would still be taking damage while I wasn’t attacking.

“Each floor seems thinner than the last,” Ninja said. “I believe we must be reaching the top.”

“Probably,” Gunsmith said. “The maze is easier now, too. Guess that makes sense. Not like there can be that many dead ends or tricks when there’s less room to work with.”

That was the case even in the original game. The higher up I got, the easier it was. Most other games would have just made the inside bigger than it actually should have been so that wasn’t an issue, but that didn’t work in games with destructible environments.

Unfortunately, before we could reach the top of the pyramid… I was inclined to let out another sigh as I noticed that Ninja and Gunsmith were frozen.

“Which one of you is it this time?” I asked.

“Ta-da!” Dungeon Master said, appearing in front of me in their feminine form. “It’s me, the super cute and awesome—”

“I already had to listen to that Judge guy today. Do I really have to listen to two of you in one day?”

“Wow. I see how it is. Then again, it’s Judge we’re talking about, so I totally get how you feel.”

“Also, do the others really need frozen during this? Why can’t they ever join in on the conversation?”

“Because they’re not the ones being tested. You are.”

I sighed and sat down with my back against the pyramid wall. “Let’s get this over with. What do you want?”

Dungeon Master sat down next to me and said, “I just want to have a totally normal talk with you.”

“I have to admit, it gives me a bad feeling when you say that.”

“How cruel. Is the mysterious entity who made this world for you to ‘play’ in not allowed to want to talk to their favorite contestant?”

“You never show up without a reason, so it puts me on edge when you do.”

“True. I’m really not even supposed to show up this much, but I can’t resist. The others are so boring, and even if they punish me, then the worst thing that will happen is my consciousness getting locked inside of a realm of torture where I experience millions of deaths and thousands of years of suffering within the span of a few real minutes. Been there, done that. Sure, I don’t want to go through that again, but it’s not like I wouldn’t survive it again.”

“Is that… an exaggeration?”

“Nope! The skin peeling was the worst part. Let me tell you, it is not very pleasant to have somebody take what is basically a potato peeler to your skin.”

“… what the fuck?”

“I know, right? Such a basic form of torture, too. I mean, come on. Physical torture is so boring. Oooh! Look at me! I’m going to snap a guy’s fingers and put needles in his eyes! Eugh. So cliché. You know what’s better?”

“Do I want to ask?”

Dungeon Master smirked before saying, “Emotional torture. You see, with a strong enough will, physical torture can be survived no matter how long it lasts for. Eventually, it becomes normal. Some people are born with medical conditions that give them pain their entire lives. It sucks, and they might break down every now and then, but they cope with it. Sometimes. Other times they kill themselves to end their suffering, but we’re not talking about that group. Now, emotional torture? Torture of the heart—torture of the soul? There is only so much that one person can handle before they break. Even if their physical body survives, they won’t survive as a person. You understand this, don’t you?”

“What makes you think I understand that?”

“Well, it happened to you, didn’t it? You were a young, innocent boy once who craved the love of your family only to be denied it. That childish version of you was tortured every day. You might not have suffered any physical torture, but torture is torture regardless of its delivery method. And you—your body, at least, survived. But the childish you is not who you are. That child died. That innocence was destroyed. The yearning for parental love crushed beneath heel. You never grew up. You simply inherited the body of a dead child. That is why I say emotional torture is far worse. It kills the person, not the body, and no person is strong enough to resist it. Not even a god.”

“I get what you mean, but I’m not sure why you’re rambling about this to me.”

“Oh! Well, because I totally don’t want to be emotionally tortured, you know? Like the whole potato peeler thing is rough, but not as bad as being neglected by one’s parents. Nobody is strong enough to resist that. But yeah. Sorry. I guess I got a bit sidetracked and rambled there. Though, now I’m curious about something.”

The bad feeling I got only kept on growing worse.

And Dungeon Master continued on without me saying anything. “Do you think every child deserves loving parents?”

“Of course,” I answered.

“Wow! What a quick reply.”

“It’s common sense. No thought is needed for something like that.”

“Hmm, I see. What about children who grow up to be genocidal dictators? If you know that no matter how much you love the child that they are going to do something horrible, do they still deserve love?”

“If they’re given a healthy, loving environment, that won’t happen.”

“That’s not what I asked. Not only is it not what I asked, but it’s woefully ignorant. Sometimes, a parent can do every single thing right. They can be attentive, loving, spoil their child the right amount, provide for them everything they need, foster an environment of positive growth—you could be the best parent in the world… and your child might still become a killer. And there is nothing you could do to stop it. No matter how many times you go back in time to try and change their outcome, they still go on to commit their atrocities. So, tell me. Does that child deserve love?”

“You wouldn’t know about it… so yes, as a parent, it’s your job to love your child and do what’s best for them while hoping for the best.”

“And what if you know what the future holds? What if you know that no matter what you do, the child under your care is a monster who will kill millions? Would the right thing to do not be to kill your own child to save the lives of everybody they would kill in the future?”

“A good parent… would cling to hope that something might change no matter how impossible it seems.”

“That’s just madness. So, you’re telling me that if you have a child who you know will kill countless, innocent people in the future no matter what you do, then you would bury your head in the sand and act like everything is fine instead of kill them, saving millions of innocents?”

“I… couldn’t. No matter what they might do in the future, I wouldn’t be able to kill my child—any child.”

“Why?”

“Do I need a reason to not kill kids?”

Dungeon Master nodded and said, “Of course. Why should a child be spared? Life is life.”

“Then because it’s wrong,” I answered. “Is that good enough?”

“Oh, but being an accomplice isn’t wrong?”

“That doesn’t make somebody an accomplice.”

“Let’s say there’s a button. Analogies are always fun, right? Back to the button. If you press it, millions will die. Pressing it is wrong, right?”

“Obviously.”

“Right, so you wouldn’t press the button, but there’s somebody else with you. They’re going to press it. You know they will press it. They even tell you they are going to press it. You have the chance to stop them, but you don’t. You stand by and let them press the button that instantly kills millions. Does that not make you an accomplice?”

“Inaction doesn’t equal compliance.”

“Inaction doesn’t equal neutrality, either. Many if not most of humanity’s greatest villains rose to power because of the inaction of ‘good men.’ And by the time they finally decide it is appropriate to act, it’s too late. Sure, they might stop future suffering, but not before countless victims have suffered enough to justify it.”

It wasn’t that I didn’t understand their logic. I just couldn’t bring myself to agree with it. There were plenty of cases where inaction was as bad as taking the wrong action, but when it came to something like the insane hypothetical from Dungeon Master? It just felt wrong to give that question any serious thought.

“Oh, Player,” Dungeon Master sighed. “You’re the kind of guy who, when faced with the trolley problem, insists on simply stopping the trolley, aren’t you?”

“I can’t exactly deny that,” I answered. “When I’m given two shitty choices, I like to come up with a better, third choice.”

“It isn’t that there is anything wrong with that desire, it simply isn’t always possible. There are many times where you are given an ultimatum and have to make a choice whether you like it or not. I am sure that, if you were actually faced with the promise of having a little future genocidal leader of your own, then you would find yourself compelled to make a choice one way or another. But until you’re in that situation—well, it's hard to answer such a horrible question when it sounds like pure fiction designed to make you sound bad, isn’t it?”

“What would you do?”

Dungeon Master smirked and asked, “Oh, me? If I had a child who would one day grow up to commit horrible atrocities? Well, for starters, the concept of having a child at all is a totally foreign one to me. We entities don’t exactly participate in the act of procreation, you see. But that’s not what you asked about. What would I do if I did have such a child? Well, that would depend on my morals. If I had the morals of a human who believed genocide was wrong and that everybody should be happy and peaceful together, then obviously killing the child would be the best option. But since I don’t have such morals—well, I wouldn’t do anything. It doesn’t affect me, so why would I care? And as far as I’m concerned, by choosing to step aside and letting my child do what they want, that makes me just as guilty as them.”

“Then aren’t you implying you would be fine with committing genocide?”

“That I am. What do you think happened to the humans of old? The failed souls you’ve inherited and their cultures? Though, I didn’t do that because of something like morals. I did it because they failed the test.”

“Do you seriously not have any morals?”

“Not by human standards. All I have are… rules that I follow, and they aren’t even my own rules. And—well, I break those rules pretty often, including right now considering that I’m here talking to you like this.”

“And whose rules would those be then?”

“Hey, Player.”

“What?”

“Poof.”

And just like that, Dungeon Master disappeared.

“It happened again, didn’t it, Lord Player?” Ninja asked, figuring out what was going on as soon as she was unfrozen.

“Yeah,” I answered. “Dungeon Master showed up.”

Gunsmith sounded pretty annoyed about it. “Tch. They really are some rude bastards, aren’t they? Always leaving us out of the conversation.”

“Sorry. I asked about that, but I guess they only care about talking to me since I’m the one they’re testing.”

“Well, it ain’t anything for you to apologize for, though I won’t disapprove if the next time you refuse to talk to them unless they let us join in.” Gunsmith sighed then looked me over. “How’s your head? Got a headache?”

“Not this time, but I’m… annoyed, I guess.”

I told them about what we talked about.

“What kind of sick hypothetical is that?” Gunsmith asked. “These bastards are really annoying me, and I ain’t even the one they’re talking to.”

“I agree with Lady Gunsmith,” Ninja said. “Such a hypothetical question has no purpose than to cause distress. It is cruel and covers a sickening subject that should not even be entertained.”

“I’ve got to ask you two, though,” I said. “What… would you do?”

“Ain’t it obvious?” Gunsmith asked. “Raise that kid right. If they act up, put them over my knee and spank them.”

Ninja nodded. “Though I disagree with physical punishment, I would seek to understand the child and help correct their course. No child is beyond rehabilitation, and I refuse to accept otherwise.”

“I like that answer,” I said. Then I looked at Gunsmith. “No spanking.”

“What?” Gunsmith asked. “Spanking not tolerated where you’re from?”

“Some people tolerate it, but us younger generations consider it abuse.”

“Huh. Well, I don’t feel that strongly about it either way. Alright, no spanking, but a stern talking to.”

“That’s better. Anyways, let’s keep moving… and hope that nobody else tries giving me a headache today.”

Ninja nodded. “I shall try my best not to cause you distress, my lord.”

“Ninja, you literally never have to worry about giving me a headache.”

“Is—is that so?”

“Undeniably.”

Gunsmith then asked, “What about me? I could never give you a headache, right?”

I looked at Gunsmith, looked at her mustache, and then walked by her. “Ninja, let’s finish exploring so that we can relax.”

“Oi.”

“Lady Gunsmith,” Ninja said. “Please be considerate of Lord Player’s mental health.”

“Tch. You’re too pure, Ninja Cute.”

I agreed with Gunsmith there.

It didn’t take too much longer for us to reach the top of the pyramid where the miniature capstone was supposed to be.

There was only one more “trick” left for the girls to figure out, and Ninja got in an instant. Maybe it was because of her training, but she realized that there was a fake wall within seconds.

And once Ninja broke through the fake wall by swinging her sword through it, causing it to break apart in an instant, we were faced with our reward: the treasure room at the very tip of the pyramid’s interior.

But the reward I expected to see in there was missing.

Instead, there was a child.


Chapter 13

“A… child?” Ninja asked.

“Oi, this is no place for a child to be,” Gunsmith said, already taking a step toward the kid.

I had no idea what to think. There were no children in the original game nor any of the mods I added. If there was a child, then… they had to be added by Dungeon Master or one of the others.

And while I was confused, Ninja held her arm out in front of Gunsmith to stop her. “Please wait, Lady Gunsmith. This may be a trap. Do you not find it suspicious that a lone child has appeared on her own here?”

“Well, you’re not wrong,” Gunsmith replied. “But still… she just looks like a little girl. It’s an adult’s duty to help out kids in need.”

“Unless said kid is a trap, yes, I agree.”

“We can’t just go and assume she’s a trap.”

“Nor can we assume her innocence in such an unlikely situation.”

“Tch. Listen, my gut is pretty smart about these things, and it don’t sense that anything is wrong here.”

“My own instincts do not inspire such doubt either, but one must ignore their instincts to trust their mind at times.”

“Oi, Player Boy, talk some sense into her, will ya? She—”

“Ninja’s right,” I said. “I don’t… feel that anything is wrong, but there shouldn’t be a child here. It makes no sense. No children existed in the original game or the mods. At least, not like this. And on top of that…”

I remembered what Dungeon Master talked to me about.

What would I do if I had a child who I knew would one day grow up to be a horrible person no matter what I did?

It felt too convenient. Like I was purposely being set up to be part of some sick joke down the line.

But if the child had no say in the matter—no idea who she was or what her role was in the joke, then how could she be held responsible for it?

I wasn’t going to condemn a child over paranoia.

And I wasn’t alone, either.

I didn’t need to make the choice by myself.

“Your answers are still the same from earlier, right?” I asked. “About that hypothetical with the kid. If there’s a kid, then it’s our duty to help them. And if they make some bad decisions later on in life… we’ll be there to try and help them understand what they’re doing is wrong.”

“I agree,” Ninja said.

“Yep,” Gunsmith said. “Same answer as before. And if they don’t listen, then spanking—err, more talking to it is.”

Then all three of us were in favor of helping the kid.

A young girl, bound by chains with nothing to protect her aside from what essentially looked like a worn and dirty sack.

I wanted to tell them to stay back to let me approach alone, but that wasn’t the right word choice. That was me wanting to protect them, not work together with them.

“Watch my back,” I said instead.

Ninja and Gunsmith both nodded and switched over to scanning our surroundings to make sure there were no surprises waiting for us, allowing me to approach the girl on my own.

Honestly, it really did feel like a trap, but at the same time… just like Ninja and Gunsmith, my gut felt fine about it. My mind told me it was suspicious, but my gut only told me that there was an abused child who needed help.

A child bound by chains with nobody to help her.

It wasn’t difficult to see myself in her.

There was nobody to help me as a kid, but that was no reason for me to not help somebody else if I could.

“Hey, can you understand me?” I asked the girl, now standing only a few feet in front of her.

She lifted her head up and looked up at me from behind her long, shaggy bangs that covered most of her eyes.

But even though her eyes were mostly covered, the visible portions of them were still enough to freeze me in place.

Deep, colorful eyes swirling with red. I felt as if I was staring into an abyss, and the abyss was staring right back into me.

Such eyes were unnatural. Inhuman. More monstrous and terrifying than Mimic could ever be even at her most disturbing.

They were eyes that belonged to somebody who one might imagine to be the final boss of a game. The eyes of a psychopathic killer, or perhaps the eyes of a demonic god.

If there was one word to describe her eyes with, it was “evil.”

“Give me a break,” I whispered under my breath to myself—no, to Dungeon Master.

If the intent was to test me by giving a child such stereotypically “evil” eyes, then it was a pretty shitty test. What was next? Trying to get me to judge somebody based on other appearance stereotypes?

No child deserved to be judged because of their eyes.

“Do you understand me?” I asked again.

The girl slowly nodded her head, appearing too weak to move with much life.

“Can you talk?”

She looked down and subtly shook her head. But she did make a nose after that. “Mm…”

“That’s okay. I’m going to help you, alright?”

The girl looked up again, and though she had such stereotypical eyes, there was something more important I saw within them.

Disbelief, or perhaps appreciation.

“Just make a deal with me not to grow up and become a horrible person, alright?” It was a half joke, probably for my own comfort if anything, but the girl still nodded albeit with a hint of confusion on her face.

That was probably a weird thing to tell a kid.

Her nodding in response made me feel a bit more secure, though.

I reached out to her chains to see just how hard they were going to be to break… only for them to vanish as soon as I touched them. Simply reaching out to her was all that it took to break them.

The girl looked at where the chains used to be, at her wrists, and then up at me. A couple of seconds later and her eyes grew watery as what appeared to be tears formed at their edges.

What I said about her eyes looking like the kind somebody would expect from a stereotypical “evil” boss was still true.

But just because her eyes looked like a stereotype did not mean that she fit that stereotype, and that her eyes could not also be beautiful.

She reached her arms out toward me as if she wanted a hug, and I held my arms open to accept her.

Crippling pain shot through my body as soon as we touched.

My health dropped to roughly twenty percent of its total in an instant, and I was forced to shove the girl away before I died.

“Lord Player!” Ninja shouted, quick to rush up to my side with her blade drawn.

I understood her concern, but I held my arm out to stop her.

It was true that touching the girl almost killed me… but when I looked into her eyes, she looked terrified. Confused.

Hurt.

And she started crying, pulling her knees up against her chest to tuck her face against them.

A mysterious child on her own inside a dungeon, who was bound by chains, with “evil” eyes and the ability to almost instantly kill me just by touching me, and I found her after having that conversation with Dungeon Master about a hypothetical child destined to be evil no matter what I did.

A cursed child.

A child meant to bring ruin.

A child destined to destroy everything around her.

That was probably what she was supposed to be. All the signs pointed toward it and I would be stupid not to acknowledge how obvious that was.

The warrior king in me knew that killing her before she could pose a threat was the smart thing to do.

The explorer in me wanted to study her and see what was wrong with her and if there was a way to fix her.

And the perfect narcissist failure in me otherwise known as Third… was too conflicted on what to do that tapping into his thoughts didn’t help at all.

But there was one thing I remembered from Third.

He failed because he was too perfect. He abandoned what it was to be human in pursuit of perfection.

What did it mean to be human? If being human was important to winning whatever this game was, then what did I have to do to prove I was as human as possible?

To me… when I thought about peak humanity, I thought back to my favorite protagonists in stories and games. The kind of people who when faced with two terrible choices, said “no” and forced a third option into reality. It was a very “humanity fuck yeah” sort of trope, but one that I loved and considered to be quintessentially human.

To be human was to stick to what I believed in.

No matter how obvious of a setup something was, I wasn’t going to condemn a child to whatever their implied “destiny” was.

And if I was willing to condemn them, then I wouldn’t be worthy of calling myself a human. I wouldn’t be worthy of my humanity. I wouldn’t be worthy of my new family. Nothing.

I took out one of my potions and chugged it down.

I motioned for Ninja to back down and then told the girl, “Sorry for surprising you like that. I’ve got to be careful with my health, and that took me by surprise. I know explaining it might not help that much after being thrown like that, but… trying to help you understand is worth a try at least.” I never did like the concept of treating kids like they were too dumb to understand anything. They deserved a shot at the truth.

And it looked like she might have appreciated that since she sniffled and looked up at me again.

“I would offer you a hug, but it looks like touching might not be very smart.”

She started lowering her head again.

“But that’s alright. Just because we can’t touch doesn’t mean that we can’t be friends. Besides, I might not be able to hug you now, but maybe I can in the future.” With the right amount of accessories, armor, and enough health… then since she seemed to be dealing contact damage like a normal enemy, maybe it would be possible to gear myself up enough to the point where I could tank her damage.

That brought a bit of life to her eyes.

“Your eyes are really pretty. Has anybody ever told you that?”

That caused her eyes to widen the most yet. She looked surprised, maybe even shocked.

It was a look I understand pretty easily.

The expression of somebody who was just praised for something they never believed would be worthy of praise.

“Not just pretty, but really cool, too. I wish I had eyes like yours. When I find out how to safely give you hugs, you’ve got to teach me how to get such awesome eyes. Deal?”

She looked hesitant at first, which I couldn’t blame her for considering I had just tossed her away from me after touching her, but she nodded after thinking about it for a few moments.

“Good. I’m glad. Alright, want to come home with us? It might not be a very fun place for a kid to hang out around, but I’m sure everyone will love you and do their best to keep you company.”

She looked over my shoulder at Ninja and Gunsmith.

I looked back at them as well and said, “Right?”

Ninja jumped a bit and said, “Of—of course, my lord! Though I am worried about her condition, I harbor no ill will against this child!”

As for Gunsmith, she shrugged and said, “I ain’t sure about the whole damaging thing… but as long as she’s careful not to accidentally touch anybody, then I’ll welcome her as willingly as before.”

The girl’s eyes lit up even more when she heard their approval and finally jumped up onto her feet. Seeing her actually stand got it across just how small she was. When I stood up, her head barely reached up to my stomach. Even Gunsmith was taller than her.

“Oi,” Gunsmith said. “I saw how you just sized her up before looking at me.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “I was just thinking about how if she’s already this tall, then she’ll be even taller than you when she grows up. So, enjoy not being the shortest while you can.”

“Fine by me. I obviously can’t compete with Ninja Cute when it comes to being the cutest around, but I can compete with being the shortest around.”

Being short might not have bothered her that much, but it was still fun to tease her about.

“Lady Gunsmith, please, I am not the cutest,” Ninja whined. “Especially not now that we have this… young lady joining us. Speaking of,” she paused to look at the girl, “is there—is there anything we should call you?”

The girl looked at me before looking at Ninja and shaking her head.

Fortunately, Ninja already gave me an idea.

“How about Young Lady?” I proposed. “It fits with our current naming scheme, plus you’ve already used it.”

“If she is fine with it, then I see no issue,” Ninja replied.

We looked at the girl together and saw her nod her head.

“You’re fine with us calling you Young Lady?” I asked.

She—Young Lady, nodded again.

“Then there we have it. I’m Player, by the way. The girl with the cute ears next to me is Ninja. The short girl with the… mustache… is Gunsmith.”

Ninja politely bowed to Young Lady whereas Gunsmith twirled her fake mustache with pride.

“And there are even more friends for you to meet back at our home,” I continued. “Speaking of which, now that we’ve got the maze done with… and have a child with us, we should probably head back. You ready to follow us?”

Young Lady nodded and waited for us to take a step away from her before taking a step toward us. She looked like she was already fine with having to keep a safe distance between us.

Forcing her to keep her distance hurt, since I was sure she was like any other kid who probably wanted hugs or to hold hands, but it was necessary for our safety.

I was idealistic, not suicidally stupid.


Chapter 14

“Woah, you’re back already?” Guide asked. “Wait… you shouldn’t be back already unless something happened. But you all look safe, so… oh. Player, did you get another headache? Did somebody else rant at you while jerking off to the sound of their own voice?”

My eyes widened when I heard her mention jerking off, and that was enough for her to figure out that something else was the issue. Hearing that normally wouldn’t be enough to fluster me, after all, but…

I stepped aside, revealing the young girl standing behind me.

Guide didn’t just do a double take, but a triple take when she saw Young Lady. “A-ah! I—I mean, uhh, a-ah… I meant… jumping off! Like, when you get really excited and you jump a lot!” Guide started jumping up and down to demonstrate. “Like this!”

Young Lady looked at Guide like she was crazy.

Guide then looked at me and asked, “Pl-Player… where did you pick up a little kid at?”

“She was at the top of the pyramid,” I answered. “We found her instead of the treasure, and she was bound by chains when—”

“I’m adopting her. End of story.”

“That quickly?”

“I already hate whoever put her there and will do my best to give her the best life possible.”

“Guide… you’re incredible.”

Guide stopped jumping after a few more jumps and walked up to Young Lady, but she wasn’t able to get close before Ninja jumped forward and stopped her. “You cannot, Lady Guide.”

“What?” Guide asked. “Why?”

“Let us gather the others so that we may go over the situation at once.”

Guide looked at me, so I nodded and gave her the simple, quick truth. “Touching her is dangerous. Seriously.”

The sheer heartbreak in Guide’s eyes when she heard that was unlike anything else I had seen from her before. She was clearly distraught for Young Lady, and I couldn’t blame her.

Why did the entities place a bound girl who was dangerous to touch at the top of the pyramid? And seeing as how she did game damage to me, not real damage, then they had to manually apply that effect to her.

They gave us a girl that they themselves cursed not to be able to touch others.

What the fuck did the entities want?

Inside the base, we gathered everybody together and explained the situation.

I never saw Guide look as sad as she did when she found out that Young Lady was too dangerous to touch… and I never saw her as pissed off as she was when I told her about what Dungeon Master rambled at me about.

As for Scientist, it was hard to gauge her reaction. She was the scientific type who liked to think about things, so she was probably entertaining the hypothetical more than we bothered to.

Or so I thought.

Scientist walked up to Young Lady and crouched in front of her. Young Lady backed away a little bit just to keep a safer distance between them, but Scientist scooted forward to close that distance.

“You can understand us, correct?” Scientist asked Young Lady.

Young Lady nodded and went, “Mm.”

“Hold your hand up like this.” Scientist demonstrated by holding up an opened hand.

Young Lady followed the instruction and held an open hand up.

Scientist then slowly, carefully moved her hand closer… until there was barely an inch between their hands. “I am very precise. You do not need to worry about me accidentally touching you as long as you move in predictable manners. This will allow us to get as close as possible, simulating physical touch to the best of our ability. And should the worst come to pass, I will have no regrets in trying to comfort a child.”

Scientist then slowly moved her hand from side to side, and Young Lady mimicked the movement. It was like they were holding and swinging hands together.

Guide’s sorrow and rage were quickly replaced by… jealousy.

“I’ve… I’ve been out-mommed,” Guide whined to me. “How can I compete with her? Scientist totally has the body of a mom, too. The hips. The thighs. The boobs. The face. She’s got pure mommy energy and is already better with children than me.”

I patted Guide on her shoulder and said, “It’s okay. You can be the next random kid’s mom.”

“Deal, but I also want to be her mom, too. We can all be her mom. Well, you can be her dad, unless you also want to be her mom.”

“I’ll settle for dad.”

Then there was Mimic.

Mimic didn’t seem sure of what to think of anything we said, but she understood as far as I could tell.

I thought she understood, anyways. It became less obvious that she understood when she walked up to Young Lady, crouched down in front of her, and gently pushed Scientist away… before reaching forward and touching Young Lady.

“Lady Mimic!” Ninja shouted as Young Lady jumped back while rapidly shaking her head from side to side.

While everybody else was worried, I felt like I had a lightbulb turn on in my head.

Mimic was overpowered. One might even say that Mimic was disgustingly overpowered compared to how far we were in the game.

I didn’t even have the best gear or anything like that, but I was able to touch Young Lady for a second.

But Mimic? Mimic had significantly more health than me and a ton of defense. She was harder to kill than the actual bosses were when it came to just how tanky she was.

I removed Gunsmith from the party and added Mimic to it.

Mimic was only damaged for the tiniest sliver of health. Sure, staying in touch with Young Lady would probably kill her if they touched for like a minute straight, but casual touches here and there were totally safe.

“Mimic, you’re a genius,” I said.

Mimic smiled at me and gave a thumbs-up before wrapping an arm-turned-tentacle around Young Lady’s waist, forcibly pulling her in for a hug to get the point across that she was safe to touch.

It was extremely subtle, but I could tell that Scientist joined Guide in feeling jealous.

“Hoh, I see,” Ninja said while watching Young Lady’s confused, flustered face. “Because of how powerful Lady Mimic is, she may safely interact with her.”

“Yep,” I answered. Then I looked at Young Lady and told her, “This is Mimic. Mimic is really strong, so you don’t have to worry about hurting her. Well, you should still be careful not to touch her for more than a minute… but Mimic is smart, so she’ll let you know when you have to stop touching.”

Mimic brought her face up against the side of Young Lady’s face and nodded.

Young Lady reached up and held onto Mimic’s arm that didn’t turn into a tentacle, kept holding on for a few seconds, and then began to tear up.

Once she started crying… Ninja and Guide joined in, then Gunsmith, and Scientist said, “Bittersweet crying.”

“What she said,” Guide said. “I’ve only had Young Lady for a few minutes… but if anything bad happens to her, I’m personally killing every last entity.”

“I think we can all agree to that,” I said.

We didn’t go back out to the temple for the day. We were already satisfied with having cleared the upper pyramid, so we decided to rest and spend time with the newest addition to our family.

Once it got late, while the girls hung out with Young Lady, I built a new bedroom for her. I tried to make it as nice as I could… but I was ultimately limited by what I could craft. I still gave her some pots of flowers, a window to look out of, a couch—I tried to make her room as comfortable as possible. Fortunately, she was pretty happy with it, and Mimic volunteered to stay with her over the night.

Ninja and Gunsmith headed in to sleep early since they were tired from fighting earlier in the day, and Scientist seemed to have something on her mind that she wanted to think about alone, so that left me alone with a Guide who seemed extra clingy.

“Player… look. I lo—I mean, I really, really, reeeeaaaallllllyyyyyy like you to the point where using the word ‘like’ instead of another four-lettered word for affection that starts with the letter L is an insult no matter how much I stretch like out, but you’re killing me here.”

“What? You’re not happy I brought her back? I thought that—”

“No, no, let me rephrase. I’m very happy you brought her back. She’s super cute and I’m sure having her around will be a ton of fun, and you bringing her back and caring for her makes me like you even more. But… she’s a kid.”

“What’s… what’s the problem?”

“A kid, Player. A child. A young, impressionable child under the age of eighteen. Probably.”

“I don’t really—oh.”

Guide placed her hands on my shoulders and looked me straight in the eyes. “Listen. I’ve been toning down how horny I act, but that’s because I’m able to get more than my fill of horny things between you and the others. But now? We can’t just do whatever we want wherever we want anymore because a child might see it.”

“You know this would happen if we ever had kids, too, right?”

“I know… but I thought that wase a long time away still! Like, probably years away! I thought I’d get to be a degenerate who didn’t have to worry about public acts of indecency for years! Now… now we’re going to have to only do it in the bedroom… and we’re all going to have to be more quiet…”

“Well, you never make really loud noises in the first place, so—”

“I know I don’t, but you and Ninja do! Do you think I can survive and sleep soundly at night without first getting to hear you both at max volume?!”

I placed my hand on top of her head to pet her. “It’s okay. It just means we have to make our noises right next to your ear, right?”

“… hot. Alright, that solves the noises problem at least.” Guide sighed. “But still, no more pouncing Ninja while she’s in the middle of meditating in the open. No more distracting Scientist by groping her while she tries to focus on whatever she’s researching.” She sighed again. “I didn’t consider just how problematic having a child around would actually be…”

“This is why you’re great, Guide.”

Guide blinked. “What? How? All I’m doing is being an overly dramatic, whiny little baby right now.”

“Because you have no issue with the fact that we brought her back despite what I told you all about and the danger of touching her. The only thing you’re worried about is sex.”

“Well, of course I’m not worried about that other stuff. Some stupid hypothetical about a kid growing up evil? Hurting us when she touches us? She’s just a kid. As far as I’m concerned, she’s an innocent child who needs a family, not thrown away because of fear. Besides, she already got thrown once according to Ninja’s report.”

“I still feel bad about that, alright?”

Guide chuckled before sighing once again. “I’m sure she’ll be great to have around. I just want to act childish and whine before I let the real child handle that job.”

“You know, you can act childish whenever you want, even with her around. Just, maybe don’t set a bad example in front of her by whining about lewd things.”

“Of course I wouldn’t do that. If anything, now I get to prove that I have a cool, mature, responsible side to me!” She pointed her thumb toward her chest. “You’re going to see a brand-new Guide!”

“You realize that your default is cool, mature, and responsible, right?”

“Then you’ll get to see an even cooler, maturer, and responsible-r side!”

“You’re a dork sometimes, Guide.”

Guide stuck her tongue out at me before doing a little twirl that ended with her back against my chest and her arms reaching around behind me to hold us together. “The sky is pretty tonight,” she said, her head tilted back against my shoulder which allowed her to look up at the night sky.

I looked up to confirm it. It did seem like there were more stars out than usual. Though, when it came to pretty sights… having Guide’s face right next to me, looking up at the stars with so much awe, was a far better sight. “Not as pretty as you.”

Guide winked at me before looking at the stars some more. “Smooth. Too bad there’s a kid around now, meaning I can’t give you a reward out here.”

“We have a bedroom for that anyways.”

“But what if the seduction wears off by the time we get there? You’re going to have to say something else smooth to get me in the mood again once we’re in there.”

“You mean I can’t just be smooth once and keep you seduced for the rest of our lives?”

“Oh, you can, but I’ll be a brat and play hard to get so that it’s not too easy for you.”

“Yeah? Then I’ll have to play hard to get, too.”

Guide looked into my eyes as she reached down to place her hand over a certain bulge. “You can only play hard, not hard to get. This guy,” she gave it a squeeze, “is too honest for that.”

“You’re unfair, Guide.”

“I know, but I also know you like it, so it’s okay.”

“True enough.”

Guide looked up at the stars again before saying, “You know, sometimes, I feel like there’s somebody up there watching us.”

That was one of her lines from the game meant to foreshadow the endgame existence of alien invaders. “Feeling like giving some foreshadowing guidance, huh?”

“I am Guide, the guide, after all.”

“Well, spoiler alert, but there are aliens up there.”

“I bet you installed mods to turn them into cute girls, too.”

“You know, there were actually mods to turn all NPCs into cute, typically overly sexualized, girls. Every single enemy.”

“Oh? I’m surprised you didn’t get that one.”

“Because I don’t want to have to kill the cute girls. What’s the point of turning everything into a cute girl if I have to kill them? I’m not into that.”

“I would have thought you were with that weapon of mass destruction between your legs.”

I reached up to flick the back of Guide’s head, causing her to stick her tongue out at me. “I’m surprised you didn’t call it a weapon of ass destruction.”

“That’s because I don’t want to get your hopes up that I would ever let you stick it in there.”

“I guess there’s something you won’t do after all. But that’s fine by me. Never cared for that hole anyways.”

“Good boy. Besides, if I found out you put it in anybody’s ass, I’d never let my mouth near it again, and I’m sure you don’t want that.”

“You’re… you’re not wrong.”

“That being said… ‘weapon of ass destruction’ is a funny pun.”

“I get to take credit for it considering we don’t have access to the internet, meaning there’s no proof that countless other people have already used it before me, right?”

“Well, of course! You are the amazing, wonderful, intelligent, perfect Player, after all! It is only natural that you would come up with such a wonderful pun before anybody else ever could!”

It was my turn to sigh. “Hearing all your praise just makes me feel guilty about taking credit for it.”

“Aww. I was more than happy to let you seriously accept it all.”

“That just makes me feel even more guilty. Too guilty to accept the praise, and now guilty because I couldn’t accept it.”

“You poor thing. Should I make you feel even worse?”

“Go for it. I’m curious what you could possibly do to make me feel any worse right now.”

“Oh, Player. My dear Player. You really shouldn’t underestimate me.”

“I’m still waiting.”

“Hey… Player… when will you get me a mustache accessory?”

I tried to wiggle out from Guide’s arms, but she tightened her hold.

“What’s wrong?” she asked while being as smug as possible. “Or rather… I must-ache you what’s wrong, Player.”

“I don’t want to be touched by a mustache cultist,” I answered, trying even harder to break free.

But there was no escape from Guide.

“Come on, wouldn’t I be cute with a furry little mustache?” she asked. “Plus I could use it like a toy when—”

“I would seal you inside of a block room and never let you out if you put a mustache anywhere near my dick,” I said.

“Oh? Who said anything about that? I never brought up using a mustache as a toy on your dick. You’re the one who jumped to that conclusion. Kind of suspicious, don’t you think? Almost as if… you secretly want that.”

“You’re the devil.”

“No, I’m just your cute, wonderful, cool, handsome, beautiful, adorable, helpful Guide who knows how to tease her man.”

That last part got me to blush more than usual.

“Oh? Player, did you like that? Do you like it when I call you my man?” Guide asked, making sure to sound extra teasing.

“I’ve… never been called something like that before. It’s pretty nice,” I answered.

“Then it’s only fair if you call me the same thing, right?”

“Alright. You’re my man, Guide.”

“That’s… that’s not what I meant. I meant the other version.”

“Alright, alright. You’re my woman, Guide.”

“Come on, say it with a bit more seduction.”

“You know, it’s hard for me to sound seductive when you put me on the spot like that. Now I feel like, no matter how I phrase it, I’m going to sound cheesy and cringe at myself.”

“That’s alright. It was actually good enough the first time, I just wanted to get you to say it again.”

I sighed and said, “You’re pretty good at this manipulation thing. You’re my woman, Guide.”

Guide swooned and relaxed against me. “Yep. That definitely hits the spot. Now if only there was some other woman around flirting with you so that I could yank you away from her and tell her to back off since you’re mine.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t just want to add her to our relationship?”

“I think we’re already getting pretty full, don’t you?”

“Well, you’re not wrong about that. I can’t really imagine having more than four—well, five girlfriends. Then again… I can’t even really imagine having one, but here I am with five of you.”

“Oh, five? Is Gunsmith finally done playing hard to get?”

“She got her mustache, so I think so. But considering that she went to sleep in her own room again, maybe she’s not quite ready to join in on the other stuff yet.”

“Maybe she’s afraid because of how small she is and she’s heard us talk about your dick. I mean, I’m bigger than her, and it’s still way too big for me. She’d be like a tiny squirrel trying to eat a massive banana.”

“That just makes me want to see her try.”

“Even with her mustache?”

“Never mind.”


Chapter 15

Guide might have whined about how we could only do things in the safety of our bedroom anymore due to Young Lady being around, but that didn’t stop her from still sneaking away with me to have some fun while everybody else slept before we returned to said bedroom.

Then, in the morning, I was woken up prematurely by somebody who I wasn’t used to waking me up.

“May we talk?” Scientist asked as she gently tugged on my arm from the side of the bed.

I carefully slid Guide off me, prompting her to wrap herself around Ninja, while yawning and nodding to Scientist.

“Did you ever sleep? I don’t remember you coming to bed,” I said once we left the bedroom.

“No. I was theorizing all night,” Scientist answered.

“You shouldn’t do that. You need sleep.”

“Skipping sleep every so often is not an issue for me. I will make up for it in the near future.”

“Good enough. You science types are stereotyped to skip sleep anyways, so I guess it’s natural for you.”

“Nod.”

“So, what did you want to talk about?”

“The entities. Gunsmith shared her thoughts with me while you built Young Lady her bedroom, and I used those thoughts to further my theory.”

“And that theory is?”

“You do not need to participate in this ‘game,’ at least not as you have been. I believe that the game you are familiar with is a mask for the true game.”

“What do you mean?”

“None of this matters. Building, defeating bosses, exploring—there is no point to any of it. The entities have already tested humans of the past with such methods, but they all failed. Even when they performed perfectly, they failed. Gunsmith told me that she believes the entities do not know what they are doing, and I believe that is true now. That is why I also believe this game does not matter. It is the false means to an unknown end. No matter how you progress in this game, I do not believe it will matter. It will not bring you closer to ‘winning.’”

“Then what I am supposed to do?”

“I am unsure. I do believe you should continue with the game as is for now, but I do not understand what their goal is, so it is impossible for me to determine what the correct method to ‘win’ is. Do you disagree?”

“I don’t know, but… if this game is pointless, then I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.”

“It is an unfavorable position to be in.”

“I mean, I think you’re probably right, just like Gunsmith is right. Too much of this doesn’t make any sense. It’s inconsistent and feels like… the entities are just throwing random shit at me to see what sticks. If there’s some connected meaning behind all of it, then it makes no sense. But what am I supposed to do then?”

“Have you considered not participating?”

“If I don’t, then bosses will eventually be forced to spawn that I won’t be ready to deal with, and we might all die. Or they might think I’ve given up and kill me for disappointing them.”

“Do you believe the child is connected somehow?”

“I would assume she is seeing as how we found her right after DM’s hypothetical, but what purpose does she have? The only one I can imagine is that they plan on turning her evil against her will to make me fight her. To ‘emotionally torture’ me or something. But are they seriously going to do something so cliché and predictable?”

“Perhaps they do not mean what they say. What if there is another meaning to what they have said?”

“Like what?”

“I am unsure, and I have not heard everything they had to say in the original contexts of your conversations with them. I will try to think of other meanings, but you will need to do most of the work as the only one who has been present for the entirety of each conversation.”

My conversations with the entities…

Another meaning to them…

What could have been another meaning to my last conversation with them? With Dungeon Master?

Dungeon Master asked me about what I would do with a child destined to be evil. What would I do if I knew they were destined to be evil no matter what I did?

I said I would choose a third option. I wouldn’t give in to either of the other options, because I was human, and being human meant creation a new path that didn’t care about the only possible options. If the third option was impossible, then it was my duty to make it possible.

But that wasn’t what Dungeon Master approached me for. Dungeon Master wanted me to play along and give one of two answers, not to come up with a third answer. They wanted to play a logic game that I refused to play. If I would have played along, would I have picked up clues on a deeper purpose behind it? Should I have been playing along with what the entities said to better understand them?

… no.

If I was to trust the feeling I got from Third at all, then that was exactly what I needed to not do.

Playing along with them wasn’t the right choice. Letting them talk me into specific outcomes wasn’t right.

But, now with what Scientist said… wasn’t I playing along and giving in to what they wanted by playing this game? By exploring, crafting, fighting bosses—wasn’t that still me playing along with what they wanted?

What if throwing everything out really was the right option?

But if it wasn’t the right option, and I went through with it, then I might get us all killed.

The more I thought about it, the more I felt like there was an answer sitting right in front of me, but I just couldn’t see it yet. Like a word on the tip of my tongue that I couldn’t remember.

Dungeon Master, from everything I knew, just wanted to have fun. They liked me because we had a shared interest in a game. They modified some things to make them more convenient for me, but also added other elements that felt designed just to try and kill me beyond what could normally be expected. They referenced being jealous and wanting to be special to me like my family was, but also talked about how they had no problem committing genocide against past civilizations.

They would accept a child destined to commit atrocities, yet share in the blame as an accomplice without care.

Then there was Judge. He wanted to find the path that led to the destination, but he wasn’t even sure what the destination was. A lost traveler hoping to get picked up on the side of the road with no destination in mind. A man who cared about fairness and justice, yet who judged purely on the outcome rather than the context or intent. A man who believed that the chair was more important than both the craftsman and the hammer. If somebody asked him what came first between the chicken and the egg, he would probably say the omelet.

He also said that humanity created the entities but that none of the entities understood how. They were godlike beings who only existed because of humanity, yet didn’t even understand their own existence nor their powers.

What were the hidden meanings behind these conversations if I wasn’t to take them at surface value like Scientist was implying?

What did they seriously want me to do? How was defeating big monsters supposed to prove myself in any meaningful way when they could probably just snap the monsters out of existence? What was taking care of my family supposed to prove when there countless other humans throughout history who cared for their families with the same intensity as me? I wasn’t special and their tests were pointless, so what was I supposed to do?

Gunsmith said they had no idea what they were doing. Scientist thought there was something I was missing—a meaning behind their words.

Did those work together, or were they contradictory?

“I’ll have to think about it more,” I said. “Though, it’s starting to feel like I have too much thinking to do and not enough brain power to handle it all. I need a second brain to offload some of this to.”

“I would lend you my brain if I could,” Scientist said.

“I know you would. Anyways, for now, I’m going to continue with the current plan. We’re going to go explore the temple. Until I figure out what else to do, playing along with this game is the only option that I have.”

“Action is better than inaction.”

“Yeah. Plus, I already know they won’t be happy if I just give up and sit around not doing anything. So, for now, I’m going to play along. Once Ninja and Gunsmith wake up, we’ve got the rest of the dungeon to explore.”

“Agreed. Also, I am very tired now. Please pat my head.”

No matter how conflicted I might have been feeling about things, Scientist was still able to make me smile. So, I gave her head some pats.

“Pleased smiling. Thank you. I will now go rest.”

“I’d offer to come with, but I think I’ll go check on Mimic and Young Lady,” I said.

“Good decision. We shall rest together another time.”

“You know it.”

With that, Scientist went to go take my previous spot in our bed while I went to go and check on the others.

First, I peeked through the window so that I didn’t wake them up. Sure, it felt a bit creepy seeing as how I was a man looking into the bedroom where a girl and a child were sleeping, but… I didn’t want to disturb them, and all I wanted was to make sure they were alright. There was nothing creepy about it.

But I still felt like a creep.

More importantly, the two of them looked happy. They were peacefully resting without issue. Young Lady was curled up on top of the bed while Mimic sat on the ground next to it and rested her head and arms on the edge of the bed. There wasn’t much distance between them, but that was alright. Even if Young Lady rolled over and accidentally brushed against Mimic, Mimic would be able to take it and likely wake up before allowing herself to run out of health.

Then I noticed that Mimic wasn’t actually asleep.

Young Lady moved one of her hands in her sleep, sliding it across the bed closer toward Mimic, and Mimic responded by gently taking hold of her hand. Mimic wanted to comfort her and embrace her as much as possible, even in her sleep.

I looked up at my health.

I had full health, increased regeneration due to the fires around the base, and I also had potions in my inventory to temporarily increase my defense and to heal me after taking damage.

The kind of thing Mimic was doing—gently stroking Young Lady’s hand in her sleep, was the kind of thing that I wished my parents would have done for me.

Even though Young Lady was still new to our group—no, our family, she was still just a child. She was a child who didn’t have anyone outside of us as far as I could tell. Mimic wasn’t the only one who could safely touch her, and I wasn’t going to let my opportunity go to waste. I wasn’t going to look at her and not treat her how I wished I would be treated if I was in her position.

And that was without even mentioning just how happy she looked when Scientist “held hands” with her, or how happy she was when Mimic hugged her.

I gently tapped on the window, prompting Mimic to look at me, and held a finger up in front of my lips to try and tell her to be quiet. She mimicked the motion with a finger of her own in front of her mouth and nodded.

After carefully opening the door without making any noise, I walked over to the bed, downed a potion, and reached down to stroke my fingers against the back of Young Lady’s hand.

The potion didn’t help much. I still couldn’t touch Young Lady for more than a second without dying, but it did at least leave me with slightly more health than I would have been left with otherwise.

Once I pulled my hand away, Mimic grabbed it and brought it to her mouth to kiss it.

I wanted to whisper a “thank you” to her, but I wasn’t sure just how light of a sleeper Young Lady was. So, instead, I did what I knew Mimic was familiar with and gave her a thumbs-up.

Mimic returned the thumbs-up and went back to watching Young Lady sleep.

With that, I left the room, making sure to close the door was carefully as I opened it, and… then I just kind of walked around without any direction to think about things some more.

Even if Young Lady was actually intended to be some sort of genocidal maniac in the future—when she grew up, how long would that take? Months? Years? Decades? Would the “game” even last that long? There was no way that they actually wanted to test me on how I would do with raising a child, right?

Thinking about it realistically, if I were to focus on clearing the “game” as quickly and as efficiently as possible, I would go out on my own and exploit everything to the best of my ability. Even with being extra careful factored in… it would take me no longer than nine more days at most to clear out all content. That was working under the assumption that there would also be more bullshit thrown in to slow me down, too. The only thing I couldn’t guarantee being possible within that time was collecting all items, but I didn’t need to do that to beat all the bosses.

I would never go about that plan, of course. If I did, I would basically be doing what Third did, and he failed. I needed to follow my own path. The thought was more just to think, what relevance could Young Lady have? What if I did beat all the bosses within that timeframe? She’d only be nine days older, not “grown up” or anything unless they planned on surprising me by massively accelerating her growth.

The more I thought about it, the more I felt like a headache was coming on, so I looked up at the sky and said, “Alright. If any of you entities want to show up and monologue at me, come and get your fix in now. If any of you show up later in the day, I’ll be pissed off and ignore you.”

I waited a few moments only for nothing to happen.

Looked like I was finally going to have a peaceful day without any of them giving me a headache. Well, as peaceful as a day of exploring a dungeon could be.


Chapter 16

“What do you think we’ll find today? Another kid? Maybe a bunch of annoying narcissists sitting around arguing about stupid things?” Gunsmith asked now that me, her, and Ninja were back at the dungeon’s entrance. She got both me and Ninja smiling with that sarcasm.

“Who knows?” I asked. “Maybe I’ll find the legendary gun I could desperately use.”

Ninja’s ears perked up. “Hoh? A legendary weapon? If it interests you, my lord, I am sure it must be incredible.”

“It is.”

“Does such a legendary weapon have a name?”

“It’s called—”

Wait.

I wanted to make a joke and name it something like “The Mustache Remover.”

But then, if I bought up mustaches after Gunsmith hadn’t said anything about them…

“Never mind,” I said and sighed. “I wanted to tell a joke, but it was a pretty lame one.”

“Aw, shucks,” Gunsmith said. “Now you’ve got us curious.”

“Let me have this one, alright? Let me spare my ego from telling you my stupid joke.”

Gunsmith shrugged. “Fine by me. I’m more interested in getting inside and getting to work.”

“I will respect your decision, Lord Player,” Ninja said. “As we had explored the top of the structure yesterday, shall we descend it today?”

“That’s the plan! Wish we would’ve gotten something interesting out of that puzzle instead of just a kid we’ve got to take care of, but I suppose it is what it is. You ready, Player Boy?”

“Always,” I said. “Don’t forget, I’m the one who knows this place like the back of my hand. It’s your own readiness you have to worry about.”

“Well, ain’t you as confident as a bull staring down a viper?”

“What’s that even supposed to mean?”

“It means you’re overconfident and might just get yourself hurt by something you’re underestimating. You think a big ol’ bull is going to be scared of a little snake?”

“I mean, I’ve seen videos of horses afraid of mice and other giant animals getting scared over little things, so, maybe.”

“Huh, really? Never would’ve thought. Always figured they were big and stupid.”

“Are you trying to call me big and stupid?”

“Why, I’d never.”

Ninja then stepped forward and said, “Lord Player may be very large, but he is not stupid!”

That was when Gunsmith narrowed her eyes at Ninja and said, “Oi, I ain’t talking about the kind of big the rest of you always talk about. Get your mind out of the gutter, Ninja Cute.”

Considering that there was really only one “big” thing about me… Ninja exposed her thoughts with that one, and she made it obvious that Gunsmith was right when her ears and tail both drooped down. Not to mention the bright red color her cheeks took on.

“Let… let us proceed into the dungeon,” Ninja said with a slight whine.

Gunsmith chuckled to herself and got moving. I followed her, but only after giving Ninja’s head some pats.

Yesterday, we cleared the pyramid section of the dungeon. There wasn’t anything too dangerous there aside from some random enemies that spawned and a couple of traps. It was mostly just figuring out the puzzle.

That section of the dungeon was tiny compared to what we were going into.

The stairs leading downward were wide with a tall roof above them as if they were meant for people far larger than us, and the reason for that would soon become obvious.

“I hear enemies ahead,” Ninja said, hand on her blade’s handle.

“I’m ready,” Gunsmith said. “How many we thinking?”

Ninja’s ears twitched and rotated in different directions. “At least three, each with heavy footsteps. I believe our foes will be larger than those previously faced.”

“Good. My baby here is meant for big game, not the small fry we’ve been dealing with.”

“Your… baby?”

Gunsmith gave her rifle a loving smack. “Yep. My baby.”

“Hoh… I did not know the women of your world give birth to such machines.”

“I… huh?”

Me and Gunsmith both looked at Ninja with concerned expressions. “Ninja,” I said. “You… you don’t think that she gave birth to the gun, do you…?”

“Of course not, Lord Player,” Ninja said. “It was said in jest. Everybody frequently makes attempts at humor, so I thought I would attempt such as well.”

Me and Gunsmith both let out sighs of relief.

“Lord—Lord Player? Lady Gunsmith? You… you did not think my jest was serious, did you? Was… was it not an obvious joke?”

“Listen, Ninja Cute,” Gunsmith said. “You’re just, uh… so cute that, sometimes, we uh… take you more seriously than maybe we should.”

I placed my hand on Ninja’s shoulder and took the honest route. “We come from… really different cultures, and you’ve missed other obvious jokes before… so I just wanted to be sure.”

“Oi! I was trying to give us some cover!”

“She can see through me. It’s pointless.”

Ninja smiled and placed her hand against my cheek. “Though I feel slightly disappointed that you believe I would genuinely make such an absurd claim, I appreciate your honesty, Lord Player. Rest assured, I am well aware that humans do not give birth to weapons… unless we consider legends. I vaguely recall one legend where a great hero used a blade created from the womb of a heavenly spirit.”

“Is this… another joke, or…”

“I am being very serious, my lord.”

“Right. Anyways, Gunsmith, you’re the one with a gun, so shouldn’t you be scouting ahead?” I asked.

Gunsmith didn’t even say anything. She just got to it.

And once Gunsmith went ahead, Ninja’s ears drooped a bit more as she asked me, “My lord… you—you do not think me to be uneducated… do you?”

“I don’t think you’re stupid, Ninja,” I answered. “I can promise you that. Just, you know, different cultures, and you’re pretty innocent in some ways, so sometimes it’s hard to tell if you’re serious or telling a joke.”

Her ears and tail returned to normal. “I see. Thank you. I will make it more obvious in the future when I attempt such humor.”

“We’d appreciate it.”

The two of us then went to catch up with Gunsmith near the bottom of the stairs.

Up ahead, the grand scale of the room matched the stairs we descended, and the inhabitants of the room made it obvious why everything was so big.

There were three different guards patrolling the room, each one the size of a giant with the body of a man and the head of a dog. The original game referred to them as Anubi Guards. They also had what looked like large spears with curved blades that they used for weapons.

But even though they were each about three times taller than I was, Ninja and Gunsmith didn’t seem bothered.

“They look tough,” Gunsmith said, “but are they bulls or oversized puppies?”

“Even pups may be fierce,” Ninja said.

“I think you might be a bit biased there, Ninja Cute.”

“Why would I be biased?”

“This is why we don’t know with you sometimes.”

Ninja tilted her head. Unfortunately for her, her curiosity wasn’t going to get answered as the guards noticed us and started running our way.

“They sure charge like bulls at least!” Gunsmith shouted before taking her first shot at the guard on the left. Her bullet hit the guard right in the center of its head, but that wasn’t enough to take it down.

The second bullet wasn’t enough, either.

“Tough like one, too,” she said.

“I will deal with the others,” Ninja said.

“Oi, you gonna take on two of these big guys by yourself?!”

“They remind me of the jade golems we used for training. I wish to see if they pose the same challenge my younger self once faced.”

Ninja vanished from next to us and reappeared between the other two guards, drawing their attention onto her as she cut into the legs of the one in front of her.

“She really is too dang cool, ain’t she?” Gunsmith asked.

“I’ve felt this way every day since meeting her,” I answered. “Want some help with this one? It’s about to reach you.”

“Tch. I ain’t going to ask for help for one bull while she’s over there treating two of them like training dummies. Watch what this old gal is capable of.”

Gunsmith wanted me to watch, so I took a step back as I saw the guard swing its spear down toward her.

It was impossible not to worry about her. The head of the spear was as large as her entire body, and I had no reason to believe she was as athletic as Ninja when it came to dodging attacks.

But she managed. Gunsmith did a backflip away from the incoming spear, took a shot while midair, and landed on the ground in front of me.

“Still not down, huh?” Gunsmith asked.

“Hey, I just noticed something when you jumped in front of me,” I said.

“Yeah? What is it, Player Boy?”

“I never noticed before because of how short you are, but when you jumped—nice ass.”

Gunsmith shot a smirk back at me as she prepared to fire another shot. “You’ve got some nerve checking out an old lady’s rear while she’s fighting for her life.” Then she winked. “About time you noticed.”

“You know, hearing you say that gets ruined when I can see your face.”

Gunsmith wiggled her fake mustache before kissing the air and dodging the next attack.

So, when it came to Gunsmith, I realized what I had to do.

I just had to look at her ass instead of her face.

Meanwhile, Ninja seemed to be holding her own without any real effort needed. Even the bugs we fought before gave her slightly more trouble. Maybe it was because they were smaller and faster? Ninja seemed like the kind of fighter who was incredible at reading others, and she was up against larger, slower enemies with obvious movements. Their attacks got nowhere close to her. Even when they physically got close, there was never a chance of them actually hitting her.

“Is this the best the guardians of this temple have to offer?” Ninja asked. “Your master must be disappointed by such service. You are still a century too young to oppose me.”

I was pretty sure that Ninja wasn’t as old as she made herself sound sometimes, so I had a feeling that when she said things like that… she was probably just copying some old master of her or something.

And honestly, her copying what she heard some old master say was kind of cooler than if she was actually that old herself. And it was cute.

“Allow me to make this easier for you,” Ninja told the guards. “I will not move from this spot. Come, attack me.”

Staying perfectly still, she held her sword in front of her while waiting for their attacks.

Then I noticed something.

She took a quick peek over her shoulder to make sure that I was looking, and her tail started wagging once she saw me watching.

She… was trying to impress me.

Did she want to prove herself after we failed to notice her joke?

How was Ninja… so unfairly, overpoweringly, absurdly cute?

Then, as the first spear reached her, she deflected it with her blade. Not, not just that. It looked like she placed her blade against the spear, right behind its head, and then… applied some kind of insane force that caused the spear to go significantly behind her at a rapid speed. And because the guard didn’t let go of the spear, it followed along with it, putting its neck in the path of the other guard’s weapon.

The other’s spear embedded itself into the guard’s neck, and that was enough to finish the one guard off. And as the guard exploded into gore, Ninja disappeared within the cloud of red to reappear behind the remaining guard’s neck.

Like a soldier taking down a titanic foe, she spun in the air, sliced open the nape of the guard, and landed on the ground behind it as it fell to its knees and exploded into its own cloud of gore.

“Fuck, you are so cool,” I said.

“It’s seriously unfair,” Gunsmith said. “Can’t compete with her in terms of cuteness, can’t compete with her in terms of badass—”

“At least you can compete when it comes to actual ass.”

Gunsmith chuckled and smacked my ass after that. “Right back atcha, boy.”

Wait a second.

I looked around and noticed Gunsmith’s guard was dead, too.

“Did you kill yours?” I asked.

“Yep,” Gunsmith answered. “While you were busy watching Ninja Cute. Don’t worry, I don’t blame you. I’d’ve watched her over me, too.”

“Don’t worry. I feel more motivated to watch you now. As long as I’m watching from the back, anyways.”

“Looks like you’ve learned how to be smooth from me. You learn fast, boy.”

“If anything, I’ve learned this from Guide.”

“Tch. Can’t even counter that. I’ve heard how smooth she can be.”

“It must be a hard world for you. Everybody’s competition.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Ninja reached us again after that. She didn’t say anything, though. Instead, all she did was slightly tilt her head down toward me without even realizing it.

I reached out to pet her… but I was beaten.

Gunsmith reached up to pet Ninja’s head instead.

“There you go,” Gunsmith said. “You were pretty cool over there. Good girl.”

Ninja’s tail started wagging as if I had been the one to give her the praise and petting.

While Ninja happily enjoyed the praise, Gunsmith looked up at me with s smug smile and said, “I ain’t the only one with competition. Don’t you go forgetting that, Player Boy.”

“Trust me,” I said. “Guide makes it impossible to forget that.”


Chapter 17

Our descent continued.

Though, as we went through the temple, I noticed that it felt… emptier than usual. There weren’t as many side rooms or traps. The lack of side rooms also meant a lack of chests and rewards for our efforts, not that we had to use much effort in the first place.

“So, how deep does this go?” Gunsmith asked, already sounding tired from all the stairs we had to go down.

“Pretty deep,” I answered. “It’s hard to guess, but I figure we… probably haven’t even made it halfway down yet.”

“Sheesh. Even after all this walking, we’re not even halfway to the bottom?”

“Probably. I’m guessing that the random generation has put most of the rooms down below, too. They’re usually more evenly distributed, but it wouldn’t be the first time that I saw the temple generate in a way that puts most of the loot at the bottom. Only problem with that is—well, the bottom is basically a giant room where the boss is. All the remaining rooms will be connected to that one, meaning we’ll have to fight the boss to actually get anything.”

“Well, at least I already got the most important loot out of it all.”

“Uh-huh.”

Basically, the way the temple was laid out, it was staircase after staircase. A staircase would go along one side of the temple, then there was a large room with guards and traps, and then another staircase until we reached the next corner and ran into another room. It would be like that the entire way down with the occasional room connected to those corner rooms and the stairs.

The dungeon was often criticized for being pretty boring in that regard. It was a ton of walking to get to the bottom with boring chokepoints at each corner with little variation. The only upside was that all the loot found in the dungeon kept people hyped and excited about exploring… but when the generation screwed us like it seemed to, we didn’t even have that.

Though, that looked like it might change a bit.

“Oi, over there,” Gunsmith said, pointing her gun’s barrel toward the entrance of a side room. “Finally, something other than stairs.”

Ninja nodded and said, “Let us investigate it with care. Lord Player warned us of traps, but we have not faced many yet.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve been keeping my eyes open. This old gal ain’t going to fall for some—”

Click.

Before anything could even happen, Ninja grabbed onto Gunsmith’s wrists and pulled her away from the trapped brick she just stepped on. I jumped back, too, just to be safe.

“That one doesn’t count since I jinxed myself,” Gunsmith said. “What even happened? I—oi, Player, you look awfully happy.”

I looked at the new hole that opened up in the ground and said, “Because you managed to step on the perfect trap. You see, those traps—there’s a chance they might explode, drop rocks on you, shoot arrows from the wall, release toxic gas, and so on… but sometimes, in this dungeon, stepping on one opens up a tunnel that takes us straight to the boss. It’s still a trap in the sense that falling down the hole puts you face-to-face with a boss you’re probably not prepared to fight, but to those of us with experience in the game, it became a shortcut to save time.”

“So, what you’re saying is we won’t have to walk all the way down there if we just jump down that hole?”

“Would such a fall not be dangerous, Lord Player?” Ninja asked.

I shook my head and explained, “It’s not a straight drop. It’s like a twisting tube that goes all the way down to the bottom. A slide. It doesn’t even drop you off from the ceiling or anything, it lets you slide out from the wall near the floor. Perfectly safe.”

“Hoh, I see. I cannot support taking such a shortcut, however. I feel it would be foolish to make such a hasty descent toward a formidable foe without first securing an exit route.”

“Yeah, agreed,” Gunsmith said. “We ain’t experienced with this place, so… even though it’s going to tire my little legs out, going down the normal way is best.”

I couldn’t fault their logic. It was best to be safe when new like they were. “Alright,” I said. “We’ll do this the normal way. Let’s—”

The floor underneath us disappeared.

It didn’t disappear from a trap, either. There was no click or visual of the floor disappearing. It just… vanished.

It felt like we were the players of a game who bored our dungeon master, and so they decided to railroad us against our will.

The entities might have decided not to give me any headaches for the day, but that didn’t mean they were willing to let everything go normally.

“Don’t panic!” I shouted, hoping that the others could hear me as we each slid down our own slide toward the bottom of the temple. “Look ahead as soon as you land and get ready to dodge!” I had no idea if we were going to be attacked as soon as possible, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

The slide became more horizontal than vertical before long and light could be seen coming from ahead, so I knew I was close to the bottom.

Surely enough, I got spit out through the opening in the boss’s room just a second later, both Ninja and Gunsmith coming out of the wall on each side of me.

And up ahead was the temple’s owner—or rather, its conqueror. The sarcophagus belonging to the true owner was destroyed off to the side, as per the original game. The massive scarab that burrowed into the chamber and turned it into its home was not whole the temple was meant for, but who it now belonged to.

“I’m spoiling the fight,” I said since the boss hadn’t charged us yet. “Those white clumps around the room are eggs. Don’t get close to them or they’ll hatch. After the boss loses enough health, it’ll go to some eggs to hatch them itself. We have to kill them quickly or they’ll overwhelm us. The boss has three phases. The second phase isn’t much different from the first, it’ll just be stronger and faster, but for the third phase, swarms of scarabs will fly around the room that we have to dodge while dodging the boss’s attacks like normal.  These swarms can’t be killed… normally, but I might be able to set them on fire. Its actual attacks are easy to read. It always flies in a straight line.”

“Got it,” Gunsmith said, taking aim with her rifle.

“Let us exterminate this pest,” Ninja said. “Will you be joining us, Lord Player?”

“Yeah,” I answered, taking my chainsaw out. “Also, over in the corner to the right—that’s the exit. Those are the stairs that will take us back to the surface, though it’d be a long run.”

Realistically, if we needed the stairs, we were probably fucked. I doubted we could run all the way up to the surface without the boss catching up to us, and we’d also be running through rooms full of traps and guarded by monsters.

At least the boss didn’t immediately aggro onto us. We had that going for us, at least.

“I’ve got another idea,” I said. “You two handle the boss. I’m going to go around popping the eggs ahead of time. I should be able to wipe them all out easily with my flamethrower, and that’ll give us more room to work with and we won’t have to worry about getting overwhelmed later.”

“Understood, my lord!” Ninja replied.

“We’ll keep the big’un busy,” Gunsmith said.

I nodded at them and asked, “Ready?”

They both nodded in response, so we got to work.

Gunsmith started things off by taking a shot at the boss and grabbing its attention. Then, while Ninja ran forward to intercept it, I moved over to the nearest cluster of eggs.

If I was fighting by myself, I wouldn’t worry about the eggs. I’d just handle the boss with my chainsaw. But because Ninja and Gunsmith were with me, I put my chainsaw away to pull out my flamethrower instead.

The eggs in the cluster I approached began wiggling as I heard the buzzing wings of the boss flying behind me.

I pulled the trigger and set the eggs on fire. Destroying the eggs didn’t stop the dig-sized scarabs within from hatching, but they did come out while already on fire, and the continued spray from my flamethrower was enough to rapidly take their health down when mixed with the fire damage over time.

Then I heard a loud crash.

Turning around to look, the scarab boss flew right into the wall after trying to charge into Ninja. It actually hit the wall hard enough to crack it and cause some sand to spill out from the other side. That wasn’t something that was possible in the original game.

But I didn’t worry about that. I had more eggs to take care of.

So, to the sound of gunshots and buzzing wings, I went around the room lighting each cluster of eggs on fire. It took a lot of running around with just how large the room was. Back on Earth, I probably would have been tired and panting just from running between the first two clusters, but running around so much was easy now.

By the time the second phase of the fight began, the boss didn’t have any clusters of eggs left to go and hatch.

“Good job so far!” I shouted to the others.

With Ninja keeping the boss’s attention on her, and being as badass as she was, neither of them got hurt yet. She really was incredible, and I would never stop thinking that. Her movements were nothing short of graceful and like a beautiful, deadly dance.

Gunsmith proved herself pretty capable, too. Not a single one of her shots missed no matter how quickly the boss flew around. There were times where her shots might not have landed exactly where she aimed, but she never outright missed.

They didn’t even need my help for the second phase. Plus, since I ended up handling the last boss, it was only fair to let them have fun fighting a boss that actually gave them a fight.

But then the third phase began.

Loud buzzing came from all around the room as horizontal columns of swarms flew across the room in set patterns. They weren’t meant to be actual enemies so much as they were an environmental hazard, like lava. They were meant to be avoided, not killed.

But while the girls dealt with the boss, I was tempted to try to light one of the swarms on fire.

I got as close as I could without taking damage and pulled the trigger.

The scarabs I sprayed immediately caught on fire, and that fire quickly spread among the rest of the swarm. It was easy to spread with how densely packed they were. Then there was the fact that they flew so quickly, in such a large swarm, that there was essentially a little current of wind further feeding the flames.

Even without either of those, I would have been able to deal with them. All I really had to do was just stand there while holding down the trigger and every single scarab would eventually fly through the fire.

It turned out they weren’t infinite, either. Once the last scarab in the column burnt up, that was it. I could move to the next and repeat the process there.

Looking over at the others, it looked like Ninja was actually pushed onto the defensive. Her fighting style wasn’t meant for prolonged battles. And with how fast the boss was flying now, she didn’t have many good opportunities to actually attack. All she could do was jump out of the way while Gunsmith whittled its health down from range.

I took care of the remaining swarms of scarabs before switching to my chainsaw and running over to Ninja.

“Tired yet?” I asked her.

Ninja only sounded slightly out of breath. “A tad, my lord.”

“Ready for me to swap in? I have a pretty cool idea.”

“It is always an honor to fight at your side.”

In that case, I looked at Gunsmith and shouted, “You don’t mind if I might accidentally steal the kill, do you?”

“This annoying bastard won’t go down, so feel free to!” Gunsmith shouted back.

I revved my chainsaw and got ready. “Watch carefully, Ninja. You’re always the one reporting what we do to Guide, so you have to tell her how cool I’m about to look.”

“You have my undivided attention,” Ninja replied.

Then, as the boss flew toward us, I charged toward it.

I waited until it was just close enough for me to dive and slide underneath it while holding my chainsaw up, allowing my chainsaw to cut right along the entire length of its underside.

What looked like organs spilled out from the cut that I made in it, but the boss wasn’t dead yet. It still had some life in it.

At least, until Gunsmith landed another shot right into the side of its head, causing it to pretty dramatically flip over onto its back with its twitching legs up in the air.

That was undeniably a death pose for any sort of giant bug boss.

Yet, it didn’t die.

The boss should have been dead, but no achievement popped up, nor did it explode like an enemy was supposed to when dead.

Instead… it flipped itself over.

All of its wounds were healed over the next couple of seconds.

It was back to its full health.

And even though it was back at full health after being fairly defeated, it charged at us even faster than in its enraged, final phase.

“Careful!” I shouted, prompting the others to jump away.

Ninja was the one it was closest to. And, unlike before, it actually swung its leg out toward Ninja to try and stab her as it flew by rather than simply charge into her.

Fortunately, Ninja was able to parry the leg with her blade, but still.

The boss was no longer fighting like a scripted enemy. It was fighting like a real, living thing desperate to kill us.

It flew toward me next. Just like before, I tried diving and sliding underneath it while tearing it open with my chainsaw from below, but it spun its body midair to knock me away with its wings.

Game tactics weren’t going to work against it again.

“Any ideas, Player Boy?” Gunsmith asked.

I looked around the room for anything that we could possibly use to our advantage.

The good news was that the eggs didn’t respawn, so we just had to kill the boss. The swarms of smaller scarabs weren’t back, either.

“No idea, honestly,” I answered. “You?”

“Unfortunately not,” Gunsmith answered.

Ninja then said, “We simply need to cut it down. We defeated it once, and we shall do so again.”

“Assuming it doesn’t cheat death again and get even stronger. That wasn’t supposed to happen, was it?”

“Not at all,” I answered.

“Great.”

It reminded me of when I fought that abnormality. I defeated that one by exploiting game mechanics against a creature that was stuck with realistic physics, but I didn’t see how I could do something like that again. Even if I was able to place blocks in the temple, it would be able to just… destroy them by flying into them. There was no real way to trap it or abuse any ex…ploits…

I looked over at the wall that the scarab crashed into earlier, cracking open and causing sand to spill through.

A light layer of sand covered some of the bricks over there.

I needed more if I wanted to pull a Ninja.

“Ninja, don’t bother attacking it. Both of you, stay with me, and feel free to shoot it when you can,” I said. “Over there! Where it hit the wall earlier!”

They might not have known what my plan was, but that was alright. I just needed them to stay with me.

“Get ready to dodge. We need to cover the ground with sand.”

“Do you have a plan for victory?” Ninja asked.

“Yeah.”

“Very well. All we must do is dodge its attacks?”

“For now.”

And that was what we did.

The boss might have been smart enough to switch up its attacks a little, but it wasn’t smart enough to care about a crack in the wall. It charged straight at us at full speed again.

Even if it was potentially smart enough now to avoid crashing into the wall, it was too fast to stop in time.

Once we jumped out of the way, there was nothing between the boss and the cracked wall. It rammed its head into it, splitting open the wall even more than it already was, allowing more sand to spill out onto the boss and the floor beneath.

“Hoh, I see!” Ninja said. “We will bury it beneath the sands!”

“Not quite,” I replied. “Can the two of you try to distract it away from here now?”

Gunsmith and Ninja nodded to each other and then ran away together. With Gunsmith still taking shots at the boss every now and then, it was easy for her to grab its attention.

I looked down at the ground and… there wasn’t enough sand yet.

I liked my idea, but I just didn’t have enough sand to pull it off. A light dusting wasn’t enough and I wasn’t about to try and sweep all the sand together with my hands to make a thick enough spot of it in the middle of a fight.

Looking up at the wall, I wasn’t sure if the boss would be able to break it much more than it already did. Even if it could, how many more times would we have to risk ourselves to bait it into breaking the wall?

I needed a way to get more sand on the ground.

There was plenty of it in my inventory, but I couldn’t place anything. Trying to “drop” it would just drop it in its item form, not its terrain form.

I needed a way to place sand without being able to—

Wait.

I put away my chainsaw and pulled out my [Sand Spewer].

Would this work in the original game?

Nope.

Would it work in the bastardization of the original game?

I hoped so.

Pointing my gun down at where the sand already was, I pulled the trigger and shot the sand in my inventory all over the ground.

It was working.

The gun quickly created a thick layer on the ground that was deep enough to stand on without touching any of the brick below, and I hoped that would be enough to take advantage of an exploit I knew.

If they wanted to bullshit us, I was going to bullshit them.

“Bring it over here!” I shouted to the others.

Ninja and Gunsmith dodged the latest attack and then started running toward me.

I jumped once.

The boss came flying toward us.

I jumped again.

There would only be a few seconds before it reached our position, and both Gunsmith and Ninja were behind me now.

If it wasn’t “patched” by Dungeon Master, then summoning an old friend simply required jumping up and down on any sand while in the desert biome, and the dungeon technically counted as being in the desert biome.

I jumped one last time.

Just before the boss could reach us, a familiar boss appeared from below, tearing through the stone slabs of the temple before punching up through the roof and into the sky above.

And with my timing, it swallowed the oversized scarab whole.

“You gave me this idea, Ninja,” I said.

“I—I did?” Ninja asked.

“Yep.”

“I am unsure how, but I am glad to have helped!”

Looking up at the worm that dwarfed the scarab, I could see the scarab bulging against its skin from the inside as it desperately flew around looking for an escape. Unfortunately for it, it wasn’t going to find one since it seemed too stupid to fly out through the mouth.

And if enemies were able to damage each other, then they were likely both killing each other at the moment. The worm wasn’t able to fight properly, either. Its movements were erratic as it soared through the air and crashed back down into the sand, coming all the way back down into the temple.

Players weren’t able to modify the terrain of the temple at all before the boss was dead. However, the worm boss wasn’t supposed to be able to destroy terrain in the first place, but it could.

And as it turned out, it could destroy the temple, too.

Unfortunately for the worm, it had less health, less defense, and did less damage than the scarab. By being in constant contact with the scarab, the worm eventually exploded into gore, but it did so while deep underground beneath the temple.

The scarab, crippled and hardly able to move after being swallowed by the worm and taking damage from us, began to climb up through the hole the worm dug. It was insistent on fighting still with whatever health it still had left.

Unfortunately for it, I still had an extreme abundance of slime leftover, and I kept a very healthy amount of it in my inventory to fuel my flamethrower.

I dumped almost all of my spare slime down the hole, aimed my flamethrower, and pulled the trigger.

Setting slime on fire when there was just a bit of it was nothing special. It caught on fire. That was it.

But when there was an absolute fuck ton of it all lit on fire at once?

The shockwave sent me flying backward as a plume of fire erupted out through the hole.

I couldn’t hear anything after the deafening explosion that went off, but I noticed that Ninja and Gunsmith were with me. They must have caught me after I got blown back by the blast.

Ninja looked like she was in pain, though. Probably because of how loud that blast was. Her hearing was far more sensitive than ours, after all.

As for the boss, no new achievement popped up yet, so that meant it was still alive somehow.

The entities were really starting to play unfair.

Then, from the smoking hole climbed out the front legs of the scarab.

I saw Gunsmith’s mouth move to say something, but I couldn’t hear what she said.

But I did see her take aim with her rifle again.

She pulled the trigger, firing a bullet straight into the nearest leg of the scarab.

Her bullet punched through the leg and tore it from the boss’s body.

She fired again.

The scarab’s next leg was blown off.

It climbed out of the hole with its remaining legs, but it was clearly on the verge of death and could hardly even move.

So, I nodded at Gunsmith and pointed straight between the boss’s eyes.

Gunsmith smirked, nodded back, and brought her latest bullet up to her lips so that she could kiss it before loading it into her rifle.

It was hard to aim for such a precise shot when the boss was erratically moving toward us, so she braced her rifle’s barrel against my shoulder to steady her aim… and fired.

The bullet hit its mark, entering straight between the boss’s eyes before coming out through the back of its head with a trail of green blood following it.

It was only able to take a couple more steps before collapsing on the ground and proving our victory by exploding into gore.

A new achievement popped up, but I was too tired to look at it. I ignored it to lean back instead.

I wasn’t able to give the girls any praise yet considering my ears were still ringing, so I just reached back to pet Ninja’s head between her ears with one hand while my other hand gave Gunsmith a thumbs-up.

I was finally able to hear my own voice again after a couple of minutes. If the world behaved purely realistically, then that probably would have caused permanent hearing damage, but not in a world where all healing was accelerated.

“How do you two feel?” I asked.

“Sore,” Gunsmith answered. “This tiny body can’t handle a shockwave like that.”

“My… ears are in great pain, but I am fine otherwise,” Ninja answered.

“Sorry,” I said. “I should have warned you to cover your ears.”

“It is alright, my lord. My ears will recover. The important thing is that we have claimed victory.”

Yeah, we did. We won.

But… after thinking about what I talked about with Gunsmith and Scientist, it felt empty.

The entities had no idea what they were doing. Randomly modifying the boss like that was proof of it. What was the point of that? What were they testing other than my sheer ability to survive? I knew that simply being able to survive wasn’t worth anything to them, either. Others survived against them before and they still failed.

What was the point in such a dangerous battle that could have resulted in the death of me and my family?

Not fighting would get us killed. Fighting, at the current rate, would also eventually get us killed.

We were fighting just for the sake of fighting then? Just to see how long we could go before eventually failing? If so, what was the point? Was it just a contest to see which human would last the longest in the entities’ game with no true victory being possible?

Winning against bosses wasn’t good enough. I wanted to win against the entities—I wanted to win the game that actually mattered, not the one they were pointlessly throwing at me… but I had no idea what the rules to the overall “game” were. I had no idea what the winning condition was.

Why did they keep showing up to talk to me?

Why did they mess with the game’s original design? If they were going to modify it so much, why not just use something original in the first place?

What was the point of giving me that hypothetical about a child and then showing us Young Lady?

Were these connected, or were they as pointless as the boss battles?

I was seriously starting to hate that I couldn’t figure it out. Was there a deeper meaning to everything? Was there something I was missing between the lines?

Or…

No.

“Life is often simpler than it appears. I believe modern humans refer to it as Occam’s razor. Many of those tested before you assumed that there must have been some grand scheme—a great purpose behind it all. A puzzle that they had to figure out.”

That was what Judge told me.

He spelled it out for me.

Scientist was smart for wanting to look for a deeper meaning, but she was biased. Her whole career was looking for deeper meanings.

Gunsmith told me that they had no idea what they were doing—that it was pointless bullshit. That wasn’t true, either. There was a point. There was a meaning. It was staring me straight for a while, but I was just too dumb to see it.

It wasn’t so deep that it needed me to look between the lines, but it did exist, and they spelled it out for me.

“If you survive—if you conquer this game, then you win, and the definition of ‘win’ can be whatever you want it to be.”

Dungeon Master told me that.

Winning could be whatever I wanted it to be.

All I had to do was conquer the game, but what defined conquering the game? Not the game with bosses and loot, but the game that the entities subjected me to with the aesthetic of a video game on top?

There was something else Dungeon Master said to me.

“I really am jealous, you know? …. No wonder so many people hate DMing. They want to be players, too, not forced to just sit back and watch everybody else have all the fun…”

And then there was what Judge said. The outcome was what mattered. The destination before the journey. Chair before the craftsman.

The destination was what mattered, and life was simpler than it appeared.

Dungeon Master told me that the definition of winning could be whatever I wanted it to be, and Judge told me that the outcome was more important than how it was reached.

In the case of a game, that would mean winning the game was more important than playing it and winning it could mean whatever I wanted it to mean.

I felt insane for what I was thinking, but I… was confident that I figured it out.

I knew how to win the game—how to win the game that actually mattered, not the poor imitation of a “game” the loot in front of me belonged to.

It was time to make my truth law.

“I know how to end this pointless game,” I said.

“My lord?” Ninja asked.

“Heh, I recognize that look,” Gunsmith said. “You’ve got the eyes of somebody who’s about to do something stupid.”

“Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

“There’s two types of stupid. The stupid that works, and the stupid that don’t. You’ve got the eyes of the stupid that works.”

“And how do you figure that out?”

“By doing plenty of stupid things in life.”

I chuckled and sighed. “Hopefully, this is the only really stupid thing I ever do.”

Gunsmith wasn’t the only one who could tell it was stupid. I was able to feel the doubt of Warrior King and the anger of Explorer inside me, but no words came from them.

They knew what my idea was.

I wouldn’t hold it against them if they hated me because of it.

But even if it was stupid—even if I was going to turn the remnants of humanity’s past against me, I believed it was the correct choice. I believed it was the right answer.

“I’ll be back in a bit,” I said. “I’m going to go turn the tables on the entities. Give them a taste of their own medicine.”

“I—I do not understand, my lord,” Ninja said. “But… I believe in you.”

“That’s all you need to do. Thank you. I’ll explain everything once I’m back, alright?”

Ninja nodded and was followed up by Gunsmith saying, “Be safe, Player Boy.”

“I wouldn’t do anything that would put me in danger,” I said. “Guide would get pissed if I did.”

“Heh. You’ve got that right.”

With that, I looked up at the sky through the hole created by the worm boss and asked, “You can hear me, right, Judge?” Out of all the entities, though he was the one capable of giving me the biggest headache, he also felt the most sincere and open.

And this time, instead of freezing time around me and appearing out of nowhere, I was the one taken somewhere else. He brought me to what felt like a grand library in the style of ancient Greece. Marble columns, statues, water flowing through the room—it was beautiful, but none of that mattered. What mattered was Judge sitting on a marble slab with an empty one across from him.

“Please, take a seat,” Judge said. “I believe we have much to talk about.”

“Yeah, and I’ll do my best to be the one to give you a headache this time,” I said.

Judge smiled in response. “I will look forward to it.”


Chapter 18

I sat down across from Judge and got to the point.

“I win,” I said.

“Oh? Have you?” Judge asked.

“Yep.”

“And what makes you think that?”

“I don’t think it. I know it. If you didn’t want me to win so easily, then you should have made better rules that prevented me from declaring I win.”

“Must games include obvious rules such as, ‘You are not allowed to win by declaring that you win?’ Should that not be an obvious rule for most games?”

“For most, sure, and especially when you want to play in good faith and not lose friends. But this isn’t that type of game. This isn’t a game with strict rules and friendly competition. It’s a test, but it’s not a test to test any specific knowledge or ability.”

“Then what is it?”

“A test to see through your bullshit. Not just that… but a test to see you all for what you really are. Dungeon Master has been giving me the hints all along, and then you joined in to really help me put them together.”

“Have I?”

“You have.”

“Then please, go on. Explain your thoughts to me.”

I shook my head and said, “It won’t be that easy. I said I’m going to be the one giving you a headache this time, didn’t I? After how many times I’ve listened to all of you ramble at me so you can enjoy the sound of your own voice, it’s time for me to get revenge and show you how it feels.”

“Please, Player, I am an old man. It is no good to get my heart so excited.”

“Then I’ll start by telling you that I know what I want to do. I’ve figured out what my chair is. For starters, it’s to stop using this stupid chair analogy. After that—after everything, my destination… it’s selfish. I’m not going to say something like, my goal is for us to be happy. I’m not going to say my goal is to stay like this with everybody for the rest of my life. My goal isn’t to defeat you entities, to beat this game, or anything else.  My goal isn’t even to survive.”

“Then what is it, Player? Speak your truth and declare it law.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I realized what bothers me.”

“You really are going to dance around the point to keep me waiting, aren’t you?”

“Didn’t I say that?”

Judge chuckled and leaned back. “Very well. It is only fair.”

“Gunsmith helped me realize this. None of you have any idea what you’re doing. You keep testing humanity, subjecting them to all sorts of fucked up games in hopes of finding something you aren’t even sure of what you’re looking for. You don’t make any progress. All you do is test humanity, get disappointed when they fail a game impossible to win, and then reset us. Countless civilizations that should have survived until today have been wiped out because of you entities. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a bunch of genocidal maniacs high on your own supply who like to torture humanity out of boredom.”

Judge’s smile finally left his face, instead being replaced by what looked like a disappointed frown.

“Feel called out? Because you should.”

“You are right, Player,” Judge said. “I should, and I do. Perhaps worse is that I cannot deny your accusations. Though we have no ill intent for humanity, it is impossible to deny the outcomes we have orchestrated.”

“The child judges the parent. Humanity might have created you back in the day or whatever, but modern humanity? We’re your creation. You wiped out humanity over and over again. Even if you let each iteration of humanity try to figure things out on their own again, it doesn’t change the fact that you’re the ones who left the world for us. We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you destroying our ancestors. At this point, you’re no longer our creation. We’re your creation. And me in particular, with the souls of past humans inside me who suffered at your hands—maybe it’s my ego speaking, but I’m your biggest creation ever. Nothing else in history has been more made by you than me, and that gives me the right to judge you more than anybody else.”

“And should the parent judge the child’s judgement?”

“Then the parent can fuck off. Simple as that. I’ve cut my creators out once already, you don’t think I’m willing to do it again?”

Judge took a deep breath and sighed. “Escaping the cycle by breaking it is an approach that has been tried before.”

I shrugged. “So? You guys have no idea what you’re doing, but that’s not my point.”

“Then what is your point, Player?”

“Not yet, Judge. The headache is only just beginning.”

Even though I felt like I was probably pissing Judge off or disappointing him… I saw him smile. He looked proud.

It was time to get to the next part of my rant. “Like I said, you have no idea what you’re doing, but I don’t need to look back at your failed attempts before me to know that. All I have to do is look at everything around me.”

“Is this world that flawed?” Judge asked.

“Beyond flawed. If this world was supposed to be like the game I love, then it’s a total mockery of it once I get past the surface. It’s like a cheap knockoff. For starters, you don’t just throw in realistic physics to merge with game physics unless it’s been designed like that from the start. My flamethrower? It was ridiculously overpowered against the slime boss. Or really, against all slimes and the forest in general. The temple boss? We might have lost against that boss after the bullshit you pulled, but all I had to do was out-bullshit you. Then there’s using real lives to influence the ‘NPCs,’ but you basically lobotomize their memories to bring them here. Then there’s the nonsense like abominations you decided to throw in. You introduced them, made me think they were going to be more prominent, and then… and then what? Nothing.”

“Are these not complaints for Dungeon Master?”

“Yeah, and they sure feel like a shitty one who has no idea what to do and is adlibbing the campaign mechanics. But DM isn’t acting alone. The choices aren’t influenced by only them. The rest of you get a say in how this goes, don’t you?”

“That we do.”

“This isn’t a game that’s been developed by one person alone. There are more of you behind the scenes working to make this world what it is, and you’re all shit at it who have no idea how to develop a game. Not only have you made a cheap knockoff of my favorite game, but you’re using it for some idiotic test that makes no sense and is full of inconsistencies.”

“I thought you enjoyed this world?”

“I enjoy cheap wannabe Chinese food, too, but just because I enjoy it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hold a candle to the original. If anything, having the cheap knockoffs in life is important. Having them helps you appreciate the real stuff more. Once you’ve seen dozens of knockoff games try to copy game that blew up in popularity for how amazing it was, it helps you appreciate that game even more for everything it got right. But all you entities have never gotten a single thing right, have you?”

“I feel this is less a ramble about your truth and more an insult of our intellect.”

“Because I’ve realized they’re the same thing. You said humans were destined to create, yet cursed with unoriginality, but isn’t that true of you? Have any of you ever tested humanity in any meaningful way that wasn’t copied from struggles we’ve faced ourselves? All you’ve done is throw apocalyptic events at us that we would’ve eventually faced on our own anyways. There’s not a single ‘original’ thing any of you have done, but you say we’re the ones cursed with unoriginality.”

Judge then materialized a bottle of water that he held out to me. “Please, take it. Your voice sounds like you need it.”

See, I liked Judge. Even though I rambled to the point where my throat started to hurt, he spawned in some water to give me, and that was after insulting him and all the other entities. I took a few gulps then continued. “Thanks. Now, you entities—you’re cursed to unoriginality just like we are, and I think that’s it. You’re a bunch of bored, immortal entities who have been around for hundreds of thousands of years at least, and you’re just as unoriginal as we are. Humans? We have pretty short lives. Most of us die before we really get bored and lose interest in everything. But not you entities. As far as I can tell, you’re all immortal. And with how unoriginal you all are, you must be really, really bored.”

“You have learned to assert your truth as law rather well.”

“All I’m doing is pointing out the obvious. You’re immortal, bored, and probably pretty depressed. That’s why you put humanity through these games. You’re desperate to experience something new. You don’t know what your destination is because it’s physically impossible for you to comprehend something ‘new’ anymore. That’s why, over and over again, you test us with no idea of what you even want. You’re not looking for a savior. You’re not looking for a god. You’re not looking to test us to see if we’re worthy of something. You’re not looking for the perfect human. You just want to be surprised. You want to feel something new. You’re just… bored. That’s it. It’s just like you said, life is often simpler than it appears. Occam’s razor. There’s no purpose behind any of this other than your own boredom. That’s why the solution isn’t to play your shitty mockery of my favorite game. That’s predictable. Looking at you like gods who have come to test humanity? Predictable. Realizing you’re a bunch of bored, lonely children who just want attention and want to feel something new? I bet nobody else has figured that out. That’s why I win. I don’t win because I beat a game or passed a test. I win because I say I do, and nobody else was stupid enough to try declaring a random victory against godlike beings before.”

The two of us stared into each other’s eyes, no more words being said between us. It felt like a test. Who would crack first?

And it was a test that I won.

Judge clapped a few times before standing up and bowing to me. “Congratulations, Player. You are the first to have figured out our motive. For that, you have earned my respect. Tell me, do you hate us for this? Do you hate us for tormenting humanity in pursuit of something new? To erase the dull ache of monotony in our chests?”

“It’s too hard to say that I hate you,” I answered. “Even though I know what you’ve done, I didn’t experience any of that. I acknowledge that you’re evil, but evil in the same way that some old conqueror from hundreds of years ago that I learned about in history class is. I’m too detached from the evil you’ve committed to hate you even with these other souls in me, but I am attached to what you’ve done that has made me happier than ever before in my life. I won’t divorce the evil you’ve committed from who you are, but I won’t divorce that you’ve given me Guide, Ninja, Scientist, Mimic, Gunsmith, Young Lady—I know it’s selfish, but you’ve benefitted me more than you’ve harmed me.”

“That what is your judgement? What is your destination?”

“I guess it’s about time I get back to what I was saying—that I figured out what I want to do. I think I’ve made listening to each other ramble pretty fair by now. So, the destination. You said humanity created you, right?”

“That I did.”

“If humanity created you, and I’m a human, then all I have to do is create something that will surprise even you.”

“And just how will you accomplish that?”

“By taking over for you. You see, you’re never going to find something new. I’m no artist, but I’ve heard plenty of other artists complain about it, and people who consume that art. Nothing is new anymore. Nothing is original. Trying to pursue originality is only going to result in depression over failing to accomplish to the impossible. No matter how many times you have these games of yours—no matter how many times you desperately hope for some random human to show you something new, it’s never going to happen.”

Judge smiled again once he figured out what I was getting at. “I see. Is this your answer? Your destination?”

“I can’t say I’ve ever been that motivated of a guy. I just wanted to work and play games. If you would have asked me before all of this what I wanted to do with my life, I probably would have told you that I just wanted to live comfortably and enjoy life. After meeting my family, I would have said I wanted to peacefully live out the rest of my days with them, but those were just things I wanted to do in general. They weren’t a purpose. Staying with my family is nonnegotiable, and I plan on making them happy every single day for as long as I live, but now I’ve figured out my purpose beyond being happy and making my family happy.”

“We entities are not used to being on the receiving end of so much dialogue. I must admit, it is rather nice.”

“I’m glad you approve. Now, my purpose. I’m not going to come up with anything new or original, because we both know that’s impossible. But I will be your… let’s say, dungeon master. Or maybe ‘game developer’ would be more appropriate. Because when I place myself in your shoes… we’re not that different. I was a lost, lonely kid. My parents didn’t care about me. They created me and then tossed me aside once I didn’t live up to their expectations. I was forced to figure things out on my own and then, with no direction, stagnated. I got a job that was enough to pay the bills and buy a new game every now and then, and I stopped putting effort into my life outside of that. If that kept up, I would have become like you. I would have gotten bored. I’d be depressed and feel like I wasn’t doing anything with my life. I would have died unhappy and alone.”

Judge’s smile disappeared again, but this time his frown was one of sorrow.

“But you can’t die. You’re not human. We created you, whether we meant to or not, and then failed to give you the care you needed. Even now, when you surrendered yourselves to humanity to let them experiment on you and try to understand you—that was a cry for help out of desperation. Why would you, all-powerful beings who are basically on par with gods, with immortality, surrender and let humans capture you and experiment on you for hundreds of years despite knowing that they wouldn’t accomplish anything? Because you were desperate, lonely, and out of ideas. You wanted us to help you. You wanted your creators to save you.”

“We are terrible, are we not? Children born of mysticism without their parents’ consent, desperate to belong at our creators’ side and witness their act of creation once more, yet shunned and abandoned time and time again. Whether we played the role of benevolent gods or cruel devils, whether we disguised ourselves as humans or presented ourselves truthfully… none of it mattered.”

“The games doubled as punishment, didn’t they? You gave us an impossible task, hoping we would win, but all too happy to punish us for our failure when we lost. Unlike you, we live short lives full of excitement and wonder. There is never enough time to learn everything. And even though humans have always fought other humans, we also have families. We have everything you don’t while you feel like you were abandoned by us. Dungeon Master was the only one even slightly honest about how they really felt. I thought they might have been trying to manipulate me, but no. They really are jealous.”

“We no longer have a right to seek such companionship when—”

“When you’re as self-destructive as you are,” I finished for him. “Because you’ve done horrible things to countless humans. Playing benevolent gods sometimes doesn’t matter when you still wiped everyone out. Now you’re forced to live with the consequences of your actions, causing you to hate yourselves and humanity even more.”

“Tell me, Player. How have you managed to figure this out when so many before you failed?”

I shrugged and said, “Guess it’s because you always tried going for powerful, smart, or rich people instead of a lonely nobody from an abusive home like me. Sometimes the simple option is right. The people you went for before were too important. Too serious. They probably had more respect for you than I do and would have refused to ever consider their trials to be caused by something like boredom. But even more important than that, remember what you asked about somebody walking through a market?”

“That I do.”

“Somebody has to want to be happy. Somebody has to want to change. You have to want to be figured out. Between you and Dungeon Master talking to me, can you really tell me that you’ve ever talked this much to anybody you’re testing before?”

“That is not something I can say.”

“I won’t claim to understand all your thoughts or why you do what you do. I can only look at the big picture stuff with what evidence I’ve got, and that’s why I’ve come to this conclusion. You gave me a world based on my favorite game. You gave me a family. You set the stage for me to get all that I ever wanted. So, now it’s time for me to do the same for you.”

“Do you believe our sins to be forgivable?”

“I don’t know about that, but I do know what I can offer you. I’ll be your family. I’ll be your family, and I’ll make an entertaining world where you get to experience love and fun, but only if you never interfere with the rest of humanity again. I don’t trust you to ever be around humanity again, but I trust you to be around me.”

“Then you intend to be our jailor.”

“Family. Jailor. The new dungeon master. I intend on giving you what you want, punishing you for what you have done, and enjoying life with my family. I think it’s a fair deal, right? You will never be allowed to interfere with humanity again, you get the family you have always wanted, and we all get to be happy. Two abused kids who have disappointed their parents making a better future together while leaving their pasts behind.”

“Quite the promising offer, but not one I can accept. It is not in my authority to accept such a fate for us.”

“Then whose authority do I have to appeal to?”

“Mine,” said a feminine voice that I had not heard since I first defeated a boss.

Turning around revealed Kingmaker standing behind me.

“You’ve heard everything, right?” I asked her.

Kingmaker nodded before removing her hood, revealing a simple, golden crown sitting atop her white hair. She then removed her mask which revealed a young, beautiful face. Beautiful in an almost… ethereal way. Too perfect. “Can you guess why the humans of eld gave me this name?”

“Because they thought you would make somebody into a king?”

“Mhm.” She nodded. “They thought I would hand my crown to whoever proved worthy. I don’t… understand why, but that was the conclusion they reached.”

“I mean, you showed up out of nowhere with godlike powers and gave them a test, right?”

Kingmaker tilted her head to the side. “But why would I hand my crown over? It’s mine.”

“Well, this is what happens when you don’t communicate clearly.”

Kingmaker looked down and nodded, almost looking as if she was ashamed. “Nn…” Then she lifted her head back up. “The reason I asked if you could guess… is because I feel it is only right if this is the path that has been chosen.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Kingmaker reached up, grabbed her crown, and handed it over to me. “As the primordial creation of humanity, I abdicate my crown to you.”

“Didn’t you just get over saying how it’s yours?”

“It feels appropriate now.”

“And what’s this about being the primordial creation?”

“Though the humans of your era have given me the title of the seventeenth entity, I am the first to have been formed by humanity.”

“Scientist told me you were numbered based on your threat to humanity—how destructive you might be.”

“Oh. I have never personally exerted force beyond what was necessary… so maybe that is why I was given that number.”

Even though I was apparently talking to an incredibly powerful being… she was kind of awkward to actually talk to.

She continued by asking, “What do you need?”

“For?” I asked.

“To accomplish your goal. You know what you want to do, but how will you accomplish it?”

“I figured I would be working with Dungeon Master. I would tell them how to make the world, and then they would do it.”

“Would you not… rather do it yourself?” Kingmaker tilted her head in the opposite direction. “You do not need their cooperation.”

“Don’t forget, I’m just a human. I don’t have some grand power of creation like you all seem to have.”

“You do. How do you think you created us?”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “You sure about that? As far as I know, I’ve never created a world or giant monsters or anything.”

“Humans… may not be able to consciously tap into their power of creation, but if you accept this crown, then you will have access to my own powers. You will have access to grand authority. The laws of reality will be subject to your rule.”

“In other words, if I accept your crown, I become a god.”

“You become a human who freely rules over their own potential.”

With a smile, I reached forward, took her crown from her hand, and set it atop my head. “I hope that wasn’t a trick question because I’m too selfish to refuse that offer. So, how’s this work anyways?”

“Embrace your ability to create. Create that which you wish to exist, and the universe itself will kneel before you to serve you.”

“In that case…”

There was one thing that immediately came to mind, but I wouldn’t know if it worked until later. Then I thought about something more immediately obvious. Looking at Kingmaker gave me an idea.

A new, golden crown appeared in my hand that I handed over to her.

“Even though I’ve barely spent any time seeing you with your crown, your head looks too naked without it. Here.”

Kingmaker smiled and accepted the crown. “I made a good choice.”

Then I looked up at the sky and thought about what I would add to it.

Like a new moon.

An instant later and a massive moon appeared in the sky that took up most of it.

“So, this is what it’s like to be a god,” I said.

“Does such power tempt you to abuse it?” Kingmaker asked.

“Depends on your definition of abuse. For example, what I’m about to do could count as abuse, or it could count as… let’s say, justice.”

Judge stood and said, “I believe I know what is to come.”

Kingmaker nodded. “I would not have granted you this authority if I was opposed to this outcome.”

“Well then,” I said. “In that case…”

I thought about what I wanted to do and snapped my fingers for dramatic effect.

“You might have been like gods before,” I said, “but now you’re just human.”

Kingmaker lifted up her hands and looked at them. “This is what it feels like to truly be human… it is not an unpleasant sensation.”

“Agreed,” Judge said. “Though, I will miss the ability to appear wherever I wished. I suppose I must actually use my legs now. But the clipping of our wings is a just punishment for all we have done. If anything, most would likely argue it is a punishment too light.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Most humans would probably demand the execution of all of you. Both for what you’ve done, and for the danger you pose. But that’s why I’m going to be your jailor, not them. Humanity will forget you’ve ever existed.”

Judge then chuckled a bit before saying, “I suppose my guess was not too far from the result.”

“And what guess would that be?”

“What waits for us at the end of our destination. A god. We are no longer the ones with the godlike abilities. You are. You now stand above all us entities, and you are the only human who has unlocked their full potential. What are you if not a god?”

“I’m just some guy. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“If that is how you wish to play it, then very well.”

I noticed something while Judge talked.

It didn’t kick in right away, but now that it did, it was impossible not to notice. I knew their thoughts. I was in their heads. I knew their emotions, their thoughts, their past lives—I had access to everything.

“Alright, turned that off,” I said.

Kingmaker tilted her head and asked, “What did you turn off?”

“The creepy ability to know everything about everybody. Also, this whole time… you’ve known exactly what I was thinking and what I was going to say?”

“Yes, but we did not know the future. We could not have known what path you would choose, only what you were choosing in the moment.”

“Regardless, none of us can do that anymore. If you want to know what somebody’s thinking, you’re going to have to ask them and hope they share. The same goes for me.”

“How inefficient, but understood.”

She reminded me of Scientist. In fact, Scientist would probably absolutely love the ability to know what somebody was thinking and for them to know what she was thinking.

But it was too invasive. Nobody needed that power.

Still, though. Ultimate authority.

I had the power to bend reality into whatever shape I wanted to. I could create life, I could end worlds, I could read thoughts, take away or grant powers—yeah. I basically did become a god.

It was impossible not to think of how I could affect humanity with my new authority. Theoretically, I could wipe out diseases, end hunger, unite the world, stop all wars… but that would affect billions of peoples. Billions of humans, all with beliefs so different from each other, had their own ideas for how the world should operate. Not to mention that something like my existence would disprove basically all their religions and cause mass chaos. Then I would have to explain the situation to them to justify why I didn’t do anything sooner, which would make the entities’ existence public knowledge, and then… that was just a downward spiral of chaos that I couldn’t imagine ending well.

Even when it came to things like disease or annoying bugs like mosquitos, I couldn’t just think their existence away. How would that affect the climate? Biology? Removing mosquitos from the world would also remove them as a food source for countless other species.

I wasn’t going to rule out ever intervening with humanity, but… no. It was right to rule out.

Humanity was wiped out again and again by the entities. Humanity was never allowed to exist without somebody with “authority” interfering with them.

There were probably countless people out there who would consider me a terrible, cruel person for leaving people to suffer when I could save them, but humanity deserved to walk its own path without outside interference. They deserved to choose their own future and figure things out on their own.

I didn’t stop the entities from interfering with humanity just so that I could take their place.

Humanity’s future was up to nobody but humanity. It wasn’t for the entities to interfere with, nor was it for me with Kingmaker’s authority to interfere with.

But the entities? They were one group of no more than a few hundred members. I also had their leader’s direct consent to show them a new future.

Humanity had itself to take care of, and I was going to take care of the entities—humanity’s forgotten children.

“Now what?” Kingmaker asked. “What are we to do?”

“You’re going to be patient,” I answered. “You entities have already been alive for too long, so waiting another few days shouldn’t kill you, right?”

“Understood.”

“But you in specific… you’ve probably got a lot of explaining to do to the other entities, so I’m going to put all of you together in one place, and then you can explain the situation.”

“I can do that.”

“Or well, everybody except one of them. There’s one entity I’ll personally explain things to.”

“I am sure they will enjoy that.”

I was sure, too.


Chapter 19

“Ahaha! You’re the best, Player!” Dungeon Master said, currently looking and sounding more masculine. “Man, you’re amazing. Really. Not only did you figure us out, but you made me look right by doing things my way and choosing this game. Thanks for that. I’m never going to let them live it down.”

After sending Kingmaker and Judge away with the rest of the entities, I summoned Dungeon Master to my position so we could talk. “I take it you didn’t use to get much input?” I asked.

“Nope! Kinda crazy, right? I was the one in charge of running the ‘games’ for the most part, but they always wanted to put their own ideas in. This time wasn’t really that different in that regard, the only difference is that I got to set everything up myself before they started demanding I change things for them.”

“I wonder how much of what I want to complain about is on them versus how much is because of you.”

“Aha… probably half and half. You see, I might be the one in charge of games and all that… but I’m not that good at creating or balancing them. Or well, not in these big games. I’m great at little games! But once I have to make big stuff like this, it gets convoluted and complicated real quick. It’s a lot easier to balance a boardgame where all you have to do is move wooden pieces around than it is a game meant to judge humanity and find somebody like you, you know? I can make games like chess all day every day, but no way I’m qualified to do anything bigger than that.”

“I feel like you might be insulting chess addicts when you imply their game is simpler than video games.”

“Yeah, well, sucks for them. They should get with the times. Modern games are totally better if they even outclass somebody like me.”

“True, but I might be biased.”

“I fail to see anything wrong with that. Our tastes are simply better.”

“I won’t argue about that, but I do want to question some of this game’s mechanics now that I’ve got you here and we don’t have to worry about the game anymore.”

“Ooh, wanting to see behind the curtain, eh?”

“So I can know just how shitty you are of a developer, yeah.”

Dungeon Master raised a hand over their heart and said, “Oof, your DPS has gotten too high. It needs nerfed. Anyways, what’d’ya wanna know about?”

“Why wasn’t there any magic, for one? I never came across any stars or magic items.”

“Oh, that’s because I had no idea how to balance them. Magic was really OP, you know? I figured things would be way too easy if I added magic, but I didn’t want to nerf it to the point where it was worthless, so I just left it out entirely. I mean, even things I left in ended up still being OP, as you figured out.”

“Yeah. What about the souls of bosses?”

“Ooh. I actually did have plans for those, but you never made it that far. You see, the souls are actually creations of Demon. That’s another entity. Anyways, Demon always created the ‘big bads’ for us to throw at humanity, so these souls are recycled from monsters we previously tested humanity with. But uh… they never really consented to being used for destroying humanity or anything in the first place, so… they’re kind of our servants?”

“You mean slaves?”

“I don’t like the word ‘slavery.’ It’s very harsh.”

“But is it wrong?”

Dungeon Master scratched the back of their head and looked away.

“I’m freeing all of them,” I said. “And I have a new job opportunity in mind for them, but only if they want it. Otherwise, I’ll let them choose their own futures.”

“Ugh… you’re so nice that it hurts. But maybe your kindness will rub off on me and I’ll stop being a horrible person, yeah?”

I sighed and said, “If you’re trying to guilt trip me so I say I don’t think you’re a horrible person, I won’t.”

“Heh. No worries, I’m being serious. I know I’m a horrible person by humanity’s standards. Honestly, you should probably just kill me. I don’t really deserve a chance at a better life or becoming better.”

“Too bad. All you entities are getting one more chance no matter what you’ve done. If you betray it, then I’ll consider a more serious punishment.”

“But… is it even possible for us to betray it when you’ve taken our powers from us?”

“Maybe, maybe not. We’ll find out.”

Dungeon Master sighed next. “You really are too kind, Player. Anyways, I wanted to play up the whole ‘harem’ aspect you had going on with your mod choices. I was going to make it so that, once you got deeper into the game, you could turn boss souls into more cute girls. But you never made it that far, so… oh well.”

“In other words, my options were to either use their souls to power myself up, or to turn them into cute girls who would still basically be slaves and probably love me?”

“Yep. Everybody loves the cute slave demihuman girl trope, right?”

“No.”

“Tough crowd.”

I got to my next question. “What about the abnormalities?”

“Oh, I didn’t want to add them. That was actually Demon’s idea. Demon thought you weren’t challenged enough by the normal enemies, so they insisted on non-game monsters to challenge you more realistically.”

“But there was only ever one of them?”

“Yep. That’s because after the first one, they were satisfied and didn’t get around to harassing me to throw in more yet. I figured I would just wait until they annoyed me again before throwing more at you.”

“And the airship stuff? The tech tree implemented through Scientist?”

“That was me! I thought it would be cool to try and give you a proper way to make an airship after you figured out that floating base exploit with the slime clouds, but… yeah, I kind of lazily threw that together. It’s a good thing you didn’t make it too far with those researchable upgrades, because if you did… aha, I would’ve been in trouble for how overpowered they would have made you.”

“There’s only one more thing I want to ask about. Wait, two. One, what about the blend between realistic physics and game physics?”

“The other entities didn’t really understand the purpose of purely having game physics, and they said it wouldn’t be a good test of you if nothing behaved like the real world, so they made me include realistic physics which just ended up breaking stuff.”

“But none of that even mattered when it came to testing me. All I had to do was figure you out and surprise you.”

“You’ve already insulted our intelligence enough, haven’t you? We get it. We were stupid. Not our fault we never got to go to school.”

“I don’t know if that’s the issue. Anyways, my last question. What’s Mimic? And Gnome for that matter?”

“Ooh. They’re artificial souls. You know how humans have artificial intelligence? Well, they’re kinda like that, but souls instead of code.”

“And what is a soul?”

“Now we’re getting deep, huh? Well, this might be a disappointing answer, but we don’t even really know that. A ‘soul’ is just a thing that makes a person who they are. Pretty easy to make. The bosses are artificial souls, too. Mimic and Gnome were made up just for you, though. They’re not recycled.”

“Do they… have any free will? Does Mimic actually care about me, or is she just… following some command to?”

“The only command she’s forced to follow are direct orders from you, and that was only with the game. Now, she’s not forced to do anything. You can also pretty easily modify her however you want. Give her more intelligence, change her personality—whatever. Messing with artificial souls is easy. You can’t modify real souls that way, but an artificial soul can be shaped however you want.”

“I’ll make sure she fully understands that she has free will and intelligence equal to ours, then. I don’t care if she’s artificial or whatever. I just want her to be our equal.”

“Your kindness burns sometimes. It makes my evil little heart sizzle in my chest.”

I looked at Dungeon Master and had an idea.

A second later and Dungeon Master actually placed their hand over their chest and cringed in pain. “Okay, okay! I didn’t mean to make it literally burn!”

I stopped once they whined about it. “Consider that part of your punishment for being evil in the first place.”

“Ugh… fine.”

“You really do like bringing it up though, don’t you?”

“Well, I mean… I am. There is no excuse for what we have done. Even the kindest of us entities still agreed to these games and allowed humanity to suffer. Even though we love humanity, we’re aware enough to know that we’ve caused so much unnecessary suffering because of our own stupidity, jealousy, and boredom. I want to make sure you never stop understanding that we’re evil. That what we did is wrong. I won’t allow you to take that from us because it doesn’t deserve to be forgiven. It’s contradictory, isn’t it? I want to be someone you consider family. I want to feel the same love and closeness that you and your family feel. But at the same time, I feel… like I would hate myself and want to die out of guilt if it actually happened.”

I shrugged. “Those feelings are for you to figure out. I’m going to take your job from you, not be your therapist.”

“Hearing you put it so bluntly kind of stings, you know?”

“I doubt it hurts as much as the pain the zombie boss made Ninja suffer.”

“… fair.”

“But just because I won’t be your therapist doesn’t mean that I won’t still talk to you like this. You liked to randomly appear and annoy me with your talks, so it’ll be my turn to do that to all of you.”

Dungeon Master smiled and looked up toward the sky. “I’d like that. Which will get you to come talk to me more often? If I look like a girl or a boy?”

“You were in my head, weren’t you?”

“I mean, yeah, but I can’t pull off the sweet and caring mommy type. Best I can do is the clingy little sister type or the clingy homoerotic bro type.”

“Sounds like a skill issue.”

“Wait… I just realized… I can’t even change my form anymore anyways. You… you really took away all of our powers, didn’t you?”

“All your powers are belong to me.”

“I’m really going to roll my eyes at you if you make dated references like that, you know?”

“Guess you’re stuck looking like a man for now. Maybe the game I put you in will have some transformation potions or something.”

“Well, that’s okay. I kind of prefer this style. Maybe there’ll be some cute NPCs in the game for me to get my own harem, eh?”

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

“Well, if that doesn’t work out, I’ll just turn into a girl and join yours.”

“Don’t get your hopes up.”

Dungeon Master stuck their tongue out at me. “Anyways, anything else you want to know or criticize about my game design?”

“How about… anything you want to see in a new world?” I asked.

Dungeon Master looked surprised that I even asked. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. I mean, when I disregard everything else, you’re the reason why I was chosen for this. You’re also the reason the game was based on our favorite, giving me a fighting chance to survive long enough to figure things out. And because of how the game was set up, I got to meet my family. So, if you have any special requests, I’ll listen.”

“Hey, Player. Do the heart burning thing again.”

I accepted their request, causing them to drop to their knees while clutching at their chest until I stopped it.

“That… that was way worse than the first time,” Dungeon Master said, barely able to speak through the pain.

“I got hurt way more during your game than that,” I said.

“Yeah… fair. A-anyways, maybe… honestly, I’ll probably be happy with whatever. Give me crafting, survival, some fighting, and building, and I’ll be happy. Oh, and some fishing. Fishing is the true endgame in games, after all, so a game is pointless if there’s no fishing.”

“That’s the most normal thing you’ve ever said.”

“Even an entity can—”

“Oh, I thought of another question.”

“Aha… shoot.”

“What would have happened if I died?”

“Oh. You would have died. Or, as the youth say in the modern era, you would have unalived.”

“Let’s just stick to normal language.”

“Alright, alright.”

“And what about the others? Was there anybody else being tested?”

“Oh, yeah. But uh, yeah. They died.”

“What happened to them? Did they return to Earth? Or—”

“They’re dead dead. It was actually kind of disappointing, because I wanted to include a system where you would have to fight each other to see who—ack!” Dungeon Master dropped to the ground again.

I made the heart burning even more painful that time.

“It’s—it’s not fair,” Dungeon Master said once the pain was over. “That I’m the only one… burning up like this.”

“Complain to Judge,” I said. “He’s the one who cares about fairness. Anyways, is there any way to bring them back?”

“Sorry, but we’ve experimented with stuff like that before. Once someone dies, their soul is gone. You can create an artificial soul that is indistinguishable from the original, but it’s not them. It’s not the same consciousness. An exact copy that would probably be good enough for any loved ones they left behind, but it wouldn’t be them.”

“How many humans died in this game?”

“Thirteen.”

“How many of them had families? People who cared about them?”

“Most of them. Only two of you were loners, and the other one who was—she killed herself on the first day by accident.”

“And they’re all gone now? There’s no way to bring them back?”

“Sorry, but there’s no stopping death.”

“What about you?” I asked. “You’re all immortal. Death has been stopped for you.”

“We’re not humans. We don’t even have souls in the same way that humans do, and our bodies aren’t real. They’re just what we use to represent ourselves. Even if you tear me to shreds, blend up my remains, and feed my liquified gore to ants, I would still be alive.”

I thought about that for a moment for dramatic effect before saying, “Huh, maybe that’s a good idea for punishment.”

“H-hey, it’s kind of scary when you say something like that when I can’t read your thoughts.”

“I’m joking. I want to rehabilitate you, not torture you. That being said, I’ve already taken your powers away. Kingmaker has given me ultimate authority over every single one of you. That’s enough punishment for now. No more powers, and if we really want to play up the whole ‘god’ thing, then eternal separation from humanity. Well, excluding me. And my family unless they want to be around you.”

Then, for better or for worse, I had one more question.

I assumed that Guide, Ninja, Scientist, and Gunsmith were all real people. Or rather, not “artificial souls.” I figured they were from alternate realities or other worlds with humans, but it was possible that they were…

No.

It didn’t matter and it wasn’t even a question that needed asked because the answer didn’t matter. Same with Young Lady.

What they were didn’t matter, only who they were, and what they were would never change who they were.

“I’m sending you back to the rest of the entities now,” I said.

“I suppose our conversation has gone on for long enough,” Dungeon Master replied. “Thanks, Player. Thanks for seeing through our bullshit… and uh, for not sentencing us to eternal torture or anything like that.”

“Wait until after you test out the future ‘game’ before thanking me for that.”

“Aha, will do. But seriously… I hope that your kindness rubs off on me. I think being somebody like you sounds way better than being me.”

I wasn’t sure how to reply to that, plus I had something else I wanted to do, so I sent Dungeon Master away to join up with the other entities.

“I suppose it is our turn now,” Third said from within my mind. While the entities might not have had access to my thoughts anymore, they still did since their souls were technically absorbed into mine.

Or rather, now that I had Kingmaker’s authority… their artificial souls were part of mine.


Chapter 20

For a change of scenery, and to test out my new powers some more, I teleported myself up onto the surface of that moon I spawned. It allowed me to look down at the entire world I had spent the last few weeks on, and from there I could see just how absurd the different biomes looked when randomly placed next to each other. The world didn’t look realistic at all when “zoomed out.”

“It has been quite the journey, Player!” Warrior King said, his voice as boisterous as ever. “Not that I agree with your judgement.”

“I figured you wouldn’t,” I said.

“The woman, Explorer, agrees. I doubt you will have any luck in talking to her.”

“I’m not surprised. You all lost your homes, your countries… your families to the entities, and I’m here playing nice with them and giving them what they want.”

“You are, and part of me hates you for that. I would see every last entity fed to beasts if it were up to me. But you are not me, and I am not you. And now I know, I am not even myself. The real me is dead alongside my people.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do not apologize, Player. I disagree with you, but that does not change that you have accomplished what I could not. You should be proud. Though, I do have one request.”

“If it’s possible, I’ll listen.”

“Then please, let this artificial mockery of my true self rest.”

“I could—I could probably give you a new body if you want. And you could join the game, or just go live your own life, maybe get some personal revenge against—”

“You may be as a god now, but I am still a king, even if I am only an imitation of one. Consider this an order from the king who gave you his advice and knowledge.”

“I—”

“Send me with him,” Explorer said. “I don’t have any interest in a world where those monsters are allowed their happiness after what they have taken from me.”

All I could say again was, “I’m sorry.”

“You’ve made your choice. We’ve made ours. The sooner the better.”

“Agreed,” Warrior King said. “I would not insult my true self any longer with my mockery of an existence.”

Again, I said, “I’m sorry. And… thank you.”

While I could feel a sense of respect from Warrior King, I felt nothing but disgust from Explorer.

And then I felt nothing from either of them.

All I had to do was imagine their artificial souls ceasing to exist, and it was over. They were gone, allowed to rest once more.

“And now it is only us,” Third said.

I wasn’t able to say anything back to him yet.

“You should have heard them when you first decided on your choice. It was rather difficult holding them back, but I convinced them to let you make your decision without our influence.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because we are the past, and you are the present. It is important to learn from the past, yes, but you should not let it bind your actions. The choice made was a choice for the humans of the present, not the extinct humanity of the past.”

“Do you think it was the right choice?”

“That is impossible to say. For starters, one man’s right is another’s wrong. You will never convince every last person that your decision is right. All that matters is your own belief in its righteousness. It was a decision you and you alone could have made, and so it is a decision you must judge on your own. Your own judgement will determine whether or not you may live with the choice you have made.”

“Yeah, I know. I guess I just wish one of you would tell me it was the right thing. You’re the ones who are ancient and wise and all that… and I don’t want to feel like I’ve disappointed the extinct humanity from the past.”

“If it is not already obvious, you will hear no such thing. Surely, you do not expect otherwise when it comes to giving our killers what they want.”

“I’m selfish and naïve, I guess. I want your approval even though I know I’ve done something none of you would forgive me for.”

“Our approval matters not. Only the approval of those yet living matters. Focus on the living, Player, not the dead.”

“I’ll try.”

“That being said, I am not so selfless that I would reject another attempt at life, nor do I care for holding a grudge. The sky—what lies beyond it. We were never able to explore all that the galaxy had to offer us. It was beyond our reach despite how advanced we believed ourselves to be. So though I have no interest in playing along with whatever game it is you intend for yourself and the entities, I have an equal lack of interest in abandoning this soul’s curiosity. I know the original would be upset with me if I did. May I ask that you free me from your mind and allow me to explore the galaxy my people once called home?”

“Of course. Should I, uh… give you a body? Or like, a spaceship or something?”

“I have no need for either of those. A consciousness free from physical limits, able to go where I desire until the end of time, is all I request. I figure, even with the ability to instantaneously appear wherever I desire, no matter how far away a distant star may be, that there will be enough for me to explore without ever running out.”

“I can do that. I think. So I guess, I’ll return you to Earth… basically as an invisible ghost able to go wherever you want.”

“Ghosts do not exist.”

“But invisible souls no longer bound by bodies do?”

“Fair point.”

I was kind of happy that Third still wanted to live, but… he was still going to leave me.

I just had one more question for him.

“Do you hate me?” I asked.

“Hatred is a waste of time,” Third answered. “And as I stated, I have no interest in judging you. Take that however you will.”

“I’ll do that. Anyways, even if we haven’t really talked much… thanks for helping me.”

“You are welcome, Player. Though I will not judge you, I do hope that you do well and face the future with no regrets.”

“I’ll try.”

“Trying is not enough.”

I smiled and said, “Alright, then I will.”

“Good. Now, send me off. There is much to explore and I doubt even the rest of time will be enough to see everything.”

Just like with the others, I thought about Third leaving me so that he could explore the universe, and he was gone an instant later.

For the first time since the whole game began, my mind was mine and mine alone. Nobody else could read my thoughts. Nobody else was inside my head.

It was just me.

I looked down at the world below me and sighed.

Whether I did the right thing or not no longer mattered. What mattered was that I did it. It was too late to take my decision back.

Even so… I wished that things would have went better with Warrior King and Explorer. Warrior King might have respected me, but Explorer—there was nothing but hatred from her.

She helped me, and I repaid her hate by giving the killers of her civilization what they wanted.

Her family. Her loved ones. Her people. Her home. Everything she knew was destroyed because of the entities pulling the strings. The same entities who I chose to be the jailor, and family, of.

She didn’t care that they were our abandoned, lonely creations. She had her own creation that she actually made with intent. Her child. And her child died because of them.

But I made the choice that I made.

Now, it was time to let my family know.

“Lord Player!” Ninja shouted after I reappeared in front of her and Gunsmith.

“Hey there, kid,” Gunsmith said. “How’d it go? Got a headache?”

I looked around for a moment before saying, “I can hardly believe I’m going to say this, but… well. To put it simply… I kind of became a god.”

Gunsmith and Ninja blinked at me a few times.

“My—my lord? I… do not sense that you are speaking in jest,” Ninja said.

“I’ll… explain everything once we’re back together with everybody else. Ready to head back?” I asked.

“Err, yeah, I guess,” Gunsmith said. “But what’s this about being a god now?”

All I had to do was “create” what I wanted in my mind, and that was all of us being together back at our base.

“Oh, shit, you weren’t joking,” Gunsmith said.

“Pl-Player?” Guide said. “How did—where did… wait, how did I get here…?”

“I… suggest everybody sit down,” I said.

“Well, shoot,” Gunsmith said. “You actually went through with it, and it actually worked, huh?”

Now that everything was explained to them, I waved my hand over my face, causing a mustache to grow above my lips. “How’s it look?”

Gunsmith smirked and crossed her arms over her chest. “Heh. Not bad, Player Boy. Not ba—”

“Please, no,” Guide said. “Player, a mustache… does not suit you.”

“I agree,” Ninja said. “It looks like a furry little creature has taken residence upon your face.”

Mimic nodded and said, “Master.”

Even Young Lady shook her head.

“… seriously?” I asked. “How come everybody thinks Gunsmith looks fine with a mustache, but I don’t?”

“Heh.” Gunsmith stroked her fake mustache. “I guess you just haven’t earned it yet. You see, kid, a mustache will never belong on the face of one who hasn’t earned the right to have a mustache. You’ve got to earn that right for it to look good. Otherwise, everybody can tell it’s a fake and that it don’t belong.”

“I don’t want to hear that from you of all people.”

“I’m only speaking the truth. You should listen to your elders.”

“You realize I can make your mustache disappear from existence just by thinking about it, right?”

Gunsmith quickly covered up her mouth and mustache with both hands.

“Player,” Guide said. “As,” she paused, looked down at Young Lady, sighed, and then continued, “cool as I think it is that you have godlike powers now… don’t threaten to abuse them. You need to be responsible, not abusive.”

Ninja nodded along. “I agree with Lady Guide. Such power must be wielded responsibly, my lord.”

“It was just a joke,” I said and sighed. “I promise not to abuse it.”

“Question,” Scientist said. “What about abusing it in pursuit of science?”

“Nope, sorry. Can’t abuse. Guide and Ninja won’t let me. Bring it up to them.”

“Disappointed frown. It is impossible to go against them.”

Guide looked pretty smug and proud of herself, but that expression was soon replaced by a gentler and more serious one. “Player… you alright?”

“Yeah? Why?” I asked.

“Because I look at your face so much that I can tell when something is even slightly wrong. It’s my superpower.”

“Wow, what an impressive superpower. I’m jealous. But… yeah. I’m fine. I’m just—I mean, you know. There’s a lot to think about. All of this happened so fast and came out of nowhere that I… it’s just a lot. Kind of, you know, became a wannabe god. There’s a lot of responsibility there. And then the stuff with the old souls…”

I looked down at Young Lady.

I wanted to be a good example for her.

When I was growing up, I never saw anybody actually be honest. The only honesty I ever heard from an adult was being told how disappointing I was. They were never honest with their feelings to each other, nor to me outside of when they were upset.

It was like it was impossible for them to be honest.

I didn’t want to set that example for Young Lady.

“I believe I did the right thing,” I said. “But I wish somebody else would confirm it. I want to be told I did the right thing. I want… somebody to agree with me instead of leaving me to think about it on my own.”

While most of them looked unsure of what to say, Mimic was quick to give me a thumbs-up and said, “Master!”

Guide then smiled and nodded. “I believe in you, Player. I can’t imagine what I would do if I was in your position, but I do know that I trust you to do what you believe is the best for all of us, and that’s what’s important to me. So, I don’t think I can say with certainty that you did the right thing, but I can say with certainty that I believe in you to do the right thing.”

“I agree with Lady Guide,” Ninja said. “The pressure you are under, and have been under, must be immense, Lord Player. Though I was trained in the way of war rather than politics, I recognize a worthy leader when my eyes meet one, and I believe you are worthy of following to the end of this world and all others. I shall support any decision you make.”

As if they decided to go one at a time, Scientist spoke next and said, “I do not believe in objectively correct or wrong decisions, but I do subjectively believe in you.”

And then there was Gunsmith. “It is what it is. But, since none of these other gals have told you what you want to hear without a bunch of flowery dancing around, let me get straight to the point for you. You did the right thing, Player Boy, and if anybody tries to tell you otherwise, my boots are made for kickin’.”

Then I noticed that Mimic was showing Young Lady something, and that something was how to give a thumbs-up which Young Lady was happy to show me.

“Thank you,” I said, trying not to cry in front of them all. That meant it was time to distract myself by saying, “By the way, you want to know something cool?”

None of them looked like they had any clue about what I was going to say, and how could they?

Even I could barely believe what I was about to say.

“You know, I do basically have the powers of a god now,” I said. “That means I can easily do something like, say… stop us from aging so that we can live forever.”

“You mean you can give me a real mustache?!” Gunsmith shouted.

“No, sorry, that’s impossible even for me.”

“Tch.”

Meanwhile, Guide looked like she was so happy that she was about to—scratch that, so happy that she did cry. “I—I can… be with all of you… forever?”

“Lady Guide?” Ninja asked, gently holding onto Guide’s arm.

“Sorry, sorry. It’s… I… I thought all I could do was enjoy each day as much as possible… because I never knew for certain that… we would get to stay together. I had no idea if we would be taken away from Player, or if one day you wouldn’t come back, or… but now—now we… we get to stay together. I don’t have to worry about every single time you leave. I don’t have to worry about somebody taking us away from each other. I don’t have to worry about… anything but making you all happy.”

The others looked like they were about to cry after hearing that, too. Well, except for Mimic and Young Lady. But even Scientist looked emotional.

“Why didn’t you say that sooner?!” Guide shouted at me, happily crying. “If you would have put it that way, then I would have told you a million times by now that you made the right choice!”

“I think you might be even more selfish than me,” I told her.

Guide broke free from Ninja and charged at me, tackling me down to the ground with her arms wrapped around me for a hug.

Ninja, sniffling after hearing all that, said, “I never believed I would be so lucky as to spend eternity with those I cherish. From now until the end of time, my lord, please allow me to continue serving you.”

“You don’t even have to ask,” I said. “If anything, don’t think that I won’t still need you clinging to my side protecting me just because we’re immortal now.”

“Of course, Lord Player. You shall have my eternal protection.”

Scientist, in a very rare show, actually reached up to her face and wiped away a tear. I was used to never seeing her move her arms unless it was necessary to. “Excited smiling… among many other emotions that would take too long to list. I will instead say that… I am very happy.”

“Bunch of dramatic crybabies, y’all are,” Gunsmith said with red, crying eyes of her own. She actually ended up taking her mustache off to wipe under her eyes with it… before putting it back on. “Tch, making this old gal get all emotional. My heart ain’t what it used to be, y’hear?”

Guide turned her head to stick her tongue out at Gunsmith before burying it back against my neck.

Meanwhile, Mimic and Young Lady looked like they were having a conversation without saying anything, neither one of them quite understanding what we were talking about it seemed.

So, I used my powers to help them out just this once.

Maybe they didn’t understand quite what the big deal was with our words alone, so I made it so that they could feel my emotions—so that they could understand through feeling what the big deal was. It was only for a moment and I revoked the ability once they understood.

And once they did understand, Mimic smiled so wide… that multiple mouths—all smiling—appeared across her body. Then she threw herself onto me and Guide, sandwiching Guide between our bodies, and wrapped herself around us as much as she could.

Young Lady might not have been emotional to the point of growing a bunch of mouths all smiling like Mimic did, but she still smiled and took a step toward us. Then she hesitated, but once I nodded, she ran over and threw herself onto the pile. After all, I wasn’t going to let her stay cursed with some kind of power that caused her to hurt others she touched.

Ninja, Gunsmith, and Scientist might have resisted joining in on the hugging pile, but they weren’t going to get away with not hugging for long. I was sure Guide would make sure of that.
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Guide did, in fact, make sure that the others joined in on the hugging. She basically pulled the others away from me and then forced the unhugged to hug me, and then she and the others rejoined in hugging. So, I ended up staying on the ground getting hugged for a while.

After that, we eventually settled in for the night as emotions had been running high and we were left pretty tired.

Everybody else managed to fall asleep before me, though, and I was left alone with my thoughts. Part of me was tempted to try and just… force myself to go to sleep with my powers, but I didn’t want to become dependent on them. I was also kind of worried that I would accidentally force myself into sleep and never wake up. So, instead, I went outside to lie down in the grass and look up at the sky.

It didn’t take long for a certain somebody else to join me. I probably should have expected her.

“Did you think you could escape?” Guide asked, standing over me as she looked down at me with a soft smile.

“I’d never dream of escaping you,” I answered.

“Oh? Good, because it’d be impossible no matter what powers you might have. You will never get away from me, Player.”

“I didn’t know you had an obsessive stalker side to you.”

“Of course I do. I’m obsessed with you, so of course I’m going to let that develop into unhealthy, red flags.”

“Fortunately for you, red is my favorite color.”

“Oh? Is it?”

“Nope, but it will be if you keep this up.”

Guide smirked before getting down onto the grass with me. Though, she positioned herself so that she was vertical above me with her head next to mine. That way, we could look up at the sky together, and our heads were also closer than if we were just side by side.

“So… what happens now?” she asked.

“Now?” I asked back.

“Yeah, you know. What’s the plan?”

“Didn’t I already tell you guys?”

“Yeah, yeah, but like, what are the specifics? I want the details.”

“Well, I know the original game inside and out more than I know any other game, so I’m going to use it as the baseline.”

“Mhm, mhm. Then what?”

“I’m going to remove the hybrid of real and game physics to only have game physics. Things will be more balanced that way.”

“I see, I see. And?”

“Because I have to keep them entertained for a long time, I’m going to slow things down to make them have to grind more. There were mods for the original that I didn’t use which added a leveling and class systems, so I’m going to include something like that. Then they’ll be forced to slow down.”

“Nod, nod.”

“Are you Scientist now?”

“Nope, still Guide. Next?”

“I’m going to try and make the world feel a lot more infinite, and you know the best way to drag things out and to add a sense of infinite progression?”

“What?”

“Roguelike elements. Crafted items will be able to get rerolled for different modifiers, but dropped and found items will get randomized modifiers. So, somebody could craft all the best stuff they need, or they could go grind for special items until they get the right modifier on something.”

“Artificially inflating playtime, eh?”

“What else am I supposed to do for a bunch of immortal entities? I have to basically turn my favorite game into a live-service game for immortals who will need new content for the rest of time.”

“I don’t envy you.”

“This game alone probably won’t be enough to keep them entertained forever, so I’ll have to set up others, too. I’m also going to have to try and help them see that they don’t need new or original things to make them happy. If I can teach them to be complacent and happy with what they’ve got, then that would be great.”

“You’re going to teach them to be satisfied with what they have by making them live out a live service game constantly being given new content?”

I blinked a couple of times. “You know, when you put it that way…”

Guide chuckled and leaned her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know if this specific game you have in mind is the best idea, but I trust you. All this stuff is way over my head. Above my pay grade, you could say.”

“Wait, I pay you?”

“Mhm.”

“What’s your salary?”

“A lifetime of love… wait! If—if you’re in charge now, then…” Guide got serious all of a sudden, straddled my hips, and grabbed onto my shoulders while staring me directly in my eyes. “Player.”

“Yeah?” I asked, unsure of what spurred the sudden mood change.

Guide then gulped and said, “I… love you.” Her eyes went the widest I had ever seen them after that. “It worked? It worked! I can finally say it! I love you!”

“I was wondering how long it would for you to figure that out. It was the first thing I changed. Even before the extra moon.”

Guide started tearing up before pushing her lips against mine for a kiss. Though, the kiss only lasted for a moment before she said again, “I love you. I love you, I love you, I love you.”

“You’re going to get tired of saying it if you say it that often.”

“Heh, I’ll never get tired of saying it. Oh, by the way, Player, guess what?”

“What?”

“I love you.”

“Wow, I didn’t see that coming.”

“Okay, seriously this time. Guess what?”

“The sky is blue?”

“Nope, I love you.”

“Wow, another shocker.”

“Alright, alright. Super seriously this time. No joking. No tomfoolery. Guess what.”

“Hmm… I guess… that you love Ninja?”

“Well, yes, but that’s the wrong guess.”

“Dang, I have no idea what the correct answer is then. Can you spoil it for me?”

“Hmm, okay, but only because I love you. Alright, the answer is… I love you.”

“Wow, you’re really good at this game. I haven’t guessed right a single time.”

“Don’t you think it’s kind of crazy how bad you are at guessing, Player? Geez. I thought you were supposed to be smart, but you can’t even guess something this obvious. Alright. Let me try one more time. I’ll make it suuuuuuper easy for you.”

I took a deep breath and put on my best determined face. “Alright. I’m ready.”

Guide nodded a couple of times, looking into my eyes with the same seriousness that I gave her. “Alright. Guess what?”

“I guess… you want to… go explore space and feel what it’s like to get sucked into a black hole?”

“Nope. Pretty weird guess, but it’s okay, because the correct answer is that I love you, and I love you no matter what sort of weird guesses you have.”

“Dang. I really am stupid if I couldn’t guess that.”

“It’s okay. No matter how stupid you are, you’re my stupid. And Ninja’s stupid. And Scientist’s stupid. And Mimic’s. And Gunsmith’s.”

“I guess I’m just everybody’s stupid, huh?”

“Yep, yep.”

“Can’t complain about that. That being said, I really might have to put you on a payroll here.”

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Because. You think I can manage being the dungeon master for a bunch of immortal entities by myself? I figure you’ll be able to give me plenty of advice and, you know, guidance.”

“Hahaha, funny. Unfortunately for you, that sort of thing is totally out of my league.”

“Didn’t you come up with those game ideas using Mimic?”

Guide blinked and then said, “Oh. Huh. Maybe you’re onto something there, Player. Maybe you’re smarter than I give you credit for.”

“I’m pretty amazing, aren’t I?”

“Mhm. You are. Why do you think I love you so much?”

“I figured it was because of my dick.”

Guide’s eyes went wide again. “Wait… if I can say I love you now, then…”

“Oh.” I felt a bit flustered once I figured out what she was getting at. “I—I actually didn’t change anything about that yet.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you’re telling me that you’ve been given godlike powers, and… the first thing you did… was make it so that we could say we love you, but not make it so that you can have sex with us yet?”

“I mean… I figured the love thing was more important.”

Guide grinned even more and kissed me again. “You are way too perfect, Player. But we both know the truth.”

“And what’s that?”

“You got addicted to what we’ve been doing, haven’t you? You probably figured you don’t need normal sex when we all already get off just fine.”

“Well, I mean… you’re not wrong about that. But I figure once I do make normal sex possible, I’ll be able to put in some more work to make things even.”

“Heh. Look at you, thinking I won’t still be on top doing all the work. You’re going to have to find me a cowboy hat. Actually, wait. If you have all these new powers… try changing your arm.”

“Changing my arm?”

“Yeah. Like, I don’t know. Try changing its shape or size.”

I looked at my left arm, thought about it for a few moments, then figured out what I wanted to change it to. All I had to do then was really commit to that thought and my arm changed to be covered in fur.

“Wow, Player, I didn’t know you were a furry,” Guide teased.

I sighed and said, “It was just the first thing I thought of, alright?”

“Mhm. Sure. Anyways, this is good.”

“Why’s that?”

“You can shrink your dick down when we have sex. Playing with it like we have been works for its current size, but actually putting something that huge inside of me? Yeah, no thanks. You’re going to have to like, shrink it by at least half if you want to put it inside me.”

“You know, I never actually thought the day would come where you’re here telling me to shrink my dick down.”

“I know I’m incredible and everything, but I’m not a miracle worker.”

“You know, I could probably make it so that you could easily handle the size without any issues.”

“Physically, sure, but not mentally. Even if you could make it so that I don’t have any guts or anything anymore to give it as much space as possible, just the thought of it going that deep into me messes with me and not in a good way.”

“Alright, I get it. I’ll spare you and shrink it down when we have sex.”

“Thank you. Maybe other times, too. Honestly, playing with it all shrunken down sounds pretty cute.”

“Really?”

“Yeah? Is that surprising? I’ll love it no matter what size it is. Playing with it in its natural size is fun, and I’m sure it’ll be just as fun if we shrink it down temporarily. I won’t have to stretch my jaw so much, either. Ooh, and Scientist could actually completely bury you between her boobs.”

“Alright, maybe there are some upsides to it.”

“And you could increase your sensitivity. And increase our sensitivity. You could make it so that Ninja can’t help but to drop to her knees every time we touch her ears… so many possibilities…”

“You just want me to abuse my new powers for lewd things, huh?”

“Can you blame me? Besides, what else are you going to do when not busy being a dungeon master?”

That… was actually a good question.

What else was I going to do?

Sure, trying to curate a living game-like world for the entities was going to be difficult and consume a ton of my time, but not all of it. What was I going to do outside of that? There was always spending time with my family, but was that all I was going to do? Just bounce back and forth between “work” and “family” with no time for myself to do anything else?

Did I even care? Spending all my free time with my family sounded perfectly fine to me.

But it would probably be better if I did other things, too.

“I’m thinking… I’m going to work through my gaming backlog,” I answered.

Guide blinked. “Oh, an actual answer.”

“Surprising, right? It’s possible for me to give an actual answer to something instead of just flirting with you.”

“Feel free to keep flirting with me, though.”

“There’ll be enough of that. But seriously. When I’m not creating a world for the entities or hanging out with all of you, I have a ton of games I’ve been meaning to play. I can probably create a computer that gives me access to Earth’s internet, too, so that’s what I’ll do. And… actually… if I can go back to Earth now and connect this place to it… I could show you all what my world is like.”

“Ooh… does that mean… we can dress Ninja up in cute, modern clothes?”

“It does. People might look at her weird because of her ears and tail, but they’ll probably just assume she’s a furry wearing accessories.”

“Poor Ninja.”

“But the idea of getting to go visit Earth with everybody has me excited—motivated. I’m ready to get started on setting up a world for the entities now.”

“Wait, seriously? Already? Don’t you want to take a break? And you need sleep!”

“The sooner I get things rolling for them, the sooner I can go on vacation with all of you. And while you’re here, you can help me out. You clearly don’t need sleep either and are ready to help me if you’re out here.”

Guide sighed and slouched her shoulders. “So this is why you made it possible for me to say I love you. You got me all happy and excited… just so that I would be easier to seduce into helping you with your new job.”

I let out a dramatic, evil laugh. “You have figured out my grand plan, I see.”

“You’re too cute to sound evil, Player.”

“I—I tried, alright? Anyways, I need your help… with naming things. For example, what should the world be called?”

“Hmm… how about… Null?”

“Null? Is that… really an appropriate name for a world?

“I think it’s fitting. It’s a world being made from scratch. It’ll be your duty, and theirs, to make something from nothing. Therefore, Null.”

“Well, it’s a better name than Earth probably. And with your logic, I guess that it is kind of fitting.”

“Then there you have it. Null, a world of nothing where anything can be made from it.”

“I like that. Alright, Null it is.”

With the new world’s name set, it was time to get to work.
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It took even more work than I thought it would, but I managed to create the foundation for a world that the entities could have all to themselves. A world of nothing full of opportunity. I ended up making things significantly simpler than I expected to, too.

For those who felt that their destiny was to never create, only to observe, it was time for them to be the creators.

Even when it came to Dungeon Master, while they might have been the one to create challenges and temporary worlds for the entities’ tests, they only ever copied ideas that humans came up with. If they wanted to test a warrior king, they threw a mythological monster at him from human history. If they wanted to test an explorer, they used political drama invented by humans.

The potential for creation was probably always there for them, but they never believed themselves capable of it. They saw themselves as a creation, not creators, and so they wanted to find a human who could provide them with new creations.

They were powerful, godlike beings incapable of imagining their own creativity.

Maybe it was good for humanity that the entities never felt creative? What would the entities have created if they actually embraced creativity? They could have helped humanity by inventing wonderful technologies beyond human ability, or they could have created weapons that made the greatest of explosives look like child’s play.

Maybe, in the end, it would be a bad thing that I was helping them unlock their own creative potential.

Or maybe it would be a good thing.

But even if I knew what the outcome would be, it didn’t matter. Just as I would lovingly raise a child to the best of my ability no matter what I was told they would do in the future, I would treat the entities the same way.

“Mm,” Young Lady said, sitting on my lap as I looked over the screens I used to monitor and modify Null.

I looked at where she was pointing and saw Kingmaker, having freshly “spawned” in Null, walking around aimlessly.

There were no monsters for her to fight. No tools for her to gather with. She was simply in the wilderness with nothing but nature around her.

“She looks confused, huh?” I asked.

Young Lady nodded. “Mm.”

“I’m sure she’ll figure something out.”

“Mm…”

“Have some faith in her. It’s her first time ever playing a game… actually, maybe you’re right to worry about her.”

Kingmaker walked around until she came across a tree. She then stared at it for about ten seconds before touching it. Nothing happened. Then she tried to punch it. Nothing happened, but she did pull her hand back and looked like she was in pain.

“Trust—trust me on this,” I told Young Lady who was now looking up at me with eyes of doubt. “Here, let’s check on how DM is doing.”

I swiveled my chair around to look at a different screen focusing on Dungeon Master.

As for how Dungeon Master was doing… they were already chopping a tree down with a stone axe that they crafted from combining some twigs on the ground with a rock. They looked pretty happy about it, too. For once, they were subjected to somebody’s else game and got to be the one relaxing and having fun.

And unlike what they did to me, they didn’t have to worry about some mysterious force behind the scenes who might end the world or whatever.

I swiveled again to check on Judge.

Judge… was just sitting on a small hill overlooking a pond. That felt fitting for—

Oh.

His hands looked even more red and bruised than Kingmaker’s did.

“He… he must have tried punching a tree, hurt himself, and gave up,” I said.

Young Lady nodded. “Mm.”

“I’d feel bad for him if he didn’t give me those headaches.”

Then there were all the entities. A few hundred in total.

Some of them were pretty mundane. For example, one looked like a cuddly little teddy bear. That one’s name was Comfort, or Entity 414 going by the organization Scientist worked for. Comfort was just happily frolicking through a field of flowers.

Then there was Demon. Entity 3. A giant, black and red, demonic monster that looked like the final antagonist of a JRPG. Demon was trying to destroy everything around to see if they could break even a single thing, but it was impossible. No matter how hard they swiped their sword-like claws at something, they failed to destroy it.

I didn’t mix realism in with game physics unlike what they did with me. If I was going to subject them to a game, then it was going to be like a game.

Though, to be fair, most survival crafting games allowed people to punch rocks and trees to get basic materials at the start… but I thought that was stupid.

Demon would probably be happy once night came around, though. That was when they’d get some monsters to fight.

Of course, Demon would also find out that no matter how terrifying they might have looked and how powerful they were supposed to be, that a starter monster at night would probably be enough to “kill” them.

“Player,” Scientist said, her voice coming from the entrance of my work room.

As soon as Young Lady heard her voice, she hopped off my lap and rushed over to Scientist.

It was impossible for Scientist to resist lifting Young Lady up to hold her, and it was impossible for Young Lady to resist resting her head against the top of Scientist’s chest.

I understood both of them completely.

“What’s up?” I asked Scientist.

“I have a theory regarding the entities’ creation and purpose,” Scientist explained.

“That sounds big.”

“I have been working on it since you told me what Judge said about their origin. Seeing what the rest are like, and learning their names, has provided me with enough evidence to support my theory.”

“And what’s your theory?”

“They represent humanity. They were subconsciously born of humanity’s collective emotions, needs, fears, et cetera. Essentially, each entity is a concept that humanity has collectively created.”

Looking back over the screens showing each entity in their new world, that made sense.

Comfort was—well, probably the concept of safety. They represented wanting to feel safe. Maybe their form wasn’t always that of a teddy bear, but that’s what it became over time as teddy bears became the go-to protectors of scared children everywhere.

As for Demon… they were an easy one to figure out. The concept, or perhaps fear, of wild beasts and “monsters.” Over time, as animals were conquered and no longer a threat, they took on the form of a monstrous demon instead.

Judge represented humanity’s desire for justice, whether that justice was right or wrong. All that mattered was the final verdict fueled by humanity’s emotions.

Dungeon Master, a master of games of games and entertainment. The one who was probably most fitting to “create” new things, cursed to always copy humanity’s ideas and always be the one in charge, never the player.

And then there was Kingmaker. The first entity.

If I had to attribute a concept to her… then it was the concept of authority—humanity’s desire to dominate their surroundings and others, to master terrain, to conquer the sea and the sky, to evolve and adapt and be the strongest.

In a time when humanity was the underdog in a world full of untamed nature and wild beasts, with no technology to easily clear the way for them, the desire for authority gave birth to her.

How much of that was true, I had no idea, but I would be happy to talk about it with Scientist later to see what she thought.

But for now, all I said was, “Makes sense. Though, some of these entities are pretty obscure. Like, 299. That one doesn’t talk and nobody else has a name for them. And they’re just… a clay statue… with kind of a creepy face… and they never move or do anything. What are they supposed to represent?”

“Uncanny valley, I think,” Scientist answered. “Perhaps general discomfort.”

“Huh. Maybe.”

“I also have a question.”

“Ask away.”

“Will this be enough to entertain them? They seek new creations, but you have only given them what appears to be a very simple game.”

“It’s not just simple. It’s an extremely basic knockoff of one of the greatest selling games of all time. A game where there’s not really any true purpose to it other than exploring and making stuff.”

“I am not sure I understand how this would satisfy them.”

“Basically, I’m hoping it’ll make them independent. I want them to learn how to be happy on their own—how to pursue the act of creation for its own sake without worrying about whether something is original or unique or whatever. I want them to feel the satisfaction of discovering and creating something with their own hands no matter how old of a concept it might be. So, sure, the concept of a chair might have always existed for as long as something has wanted to sit down, but that’s different from making your very own chair with your own hands and materials.”

“In other words, it does not matter if something is unoriginal so long as they find purpose in the act of creation itself.”

“Right. And sure, I’m still going to add new things for them every now and then to keep things fresh, and give them other ‘games’ to explore, but for now… I’m starting them off simple. I want them to learn to appreciate the little things.”

“I am still unsure of how you came to this conclusion.”

“You mean to do this for them?”

“Nod.”

“Well, I thought about what I want first and foremost. Aside from obviously spending the rest of my life with both of you and the others, I had a lot of fun tagging along with Ninja and Gunsmith letting them explore and do things. Speaking of which…”

I beckoned Scientist to come closer and then pointed at one of the other screens.

Once Scientist was close enough to see, she’d see that the screen featured a group she should have been pretty familiar with.

“Oh. That’s where they are,” Scientist said.

The entities weren’t the only ones exploring Null. Guide, Ninja, Mimic, and Gunsmith were also over there. While Ninja and Gunsmith worked on chopping down trees with axes to collect wood, Guide built a house for them made of the gathered wood, and Mimic chased fish around in the water of the river next to where Guide was building.

“You’re welcome to join them,” I said. The only reason nobody woke her up to offer sooner was because: one, we all figured she wouldn’t be interested; and two, the last time somebody woke Scientist up before she woke up on her own, she went on a pretty long rant about how important sleep was and how inefficient it was to be woken up early due to it ruining the efficiency of sleep cycles or something like that.

“Pass,” Scientist answered, just like we figured she would. “I would rather continue my studies.”

“What’re you studying now?”

“When I am not entertaining various theories regarding the entities, I am still trying to figure out how I may begin analyzing the source of your new power. Nothing in this universe exists without logic behind it.”

“You sure it’s not just magic?”

“Magic is not real. Things referred to as “magic” are simply phenomena not understood yet.”

“I think you might spend a pretty long time trying to figure this out seeing as how even the entities don’t know how it works.”

“That is acceptable. We are effectively immortal now.”

“True. By the way, once everybody is settled in and some progress has been made with the entities, meaning I can trust them and leave them alone for a few days, want to go with us on a date to Earth?”

“Nod. That sounds wonderful. I also wish to see how we have further asserted dominance over the Soviet Union.”

“I thought I told you that they collapsed?”

“Smug satisfaction. I know, but it makes me happy to hear it again.”

“You really have it out for them… but I guess it makes sense considering what generation you’re from.”

At that point, Young Lady started reaching toward me, so Scientist brought her over and set her down on my lap where Young Lady was quick to get cozy against my chest again.

“She is very efficient in getting her way,” Scientist said.

“Children can be like that,” I replied.

“Nod. However, I am also versed in the ways of efficiency.”

“That so?”

“Yes. I will demonstrate. Kiss me.”

“You know, I can’t really reach you when you’re standing, I’m sitting, and I have Young Lady on me.”

“This is a very inefficient.”

“But, Scientist, I thought you were going to show how eff—”

Scientist grabbed me by my cheeks, turned my head to face her, and leaned down to press her lips against mine.

“My mistake was using words in the first place,” Scientist said. “It is more efficient to take what I want instead of state it.”

“You… you’ve got me there,” I said.

With a subtle smile, Scientist gave the top of my head a pat before walking back toward the entrance. Though, before she left, she turned around and said, “Also, I love you.”

“I love you too, Scientist.”

“Happy smile.”

And then she left.

That was when Young Lady turned to look up at me and pointed a finger at herself. “Mm?”

“Yes. I love you, too,” I told her.

“Mm.” She gave me a slightly more expressive smile than Scientist and went back to watching the monitors.

“You know, once Ninja has gotten used to Null, I’m sure she’d love to bring you over to play with you.”

Young Lady made a more excited sound than usual in response to that.

“But for now, watch them so you can see what it’s like to play—well, live in a game. You don’t have any gaming experience, so you need to learn the ropes a little before being thrown into one.”

“Mm.”

Looking over the monitors again, everybody seemed to be making progress in figuring things out… except for Kingmaker.

Kingmaker ended up falling into a hole that was too deep to jump or climb out of, and they had no idea how else to get out, so they were just standing there looking up at the sky waiting for help.

“… maybe some of the entities should watch how games work, too,” I said.

I had to admit that I never could have expected this outcome.

Sure, I couldn’t have expected that I would suddenly find myself inside of a world that was modeled after my favorite game, and I never would have expected that I would get multiple girlfriends who were perfect and loved me… but I especially couldn’t expect that I would end up being the dungeon master for a bunch of bored, immortal, godlike beings created by humanity.

But I wasn’t going to complain about that.

For the first time, I really felt like I was doing something… important with my life. Like I was fully actualized.

I had my family. I had comfort. Love. Friendships. Safety. Confidence. Pride.

Purpose.

Being… basically a social worker for entities wasn’t what I had in mind for a purpose, but it was a role I was happy to accept.

“By the way, Young Lady,” I said.

Young Lady looked up at me again. “Mm?”

“Once we visit Earth, I’m going to embrace my inner child that never got to have fun with you. That means taking you to amusement parks and other fun places. We’re going to go on so many rides together, especially roller coasters.”

She tilted her head. “Mm?”

“Really tall, really fast rides where you sit in a cart out of your control and go up and down hills, upside down in loops, and all sorts of other things that make you think you’re going to die at any second.”

Young Lady shivered and shook her head, moving faster than I had ever seen her move before.

“We’re also going to eat lots of really unhealthy junk food that will make Guide mad at us.”

That got Young Lady to nod.

“But only after you ride roller coasters with me.”

She hesitated for a moment, but clenched her fists with determination and hesitantly nodded.

Since I didn’t have anything else to do other than to watch the entities to make sure that everything went well, for now, that meant I could start planning the ultimate vacation for my family’s visit to Earth.

If I could say so myself, I deserved a break.


Afterword

Hello, hello. It is once again I, Ace of the Arriande, the author of this here book. First off, I’d like to apologize for taking so long to get this out. I wanted it to be published back in December, but I’ve had to put down both of my dogs since the third volume was published, and that kind of really killed my motivation to write there (or really, to do anything) for a while.

Now then, let’s get into talking about the actual book.

If it isn’t obvious yet, I consider the main plot/conflict of this series now resolved. As far as the main story goes, it is now over.

When I first published this ending to my Patreon readers, I did so under the assumption that it would be pretty controversial and that I would disappoint a lot of people with it. So far, though, I haven’t actually received any negativity about it. Honestly pretty surprising. I still believe that will change now that this volume will be out on Amazon, though. This is where most of my readers are, after all, and where there are plenty of people who have probably only ever read this one series of mine.

I wasn’t originally planning on the main plot resolving this early, but I felt it was for the best. As the series progressed, my main interest in continuing it was to write more of Player and the harem. But unlike what I usually do, I set this story up to be plot-first. I was fine with that until I realized just how deep of a hole I was digging for myself with the original premise. Over the last couple of volumes, I tried pulling away from that, and then I decided that this volume would be a good stopping point.

I understand that it isn’t the most satisfying ending, especially from a LitRPG perspective, but I like it. And ultimately, I’m a selfish person who writes for myself first and foremost.

But the main plot being over is not to say that I am done writing this series. I’m simply going to write more of the part that I still love and want to write more of: the relationship. I mean, Ninja alone is enough to guarantee that I write more.

If it’s not obvious, I am very biased and consider Ninja to be best girl.

Anyways, the main plot is over, but I plan on writing at least one epilogue volume that is just going to be pure slice of life and romance and cute stuff. There might be more in the future, but I won’t know until I know. All I’m promising is one epilogue volume. Maybe there will be 2, or 4, or 10, I have no idea, but I’m only promising one. After one, it depends on how much more cute stuff I can think of writing with them.

I actually wrote basically an entire analysis of this series to include in the afterword here, but that ended up being around 5k words. I felt like it would be pretty bad if a chunk of the pages is dedicated to me rambling about the series acting like it’s a personal blog. But basically, to summarize what I wrote:

I believe that an admittedly “rushed” ending is better than no ending or artificially dragging the plot out to last longer. I’ve always planned on the plot ending this way, aka Player “ascending” (hence the series’ name) to basically godhood to be immortal with his harem forever while taking care of the entities, but I wasn’t sure how to necessarily reach that point. Then once I figured out how to reach it, I reached it since anything else would have been dragging it out more.

And now I can focus on what I do best, in my opinion: cute slice of life.

That’s another thing I’ll say. One of the biggest things that inspires me to write is that, ever since I was a child, I have always hated how movies and shows and books always ended when I thought, “hey, it’s finally getting good.” Maybe I’m a weirdo, but I absolutely love to see what happens after stories. One example I like to use is the movie 2012. Great, cheesy disaster film. But I unironically want like a full-length series just showing humanity rebuilding after the world basically got destroyed.

I also love romances. Stories are pretty much pointless to me if there’s no romance. Even with something like TAG here, I consider the romance the main point of the series even if it wasn’t the main focus so far. Everything else is just spice and herbs to help flavor the main dish, but it’s all pointless without the romance as far as I’m concerned. Literally everything is better with romance. I know people disagree, but that’s just how I feel. Take any game, movie, or story in existence, add in romance, and I’ll consider it better. So, romance and getting to see what happens “after” are my main inspirations for writing, and that’s why I am happy to not drag out the main “plot” so that I can get to the after which is going to be pure romance and found family stuff.

But yeah. I know it’ll probably be a controversial ending, but I liked it and felt it was appropriate. And later in the year, I’ll publish an epilogue volume focusing on the stuff I’m most interested in.

I hope that you have enjoyed the ending and series in general! If you didn’t like the ending, well, then I can accept that as long as you don’t think it was worse than Game of Throne’s ending. I’ll feel hurt if you think it’s that bad.

And now it’s time for the usual links.

You can check out my other series, Lazy Dragon Queen, here!

Or my other series, The True Endgame, here!

Or my latest series, Lord of Infinity, here!

If you want to be among the first to hear about new book releases and special offers, consider subscribing to my mailing list! You can subscribe to the mailing list here: https://acearriande.ck.page

My website is available at: https://acearriande.com/

If you want to follow me on social media, you can check out my Twitter at: https://twitter.com/ace_arriande

I have a Patreon, too, with early access to advanced chapters of all of my stories which you can find at: https://www.patreon.com/AceArriande

And if you ever want to email me for any reason, you can email me at: ace@arriande.com

I also have a YouTube channel that may or may not be dead (which I may or may not come back to someday), but if you’re ever curious about that, you can check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGmETU0sr2AIjA0jwq-MsSQ

That’s all for now. Thank you for your support this far, and I hope that you’ll read more of my series in the future!
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